
Interview with Pamela Seager, Executive Director of Rancho Los Alamitos, 
Selecting the Right Preservation Professionals (4) 
Dorothy Fue Wong conducts the interview. 

Wong: At the beginning in 1987, how did you go about selecting the right 
professionals to develop the Master Plan for the landscape and the buildings? 

Pamela Seager:  I came to Rancho Los Alamitos from the California Historical Society 
which is headquartered in San Francisco, although I worked statewide.  I had also served 
on the board of the California Preservation Foundation and on the Governor’s Taskforce 
for Heritage Legislation.  So I had a pretty broad sense of who in the community was 
involved in the preservation disciplines.  I was able to draw on the knowledge of the 
people whom I knew in the preservation community for recommendations.  I was also 
fortunate enough to have had  experience in dealing with other professionals, and some 
preservation and restoration projects at the California Historical Society.  Therefore, 
because of my past experience, I had access to people in the preservation disciplines on a 
statewide basis. 

Wong:  Tell us about the Request For Proposal process that you developed to select 
these professionals. 

Pamela:  When the Foundation began, the staff comprised me, the curator who had come 
from the Mission Inn in Riverside, and a receptionist.  But from the outset when we 
formed the Foundation, we knew we were going to have to do a Master Plan to look at 
the educational potential as well as the physical needs of the site.  We began with a very 
tiny board specifically solicited for their experience in master planning, architecture, or 
landscape architecture.  So we had some very highly qualified and highly experienced 
individuals on that initial board selected for the very purpose of going through the master 
planning process.  We looked at many examples of Requests for Proposals and then we 
spent quite some time developing our own model.  First we laid out the process for 
submitting the proposal, and gave a snapshot of the site as it was at that moment in time.  
That included background on the Foundation and its relationship with the City, the 
location and size of the site, including square footage of individual buildings.  We also 
gave a description of the site and its history, as well as its then current use and audience.   

In addition, we developed some very specific mandates for the consultants.  We 
established overall goals for the Master Plan and we indicated that it had to include a 
five-year capital improvement budget because the City requested that information, and 
we wanted estimates for the remaining work so that we could look at our total fund 
raising goal if we were to implement the plan.   We required that the implementation be 
phased, with prioritized items.  We outlined both the scope of the Master Plan 
recommendations we wanted to see, as well as the scope services we required from the 
consulting team.  The overall scope of services included Master Planning, Interpretive or 
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Educational Planning, Historic Structures and Architecture Planning, and Garden and 
Landscape Restoration Planning.  As a requirement of submitting a proposal, the 
Foundation reserved the right to take any component of any potential consultant’s 
proposal and match it up with another consultant because we felt it was unlikely that any 
one firm would provide us the absolute best in all disciplines.  
We also reserved the right to retain for our use copies of any plan material generated by 
the consultants, and we reserved the right to reproduce any work prepared by the 
consultants.  Also, the consultants could not release or utilize anything without our prior 
permission. 

We gave some guidelines for the proposal, such as how to submit and what we wanted to 
see in the proposal, which included who was on the proposed team and what were their 
responsibilities would be, the qualifications of the principal consultants, the methodology 
or approach to the project, and a statement of all the products and services to be provided. 
We also required the fee structure to be very detailed and prioritized so that if we could 
not afford the whole proposal, we could select those components we felt most critical.  
We required a proposed timeline and evidence of a project completed of a similar nature, 
including client contacts and references. We then listed the qualifications we were 
looking for, including the ability to work with other consultants and establish clear lines 
of communication, etc.   

We included a number of maps, diagrams and site plans, as well as a select list of a key 
data and research documents so that the consultants could see at a glance what might be 
available.  It was divided into historical, architectural, horticultural data so that the 
consultants knew that they did not have to start from ground zero in terms of finding 
material about the site and its history or its condition.  We certainly did not want to pay 
the consultants to research facts that we had readily at hand.   

