
Interview with Pamela Seager, Executive Director of  Ranchos Los Alamitos,  
On the Importance of Planning for Historic Properties (2)  
Dorothy Fue Wong conducts the interview.  

Wong: Pamela, why is long-term planning important to historic site? 

Pamela Seager: think it’s especially important to a historic site because you are a long-
term steward that is your responsibility to the public, so you need a road map to see 
where you are going, and as a guide for direction.  You also have limited resources and 
you are spending other people’s discretionary or public money and you must do that 
ethically and responsibly.  Knowing where you are going, how you are going to support it 
and what you want to achieve for the public good is very important.  It makes for 
efficient management as well as the most appropriate use of the historic resource and of 
the funding that supports the facility and its programs.  

It is also very helpful to have a clear roadmap if you are going to seek outside funding 
because funders like to know that they are giving to a stable organization that knows 
where it is going and what it wants to achieve.  If you can articulate your case and the 
public benefit, donors will look more favorably upon fund- raising requests that are 
logical and part of a long-range plan for the institution and for the historic resource.   

I think it is a very good tool for keeping you on track, and following the master plan 
makes you very efficient because you do not undertake a project as a knee-jerk reaction.  
Your road map tells you when a project is most effectively and efficiently implemented. 
It helps you keep your eye on the goal and keep moving forward.  It is especially helpful 
during difficult economic times when you have to be even more resourceful in terms of 
how you are handling your resources.   

Wong:  My other question is that before you came to Rancho Los Alamitos in 1985, 
what preservation projects were you involved in? 

Pamela Seager:  I was involved in several preservation projects at the California 
Historical Society, where I worked statewide.  One of the most influential projects that I 
did when I was there, and that influenced my thinking about long range planning, was 
that we were fortunate to receive a good-sized grant from the National Endowment for 
Humanities to do an institutional self study.  The NEH was funding us to take a look at 
ourselves historically and in light of that study to chart a course for the future.  I was able 
to contact a number of like organizations nationwide and take a look at what they were 
doing, look at what their membership was, how it was or was not growing, what was 
important to those historical agencies, what their roles were in their communities and 
their states.   
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That was a tremendous advantage in really giving me a nationwide picture of historical 
organizations at different levels of sophistication.  Another influential project was that I 
received a grant from the State Office of Historic Preservation for a study on the 
conservation of the sandstone exterior of the Whittier Mansion in San Francisco, which 
was owned by the Historical Society.  That project enabled me to work with a number of 
really top-flight building conservation specialists, which again underscored the important 
role of planning in preservation. 

The third one was a National Endowment for the Arts project to conduct a photographic 
survey of the impact of the new Trans-Peninsular Highway on Baja California.  That was 
a whole different kind of cultural survey, but I learned a great deal from that survey also 
in terms of collecting information, looking at cultural resources and the impact of 
development on a number of those resources.   

I was very grateful for my experience with these three projects because they helped me 
think about an appropriate Master Planning process for Rancho Los Alamitos. 

Wong:  Pamela, when you came to Rancho Los Alamitos in 1985, what did you do 
first before you began the actual planning process.   

Pamela Seager:  At that point in time, there were just three staff. We had a receptionist, a 
curator and me.  We also had a part-time garden maintenance company.  The curator and I 
spent some time gathering and categorizing all of the historical information that was on 
site so that we could easily lay our hands on documentation.  We also barely touched the 
site physically.  We simply studied it, watched it, looked at visitor reactions, talked to 
existing docents and volunteers so that we could gain some sense of the site.  We also 
talked to people in the community in a very, very informal way.  We were really in a 
mode of observation.  And I think that was important not to rush in and make big changes 
suddenly, but to allow the site to speak to us. We identified and dealt with any safety 
hazards but after that there was a six month period of observation and learning about the 
site and its audiences before we took any action. 

Wong: you contacted four professionals didn’t you? 

