Before LA: Cliff May’s Beginnings in San Diego
By Mary A. van Balgooy

In 1931, Cliff May left San Diego State College and returned to his old calling—
music. If someone had told him he would become the “father of the ranch house”
and build thousands of homes, he would have laughed. “I never ever thought
of building houses. Never. Even when I was in college it never occurred to me.”1
Rather, May seemed destined to play music and only the hot, popular jazz of the
time. A promising saxophonist, May led his own band and played in San Diego’s
finest hotels, on the radio, and even for aviator Charles Lindbergh. As May’s
reputation grew so did the possibilities—playing at the Cocoanut Grove in Los
Angeles, on the Pantages circuit, and for a cruise ship touring Asia. But when these
opportunities fell through, May, on the advice of his father, enrolled in college
to study business. In college, May continued to play music and for amusement,
started to make furniture. Little did he know that his new hobby would lead him
to designing houses and change the course of his life and suburban California
architecture.
Clifford Magee May was born to Beatrice Magee and Charles Clifford May
on August 29, 1908 in San Diego. Always proud of his family background, May
was a sixth-generation Californian through his mother’s family, a descendent of
José María Estudillo. A Spanish soldier, Estudillo rose through the ranks from a
lieutenant in charge of Monterey for over twenty years to captain overseeing San
Diego in 1827. When Estudillo took command of San Diego, his son José Antonio
was granted a lot in the newly surveyed lands outside the presidio walls and it is
here the family settled down and built an adobe house that overlooked the plaza.2
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Cliff May and his dance orchestra at the Hotel del Coronado, ca. 1927. May is seated at the far left behind
the saxophones. Photo courtesy of Hillary Jessup.

The Estudillo family grew and married into other prominent Californio families.
Consequently, the family continued to serve in a number of important military,
political, economic, and social positions under Mexican and American rule. They
also acquired several large ranches in present-day San Diego and Riverside
counties. Although they would eventually lose most of their vast lands, many
descendants remained and lived in the San Diego area including Cliff May’s
mother, Beatrice.3
Beatrice was born about 1876 to Maria Victoria de Pedrorena and Lieutenant
Henry H.C. Magee. The daughter of Maria Antonia Estudillo and Miguel de
Pedrorena, Maria Victoria had married Henry Magee, an army officer from New
York in 1859. Beatrice, the eighth of their ten children, grew up in Fallbrook and
attended State Normal School.4
May’s father, Charles, was a first-generation Californian. Charles’s father,
Charles E. May, had made the overland journey from Iowa to California around
1859-60 settling first in San Francisco. In 1868, he moved to San Diego and opened
a store. Twelve years later, Charles married Sophie Schlageter, a recent immigrant
from Germany and Charles Clifford was born in 1881. Unlike Beatrice’s large
family, Charles grew up in a small family with two younger sisters.5
As May tells the story, his parents met at the house of Dr. C.C. Valle. Charles
later proposed to Beatrice in the doctor’s home and they were married in 1905.6
Beatrice and Charles settled down on Albatross Street northwest of downtown
San Diego and built a house in 1906.7 Soon after, Charles began working as a
stenographer for the San Diego Consolidated Gas and Electric Company and two
years later, Cliff was born. He remained the only child until his brother Henry
(nicknamed Hank) joined the family six years later.8
Cliff May enjoyed his childhood. Even though San Diego’s population had
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reached about 46,000 and the city was rapidly changing, his parents’ long-time
family connections with many of the city’s leading citizens as well as May’s own
childhood friendships with prominent families made it seem like a small town.
Socially, May’s parents mingled with people such as George Marston and John
Spreckels, both of whom had worked towards developing the City of San Diego
and restoring its historic town.9 At school, May’s friends included Bill Cotton, son
of real estate mogul O. W. Cotton; Stephen Fletcher, whose father Ed Fletcher built
San Diego’s major roads; and Roscoe Hazard, Jr., son of the building contractor
Roscoe Hazard. At home, May played with neighbors Eli and Herbert Styris.
Their father, Kole Styris, worked as architect Irving Gill’s master carpenter.10 In
addition, May spent time staying with his many aunts and uncles in and around
San Diego, Riverside, and Orange counties. Indeed, he stayed many weekends
and summers visiting his aunt Jane Magee who lived on a ranch in Oceanside.11
Early in his childhood, May developed a passion for music. He bought his
first instrument, a bugle, with five dollars an aunt gave him when he was a child.
His father, who played the violin, made May take music lessons from a family
friend and May learned how to play bugle calls. As May grew older he wanted
to play the saxophone and took lessons again from the same family friend. He
eventually learned to play well enough to form a dance orchestra in high school
and play at Hotel del Coronado and El Cortez Hotel. The band also played for the
radio station KFSD that was located in the U.S. Grant Hotel. In 1927, his orchestra
played for Charles Lindbergh when a party was staged for the aviator to celebrate
his return from his solo flight across the Atlantic at the Hotel del Coronado.12
As the band gained more experience and exposure, music seemed to be May’s
calling. After playing for Lindbergh, May discovered that his orchestra might fill
in for Gus Arnheim at the Cocoanut Grove in Los Angeles while Arnheim went
on a short tour with his band. Arnheim was a widely popular bandleader and
the Coconut Grove was the premier nightclub for Hollywood’s rich and famous
at the time, so this could launch May’s career as a musician. The Grove never
called. Then an agent offered May and his dance band an opportunity to play
music on a cruise ship touring Asia. The pay was small—only fifty dollars for
the entire trip—but May felt that free food, board, and travel would make up
for it. He signed the contract. Almost immediately after signing, a promoter for
Alexander Pantages contacted May about auditioning for the Pantages circuit.
May could not believe his luck. If selected by Alexander Pantages to play on the
circuit, May and his band members would each receive one hundred dollars a
week—a lot of money for young men in the music business. The band auditioned
in front of Alexander Pantages at the Coronado Country Club. May never heard
back from him. That was not the only disappointment. May would not be touring
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The courtyard of the Estudillo adobe after its restoration by Hazel Waterman in 1910. Cliff May copied the
beams, lintels, irregular paving, and outdoor corredor in constructing his houses. Postcard from author’s
collection.