Wong:  In terms of the master plan for the landscape, how did you select Russell 
Beatty and Rene Bradshaw?  They were both landscape architects and then there 
was the noted landscape historian David Streatfield.  

Pamela Seager:  Again, we turned to people that we knew in the field.  I think the 
Huntington Library was one of our resources.  We turned to people that we knew had 
experience in landscape architecture, and there are not a great many landscape historians 
who have focused on the evolution of the California landscape in broad terms.  It quickly 
became evident that David Streatfield was certainly the forerunner in that area.  In fact 
one of the things that of that underscored the decision was when David walked in for a 
site visit, he looked around and said “It’s clear the bone structure of the garden is really 
good, the key is to not to over mess with it”.  We felt that was the right consultant 
because he did not want to put his own mark on the garden.  Obviously we had looked at 
publications and articles that David had written, he was teaching landscape architecture at 
the University of Washington at the time, and he had traveled all over the world lecturing 
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on the history of landscape architecture, but his specialization was California.  He was 
also very familiar with several of the landscape designers that Florence Bixby had used 
when developing the garden in the 20s, 30s and 40s.  So David was a very natural choice 
for us.  David had worked on a number of projects with Russ Beatty, who was teaching 
landscape architecture at the University of California, Berkeley, so that was a perfect 
alliance and Russ brought on Rene Bradshaw who worked on a number of master 
planning projects and who brought both broad experience and particularly fine drafting 
skills.    

Wong::  Why did you have two landscape architects? 

Pamela Seager:  We wanted to make sure the team was balanced, both David and Russ 
were teaching landscape architecture, but they did not do much work in the field.  As a 
practicing landscape architect, Rene had worked in the field a lot and we felt that brought 
a practicality to the recommendations that were coming forward.  That is a very valuable 
and often much overlooked component.  It is much the same as the way we work on 
actual implementation.  As a project is evolving we select our general contractor very 
early on so that person is involved in how the final pieces go together, they bring the 
perspective and practicality of the person who has to actually build the project.  

Wong:  Now Rene Bradshaw – what were some of her major projects? 

Pamela Seager:  I would have to look in records and back at her proposal.  The only one 
I cited was the Master Plan for the University of California’s “Tanglewood Garden” in 
Sausalito, but there were many others, including a lot of private residences, so she had a 
nice balance between private and institutional work.   

Wong:  And you and your staff checked on her work? 

Pamela Seager:  Yes – we checked on all consultants.    

Wong:  Russ Beatty – could you tell us more about him? 

Pamela Seager:  Russ – He is now retired from the University of California, Berkeley 
but he is still involved with the site here and he visits from time to time to see how we are 
doing and provides comments and feedback.  He is not involved on a paid consultant 
basis any more because he lives in Northern California which is too far away for us, but 
he does visit, we share ideas, how the character of the site and the gardens is evolving 
over time.  David Streatfield also visits occasionally and has done a number of lectures 
for us as well.  From time to time I will refer a question back to David and Russ just to 
check in and see what they think of where we’re going with something but the Landscape 
Plan set very clear direction and standards.  For actual implementation we felt we 
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required a local landscape architect and we aggressively sought Dennis Kurutz.  He was 
the landscape architect for the old Getty and he was our landscape architect of record 
implementing the master plan until he died rather suddenly.  However, we stayed with his 
firm and his young protégé, Matt Randolph, who is now our landscape architect, but he 
had a history of the site from working for Dennis.  So, we have continuity in that the 
same people have been involved over a long period of time.     

Wong:  Is Russ Beatty  noted for a certain academic discipline in the field? 

Pamela Seager:  Yes.  Landscape architecture – he taught landscape architecture, has a 
very fine reputation.  He recently finished the landscape architecture restoration report for 
the gardens at Alcatraz and published a number of articles on that project.  I believe he’s 
working on Angel Island as well, and also on a project down here in Southern California, 
the name of which escapes me, but Russ visited when he was down here recently to look t 
that project.  Almost all of his projects are institutional, and he really does not do 
residential work at all.  