Pamela Seager:  Yes, we felt it was important to not put our emotions into the process, 
but to be very objective about the quality of the site and its educational potential.   We 
knew we needed a Master Plan and we wanted to create a Master Plan that was at a level 
of planning and expenditure that was commensurate with the quality and significance of 
the site, or the lack of it.  

We contacted four individuals, an architectural historian, a garden historian, a California 
historian and an interpretive or educational planner.  We asked them to come to the site, 
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walk around and tell us what they thought about it and what its value and potential might 
be.    

Wong  You thought about it in a historic light? 

Pamela:  We called upon the architectural historian to tell us how good is this place, how 
significant is it, how representative is it.  The same with the gardens, what did they think 
about the landscape, and what kind of historic resource quality would they put on it?  For 
the interpretive planner the questions were what do you think that the site and its history 
can say or illustrate in a way that is meaningful and engaging today? 

The results came back that because of the extraordinary history of the site and the high 
level of integrity of the resource, albeit in disrepair, every effort should be made to 
develop it as a first-class educational institution, while at the same time restoring and 
preserving the historic resource.    

Wong:  After receiving these assessments on the important historical significance of 
Rancho Los Alamitos, you began to formulate the Master Plan. 

Pamela:  Yes.  We began to formulate the process.  I was interested to look at how Master 
Plans were being implemented and to look at quality Master Plans.  So I contacted a 
Federal agency in Washington that gave awards for exemplary planning and asked them 
if they would share with me what they felt to be the ten best Master Plans that had come 
to them in the last decade.   

I then contacted those agencies and they were all kind enough to give me copies of their 
Master Plans.  I read them and studied them, and then began a process of calling each 
institution to find out what had happened since they completed their Master Plan. I asked 
about their record of implementation, how had the plan been received, how had the whole 
thing moved forward.   

I was astonished to find that only two of the ten Master Plans had any real level of 
implementation.  It appeared the main reason was that most of the Master Plans were 
very conceptual, and people had not realized how much time was likely to elapse 
between completing a Master Plan and being in a position to implement the 
recommendations.  You have to sell your Master Plan to your constituents, you have to be 
able to articulate its worth, you have position the institution appropriately, and you need 
to raise the money to be able to implement the Master Plan.  Many of the Master Plans 
were simply too conceptual, the leadership in the institution had changed, the consultants 
had gone away, and so nobody quite knew how to implement the Master Plans that they 
had.   
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It was clear to me that it was very important not to hand over the Master Planning process 
to a consultant and then just accept the Master Plan at the end of the process.  It was 
important to be involved in every moment of the development of the Master Plan so that 
we understood why recommendations were being made, we understood and  supported 
why they were being made, and that we felt a commitment to ultimately 
implementing the recommendations. 
   
We made ourselves, the curator and I, and the Board developed a Table of Contents for 
each of the Master Plan documents.  This Table of Contents was attached to the contracts 
with the consultants, and they were not allowed to deviate from that Table of Contents 
without the written permission of the Foundation.  This ensured an evenness acrossthe 
Master Plan documents, which was very helpful in keeping the whole process on track. 

Wong: In writing the Table of Contents, you also wrote a description under each of 
the major headings. 

Pamela Seager:  Yes, we wrote the chapter titles and then what we anticipated the 
consultant would provide as part of that chapter.  It was a very difficult process because 
we really had to think hard about what we needed as the end result.  But I think it was 
immensely helpful. 

Wong  How long did it take you and your staff to do this procedure of writing the 
Table of Contents and the description? 

Pamela:  That’s a tough one to recall, but we probably spent about two months really 
hammering it out.  And that would be 100% of my time and about 80% of the Curator’s 
time and of course we had a lot of input and counsel from the Board.  We were trying to 
think of the ramifications of what we were doing, and also looking at the same time at 
what our database of information could supply to these consultants in order to get them to 
come up with the content that we had outlined.  So not only were we outlining the 
anticipated outcome, we were also looking at what resources do we have to support that 
outcome, and are those resources readily available and easy to access because what we 
didn’t want to use a whole lot of consultant time searching through unnecessary data. 