Asia either. He had canceled the contract with the cruise ship believing that
Pantages would hire his band.13
When these prospects fell through, May’s father encouraged him to give up
music, attend college, and obtain a business degree. May gave in and agreed.
He tried to enroll in college but had just missed the deadline. He would have to
wait another semester. To pass the time, May stayed with an aunt at her Tahquitz
Lodge, a mountain resort located near Idyllwild. There he worked and honed his
skills at playing the piano; he could not give up music. When he returned home
he enrolled at San Diego State College as a business major in the fall of 1929. He
was twenty-one years old.14
May only spent two years at college. By 1931, he had dropped out of school.
The nation was in a serious economic depression. Jobs were scarce, college degree
or not. Moreover, May was twenty-three years old and probably felt much older
than the new students. Having directed his own band, May decided he could
at least make some money playing jazz since musicians were in demand as
Americans turned to entertainment to forget their cares and woes. It seemed
that the musician’s life was going to be his career after all. In fact, May listed
himself as a musician in the 1931 San Diego City and County Directory.15
At the same time, Cliff May was engaged to be married to Jean Lichty, the daughter
of Roy C. Lichty, a prominent San Diego real estate agent, best known for purchasing
and subdividing Talmadge Park in the 1920s. They met when Jean was just eighteen
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and May was nineteen years old.16 Perhaps this is another reason May had decided
to go to college and try to obtain a degree—in order to provide for a family.
While he had been in college, May designed and constructed furniture in
his spare time, a carpentry skill neighbor Kole Styris had taught him when he
was a boy. It started out as a hobby. Jean and May had gone to Barker Brothers
to look at the furniture and dream of their future home. When May said that he
could build furniture better than what they saw, Jean kept a salesman busy while
May measured and drew sketches. He then put his carpentry skills to work and
constructed enough furniture in the popular Monterey style for a living room
and dining room plus three bedrooms. But he did not stop. He continued to make
furniture and soon needed a place to store it.17
Cliff May’s future father-in-law helped him. Lichty, who was probably
concerned about May’s ability to support his daughter on a musician’s salary,
allowed May to place the furniture in one of his new houses for sale. When the
house sold—in part because of the furniture—May installed more furniture in
another new house Lichty had on the market. Again, the furniture helped to
attract a buyer and the house sold. With such success at furniture making, May
believed he could apply the same creative style and craftsmanship to design and
construct a house. A partnership was formed with O.U. Miracle, a local contractor
who had laid sidewalks and streets in Lichty’s Talmadge Park subdivision and who
also owned undeveloped real estate.18 The
contract between the two men was most
likely Lichty’s doing. Miracle, who was
sixty years old, was forming a contract with
May, a twenty-three-year-old man, with
no architectural or building experience to
design, construct and landscape a house
in the midst of the Great Depression.19
Miracle’s business, the Miracle Construction
Company, provided the land and deeded
it to May so he could take out a loan of
$3,500 to build a one-story, seven-room
house with an attached garage. May drew
up the plans and, under the direction of
master carpenter Wilburn Hale, he built,
furnished, and landscaped his first house
Jean and Cliff May in the courtyard of Las
Flores, his aunt’s house, 1950s. May claimed
at 4725 Norma Drive, San Diego.20
Las Flores served as inspiration for the houses
May claimed that his first house, as well
he built in San Diego as well as his later ranch
houses. Photo courtesy of Hillary Jessup.
as his subsequent houses, was based on his
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Advertisement for 4365 Altamirano Way, San Diego. In this advertisement, a few of Cliff May’s signature
details appear: wooden window grille with flower pot boxes, cactus, and rustic writing. Advertisement
courtesy of the Cliff May Collection, Architecture & Design Collection, University Art Museum,
University of California, Santa Barbara.