Wong:  Going to the Master Plan for the buildings, could you tell us about 
Architectural Resources Group.   

Pamela:  They are a very comprehensive firm.  They work all over the western United 
States and in fact the one the founders, Stephen Farneth, is often part of an international 
committee that is sent to other countries after natural disasters to evaluate the condition of 
damaged historic structures. One thing that really appealed to me about Architectural 
Resources Group is that I have known the group, the firm, since their founding.  But what 
I really loved was the fact that Stephen had said to me very early on, “you know it’s 
really a very good preservation project if you cannot tell that the architect has been there.  
It looks like it should look, and there is nothing that tells you the name of the architect 
from the work that has been done”.  So that was a guiding principle that I liked a great 
deal.   The firm specializes more in institutional projects relating to preservation, 
although they do some residential work.  I especially like the fact that they have a 
building conservator on staff and a lab at their offices, so that I can get things like paint 
analysis done within their own firm.  They also have exterior sculpture specialists as well.  
ARG has done a number of notable projects including the Mission Inn, and Pasadena 
City Hall.  They finished the Conservatory flowers at Golden Gate Park recently and have 
done a large number of projects both for the National Park Service and the California 
Department of Parks, so they have experience with a broad range of preservation projects 
that go way beyond singular historic structures. 

Wong:  Could you tell us about selecting Sally Woodbridge who is with this firm. 

Pamela Seager:  Sally is not with the ARG.  Sally is an independent Architectural 
Historian and she was selected by ARG to be part of their team.  She’s a former State 
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Historic Resources Commissioner, and also edited the California edition of the Historic 
American Buildings Survey.  Sally has written a lot of architecture guides and other texts.  
I had read a number of her works, which focus more on the San Francisco Bay Area.  
Sally also had a special interest in ranch-style architecture, so that made her a natural 
choice for ARG.   

Wong:  Pamela, as you mentioned previously, education is very important to an 
historic site and as part of the Master Plan, you have an Interpretative Plan that is a 
very important component.  So I would like you to tell us about Claudia Jurmain, 
William Wells, and David Lavender-- their background and how you went about 
selecting them and their contributions to Rancho Los Alamitos. 

Pamela:  I have to preface it by saying that I am a very firm believer in the value of the 
interpretive planning as being the cornerstone of the master plan for an institution of this 
type.  This is because the interpretive plan defines the essence of the resource you are 
working with; it indicates what is relevant about the place, it tells you what the resonating 
messages are that the resource can and should deliver to its current audiences and defines 
the vehicles needed to tell that story.  Many people start by restoring sites and then say 
now we’ll figure out what we are going to say about the resource.  However, if you have 
already restored the site to a given time period or given perspective of history before you 
figure out whether that point of view is relevant, you really have gone about the job 
backwards.  Any Interpretive Plan will always result in a physical impact and you need 
the Interpretive Plan to guide the restoration plan, otherwise you do not know what you 
need to deliver the messages.      

Therefore, I come from the position that I want to know about the essence of the place, I 
want to know what it’s going to say and to whom, and then I want to know what vehicle 
will be used to deliver which message. Then the physical site will respond to that.  It may 
be that you need a building; or signage, or a docent, but you should not start on the 
physical restoration without knowing what your Interpretive Plan will need to support its 
intentions.  “Interpretation” really means to ascribe meaning to something; most historic 
site presentations are simply descriptive, they are presenting very linear, chronological 
history.  We are more interested in an approach that answers questions such as what does 
this place mean today in its time in its context, how does it tell its story and how is that 
story relevant today, and  what are the lessons that can be learned? 