Wong  Did you take possibly a month to study those ten Master Plans? 

Pamela Seager:  Yes, at least.  I took a month away from the site to really read and think 
about those Master Plans, and to talk to the institutions that had created them.   

Wong:  So that made it much easier to write the Table of Contents and the 
description under each of the major headings.   
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Pamela Seager:  I think it probably did because I gained a good sense of what we didn’t 
want from looking at those other plans.  But you have to tailor that knowledge to reflect 
what Rancho Los Alamitos would need in order to develop its educational potential and 
become a first-class institution and cultural resource, and think about how you can apply 
or disregard from the other Master Plans.   

Wong:  After you finished the Table of Contents and the description under each 
major heading, was there an evaluation phase after this. 

Pamela Seager:  Not in this phase.  We went straight from this phase to actually looking 
for appropriate consultants.  The next phase was to develop the Request for Proposal and 
to come up with a list of appropriate consultants to whom we could send the RFP.  One of 
the things that we did do and that I did learn from looking at the other Master Plans, was 
that we probably would not find a Master Plan team that was strong in every discipline.  
Very often I saw that all other disciplines were subservient to architecture.  Therefore, 
when we wrote Request for Proposal, we included a caveat that said that while a 
consultant firm might submit a proposal that covered master planning, historic structures 
and architecture, landscape restoration and the interpretive or education side, we would 
reserve the right to take any one piece of the proposal and match it up with another 
proposal submission. That was a requirement the consultants had to agree to in order to 
summit the proposal, and exactly that happened.  We found a very strong architectural 
proposal, but we thought their interpretative team was weak.  So we ended up taking 
pieces of the proposals and in fact one of them who had submitted only for interpretation 
and that was the firm we hired for that discipline.  And we married them up, brought 
them all together as sub consultants under the master planning firm, and said ok this is 
our team.  The result was a very vigorous planning process because everybody fought 
hard for what they felt was important to their own discipline.   

Wong:  Now after the Master Plan was finished, did you have an outside institution 
or people to evaluate the plan? 

Pamela Seager:  As the documents were in draft form, the Foundation hired expert 
readers from  various disciplines to review the reports as they were coming through.  We 
had a California historian reviewing the interpretive plan, we had a person from a 
preservation agency reviewing the architectural plan, and we had a landscape specialist 
reviewing the landscape plan.  We also had the Master Planning team reveal their ideas 
with different segments of the community for additional feedback.  By and large the 
feedback was very positive and also informative and perceptive.    

Wong:  In previous discussions  you mentioned that there are several types of 
Master Plans  that are needed in preserving a historic site.  Would you like to 
comment on that? 
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Pamela Seager:  The Master Plan is an umbrella document that brings together the other 
sub-plans that you need in order to prepare a long-range, comprehensive Master Plan.  In 
my opinion, the most important of those sub-plans is the educational or interpretative 
plan.  Everything else emanates from that.  The Interpretive Plan defines the meaning of 
the place, what is relevant about it, what are the messages it has to impart, to whom and 
how. Implementation of any interpretive or educational plan is going to have a physical 
impact or outcome, whether that is a building, an exhibition, signage, docents, etc.  That 
delivery medium will have to be reflected in your architectural or your landscape plan.  
So the most immediate and important factor in the Master Planning process is to decide 
on the educational or interpretative plan, its messages and mediums.  That then feeds into 
the other plans such as the historic architecture plan or the cultural landscape plan. 

Those three plans, the interpretive plan, the architectural plan and the cultural landscape 
plan fit under the Master Plan, which includes not only a summary of those plans, but 
also spells out the layers of site management, operations, the signage, visitor traffic 
patterns etc.    

With the Comprehensive Master Plan and supporting documents in place, we turned our 
attention to developing a Budget & Implementation Plan.  We needed to know what it 
would cost to implement the plan and what our anticipated timeframe was likely to be.  