It’s a very complicated discipline.  Very few people do it well, and so we received very 
few proposals that truly spoke to interpretive planning.  We received a number of 
proposals that I would call exhibit design proposals, but what they were not doing was 
really defining the essence of a site and its history and placing it in a regional context.  
But you have to objectively know what you are working with first.  Therefore each team, 
the Interpretive Team, the Architectural Team and the Landscape Team had their own 
historian, and those historians did their work first so that we had three distinct but 
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compatible historical narratives. David Lavender was on the Interpretive Team and his 
responsibility was an overall historical narrative for the site.  But each historian was 
charged with placing the history of Rancho Los Alamitos within the context of the region 
and state.   This provided context for what was happening at the rancho and once those 
narratives were done, then the interpretive planners could go to work and look at the 
whole body of material and begin to think about the essence of the place and what was 
important to present to the public. While that was happening, the architecture and 
landscape teams and the master plan team were doing their field work and their measured 
drawings, the kind of work that did not need the intellectual framework that was going to 
come from the Interpretive Plan.   

There was another component, which was the overall Master Plan team and that team 
coordinated everybody else, and we picked a very experienced firm for that, which was 
Wallace, Roberts & Todd.   

But to return to Wells and Jurmain, I just wanted to give you a little bit of context as to 
why they were so important.  They had worked as a team with the historian, David 
Lavender, before.  David had authored more than twenty books on the history of the 
West, including one that was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize.  He was teaching at Thatcher   
School in Ojai, and at the time when we were working on the Master Plan he was 
completing a major book on the Lewis and Clark expedition. David was considered, he 
has since died, an absolutely top-notch California historian, and what Claudia and I both 
liked so much about David was that he had very eloquent writing style.  We wanted to 
make sure the historical narratives we received from all of the historians were very 
readable, not a dry academic text, but something that really captured your imagination.  
While we certainly wanted good footnotes, the text had to be very flowing and very rich - 
and all of the historians delivered that to us.  David Lavender was the overall historian for 
the project.  Bill Wells is a designer with a lot of experience in the development of 
interpretive exhibits.  Again, that is not just a descriptive exhibit with explanatory labels, 
it is an approach that answers the question, what does this cultural resource mean, how do 
we best tell the story, what’s going to resonate?  Bill had worked with Claudia on a 
number of projects including the California Dream Exhibit which was part of the 
Oakland Museum History Hall.  He has also illustrated and designed more than thirty 
books dealing with history, science, and nature activities for children, and worked on 
many exhibits for the Academy of Science in San Francisco, the Oakland Museum, 
Coyote Point Museum, and the Humphrey Institute, among many others.   

Claudia Jurmain began her career at the National Portrait Gallery, which is part of the 
Smithsonian Institution. She served as Project Director with Bill on the Oakland Museum 
History Hall.  She has consulted on exhibitions and Master Planning for the California 
State Achives, the Sierra Club, the Humphrey Institute, and the California Historical 
Society, among others.  Claudia is an exceptionally good Project Director in terms of 
getting things moving from the conceptual phase through to the physical implementation.  
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She was a consultant with us for many years, but has now been on staff for almost ten 
years.  Bill Wells, Claudia and Architectural Resources Group are working with us to 
implement the Master Plan.    

The only consultant who did not continue was Wallace, Roberts and Todd who had 
overall responsibility for the Master Plan and the other consultants reported through 
WRT.    WRT had a lot of experience in strategic planning, a lot of traffic planning 
experience, site access and constraints concerns and those kinds of larger site issues.  
WRT brought a fourth dimension to the whole project.  I was particularly impressed with 
their master plan for Fairmount Historic Park in Philadelphia, which was one the studies I 
had read initially before we began master planning, and that was one of only two where 
any work had been done on implementing their master plan.  Also, WRT certainly has a 
very fine reputation. 

I am still in touch with the chief person on the Master Plan team from Wallace, Roberts & 
Todd, although he’s no longer with WRT, but Jay and I stay connected on a friendship 
basis.  In fact, he contacted me last week asking if we would serve as an interpretative 
consultant to a project that he is working on in San Francisco.  However, I am not sure I 
will have the time to be involved at this moment.   

Wong:  I understand that you are building an Education Center.  Are Claudia 
Jurmain and William Wells involved in this process? 

Pamela Seager:  Yes.  We are in the process of implementing the last three largest 
recommendations of the Master Plan.  The Master Plan called out 167 recommendations 
and we have implemented all but four, the fourth one the city declined, and that was a 
suggested change in the name of the site.  The three that are left out of the 167 are Phase 
3 of the seismic strengthening of the ranch house, although the conceptual design and 
structural calculations are already finished and approved, it is just a matter of finding the 
funding to prepare the Construction Drawings and undertake the work.  The restoration of 
the Old Gardens is another recommendation awaiting implementation but I have an intern 
who will work on a fully developed restoration plan this summer, following the 
guidelines laid out in the Landscape Master Plan.  However, we cannot start on the work 
until the Education Center is complete because we have a temporary tent in the garden to 
provide interim indoor meeting space.  Again, the Master Plan told us that the Old 
Garden would be last and that is one of the values of the Plan, we know when it is 
appropriate to start on the Old Garden restoration and we will not jump the gun.  

The largest remaining recommendation and the largest, is the Barns Area Restoration and 
Education Center Project.  The project involves moving and restoring five historic 
agricultural structures.  The barns were first moved in 1968 when the City received the 
site from the Bixby family, and at that time the structures to be retained were moved and 
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placed in a circular pattern, decorative landscaping was introduced, and the barns area 
developed a park-like character quite unlike its arid, working ranch landscape.  Because 
we need to move the Stallion Barn to create the space for the Education Center, we 
decided to relocate all of the buildings once again and set them down on a grid pattern 
reminiscent of their historic locations, and to remove the park-type features such as the 
irrigated turf, and to restore the rugged landscaping.  The restoration will include seismic 
strengthening of the structures, fire suppression, safety and access improvements,  

This phase of work will be followed by the conversion of the Horse Barn into  
a state-of-the-art Education Center with exhibits and full media capabilities. For the first 
time, it will give the site appropriate interior exhibit, meeting and program spaces and 
will allow us to use modern media.  We are putting a partial basement underneath so that 
we can move administrative functions out of the historic ranch house.  Wells and Jurmain 
are the principal content specialists and designers for the public spaces, and will also 
specify interior and exterior finishes and lighting so that the whole project stays true to 
the historic character of the ranch.    

Wong:  I am very impressed with the fact that you started with the best 
professionals you could find in 1987 and that you continue during over a 25-year 
period to retain these people and to encourage them and have them be part of your 
operation. 

Pamela Seager:  They bring such a wonderful body of knowledge to the site in terms of 
understanding how it has gone from a very rundown place that was possibly on the brink 
of being closed to how it is now, the result of having steadily worked through the master 
plan recommendations to uncover the fact that it really is a very significant resource with 
nationally significant gardens.  Therefore the fact that our consultants bring such a long-
term body of knowledge to the site has kept us on track and makes communication easy 
and working together a very smooth and respectful and yet still dynamic process. 

Wong:  What advice would you give to the Stein Garden Cities in selecting the right 
professionals? 

Pamela Seager:  One of the things I would say is that you have to have the sense that the 
professionals you are working with have the same affinity and respect for the historical 
resource that you have.  As I said, David Streatfield summed it up by saying that the trick 
is not to mess with it too much.  And Stephen Farneth said that he never wanted to see his 
mark on a preservation project, that tells you that your consultants have a level of 
humility that puts the resource first.  That is important for a historic place.  You cannot 
afford to rely somebody who has to build their reputation on the project because that 
approach does not lead to thoughtful planning.  So I think you need the right combination 
between the character of the place you are working with and the character of your 
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consultants and the quality of their work.  That is a very intricate blend, but when it’s 
right it works brilliantly.   