With those documents, the umbrella Master Plan, the Educational Plan, the Architecture 
Plan, the Landscape Plan, and the Budget & Implementation Plan in hand, we were then 
in a position to see whether or not we would be able to raise the money to support the  
implementation.  Therefore we commissioned an independent Funding Feasibility study, 
which meant community interviews, telling the community this is what we are planning 
to do, this is what we think it’s going to cost.  What do you think about our program?  
What level of involvement might you consider?    

In our case, the results came back negatively.  Nobody thought we would be able to raise 
the money at that time, we were too new on the block, we had no track record and the site 
had no discernable public profile.  In addition everybody thought it was a City-run 
institution, which it had been for many years, and there was no understanding of what the 
possibilities might be. 

From that outcome we then commissioned a Strategic Marketing Plan which gave us a 
plan of action and helped to raise the public profile and “brand” the site.  However, we 
kept our Interpretive Plan clearly in mind, making sure that our “branding” and messages 
were within the parameters set out by the Plan.  We then spent about eight years steadily 
implementing the plan, through creating an image for the site, through events, through 
public relations efforts, etc.  When we felt we were positioned appropriately to raise the 
money, we went back to our budgeting implementation plan and developed the Fund-
Raising or Development Plan.   
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Wong:  Could you give us examples of how the Master Plan that was developed in 
the latter part of the 1980s and what impact has it had on the preservation of 
Rancho Los Alamitos? 

Pamela:  It had an enormous impact.  One of the things that I would say has been the 
most beneficial is that when I see an opportunity for funding I already have the plan in 
place with the budget numbers, which always need to be updated, but I already know 
what we are  going to do and how we are going to do it.   

The perfect example of that would be that we were recently offered a small amount of 
money for a landscape architecture internship through Southern California Horticultural 
Society.  Because of a detailed Garden Restoration Plan, I was immediately able to say,  I 
know what the next project is, the intern should be doing a full restoration plan for the 
Old Garden working from the outline in the Landscape Restoration Plan.  I could 
immediately use that intern without a great deal of extra work and I was immediately 
ready.  I didn’t have to think about what project it would be.  I knew which one was the 
next on the list.   

Wong:  Also with funding opportunities you have a list from this Master Plan of 
projects that you can apply for. 

Pamela Seager:  There were 167 recommendations in the Master Plan and because we 
knew what each entailed and when it should be done, we are able to take advantage of 
funding opportunities as they arise.  At this point in time we have implemented all but 
three of the major recommendations.  One of them is under way, which is a restoration of 
the barnyard area and the creation of a state of the art Education Center.  The other one is 
the restoration of the old garden, and that would be the last garden that we need to 
restore.   The third item is phase three of the seismic rehabilitation of the ranch house.   
As we work on the barnyard area and the Education Center, we will do a new Master 
Plan that positions the organization for its next phase of life with a full blown education 
center that opens up all kinds of new programming and educational opportunities.   

Wong:  Have you found that the Master Plan is an outstanding educational tool for 
groups like new board members, or the community?  And, of course, the City?  

Pamela Seager:  What was helpful with the Master Plan is that we had the City staff and 
the City Council approved the Master Plan and the recommendations as one body of 
work.  This means that we do not have to go through the approval process of every 
individual component of work because the whole plan had been formally adopted.  The 
recommendations were detailed enough for the City, as the owner, to clearly understand 
what was being proposed.  The City spent a year reviewing the plan but this process has 
saved an enormous amount of time and effort because over twenty years we are simply 
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implementing what we put before the City Council and the city staff.  Obviously, I have 
to go through normal permitting process, and contract processes that occur with 
construction.   

Wong:  Do you find that a Master Plan also helps on site with the board members 
and the volunteers? 

Pamela Seager:  Yes, the Board is very clear about where we are going and what we are 
doing and that helps to keep us on track. The same is true with our volunteers.  Certainly 
it has taken longer than anyone has anticipated but that is exactly why it is important to 
know your plan intimately and to have enough detail that nobody can forget why a 
decision has been made or a certain direction set.   

Wong:  Thank you very much, Pamela, for introducing many of these important 
ideas on long-term planning and preservation.   
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