Wong:  In many of these Stein Garden Cities, volunteers serve as the leadership. They 
often have a very limited knowledge of historic preservation or the key people in the field 
who could help them.  Would you recommend that a consultant be hired or that a 
government agency be involved in selecting the consultants to help? 

Pamela Seager:  I think outside objectivity is always valuable.  The Foundation hired 
skilled independent readers in various disciplines who, along with the Foundation, read 
the reports and findings from the consultant team.  In that way we were not just accepting 
the work but filtering it through a process that assured us of the reality and accuracy of 
what was being proposed, or the basis from which a recommendation was being put 
forward.  If you can respond to a report or recommendation and indicate that this has 
been read by this advisor and these are their qualification, and these are the points that 
this person thinks should be folded into the recommendation or narrative, it brings 
another objective opinion into the process and always makes the end result richer.  
However, you have to be sure that the independent advisor is completely neutral to the 
process. 

Wong:  How about the selection of the right professionals at the very beginning and 
that’s the landscape architect and the architects. 

Pamela Seager:  As I said, for me that was not as difficult because of my contacts within 
the preservation community but I would say that if you do not have those contacts I think 
you want to talk to other organizations or institutions that have completed important 
projects.  And you might start by contacting an organization like the Los Angeles 
Conservancy and ask for a list of their award-winning projects, say for the last five years, 
taking a look at who are these award winners, are their names coming up repeatedly or 
not.  And then who was on their team, and taking a look at some of those projects that 
have been recognized by the Los Angeles Conservancy, Governors awards for 
preservation or preservation planning, the California Preservation Foundation would be 
another good resource, as would be the Cultural Arts Commission or the local landmarks 
commission.  And once you start that network going, indicating that you are seeking 
some qualified professionals, it is amazing how the resources come together.  It is also 
very important that to check on other projects, talk informally to people who have been 
former clients to get a sense of the firms you are considering. 

I believe it is like anything else, the result depends upon thorough and objective research 
and collection of facts.  Then it is important to consider whether your project or your site 
is the right mix for the personality and character of your consultant. 

!  9



Wong:  One question that many of these people in Stein Garden Cities are asking is what 
the difference between an architect and a landscape architect.  Can an architect go ahead 
and do, let’s say, the Master Plan for the landscape? 

Pamela Seager:  Absolutely not.  The architect is qualified to deal with the structures.  
Sometimes they’re qualified to deal with the hardscape in terms of designing stairs or 
steps, or paving.  However, I think if you are dealing with landscape of any type you 
absolutely need a landscape architect on the team and it is important to provide the 
landscape architect with equal stature to that of the architect.  I have seen so many 
projects where not much attention has been paid to the landscape architecture or investing 
in the landscape architecture plan, and what happens is the discipline of architecture 
drives the whole project and you have an architecturally driven plan which is not 
balanced and does not take into consideration the defining characteristic that a landscape 
often gives the architecture.  The landscape provides the context and setting, it is s part of 
the whole environment, and the landscape architect is knowledgeable about the 
horticultural and physical systems that have to support the environment such as plant 
material, irrigation, hardscape etc.   You certainly do not want a person selecting plant 
material that in ten years will heave up the sidewalk. 

 Wong:  This is especially true for the Stein Garden Cities which have such a large 
amount of gardens and open space. 

Pamela Seager:  That is correct; therefore I think I would want to be particularly careful 
with a landscape of that nature because a lot of the landscape is comprised of spaces 
defined by trees and lawns, which is a little different from a landscape architect who 
deals largely in a floral landscape.  So I think you would want to consider a landscape 
architect who has a background in park, college or large campus landscapes rather than a 
landscape architect coming primarily out of the residential architecture field. 

Wong:  Thank you very much, Pamela! 
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