early memories of visiting places and relatives who lived in southern California
adobes, specifically the family’s ancestral home, Casa de Estudillo in Old Town,
and his aunt’s home, Las Flores on Rancho Santa Margarita y Las Flores. But the
houses May remembered from his childhood were not necessarily the authentic
California adobes that he believed them to be. The Estudillo adobe had been
extensively rebuilt and restored in 1910 by Hazel Waterman. When Waterman
started on the project, very little of the adobe existed. Although she took great
care to employ the same methods and materials wherever she could to bring the
adobe back to its original state, she also took artistic liberties in her work. She
added fireplaces, relocated windows and doors, and stained wood lintels, sills,
and shutters so that, in the end, José Estudillo, who originally built the U-shaped
adobe, would have a hard time recognizing his own house.21
Las Flores had changed over the years as well. Built in 1868 in the Monterey style,
the two-story adobe house went through changes as various occupants altered
the home for their own use. Between 1917 and 1919, the adobe was extensively
remodeled after a major earthquake in the area. The roof was replaced, new
porches were added, and new doors, windows, and woodwork were introduced.22
Hence, the houses May drew upon for inspiration were not “authentic” California
adobes but a combination of styles, most notably, the Spanish colonial revival style.
During the 1920s and ‘30s, Spanish colonial revival architecture became one
of the most popular styles in the Southwest. Popularized by the 1915 Panama-
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California Exposition in San Diego, the style symbolized the West’s mythical
Spanish past.23 Instead of the crude adobes the Californios built, designers of the
Spanish colonial revival style constructed houses with red tile roofs, round or
square entry towers, roughly plastered walls, arched doorways and windows,
window grilles, wrought-iron hardware, stained glass windows, colorful tile, and
interior courtyards with arcaded walkways and fountains.24
Cliff May’s early houses clearly represent the Spanish colonial revival style.
However, to differentiate his houses from other Spanish style homes in the area,
May copied elements from the Estudillo and Las Flores adobes to give them a
much more crude appearance. In addition, he created his own signature details:
chimney pots; wooden window grilles with flower pot boxes; tile doorbells;
painted flower decorations on wooden beams, doors, shutters, and cupboards;
and landscaping with cacti, yucca, and olive trees.
May’s first home, also known as the “O’Leary House,” is a one-story, oneroom deep structure in a U-shaped configuration around a central courtyard.
To make it look like an old California adobe, May intentionally laid the red roof
tiles haphazardly atop of each other, placed simple terra cotta pots on top of the
chimneys, plastered exterior walls coarsely, put in rough-hewn wood lintels over
windows and doors inside and out, constructed crude wooden window grilles,
and paved floors irregularly with rustic terracotta tiles.25 The front door does not
enter into the house, but into a covered walkway and courtyard. He used this
covered walkway or corredor as the central hallway of the house.
Inside the house, May constructed and exposed the large wooden roof trusses
with king posts, built beehive fireplaces in all of the living spaces, installed
wrought-iron lanterns and oversized hardware, distressed doors and wood
cabinets, laid tile floors, and painted flowers on the wooden beams, doors, and

Cliff May’s first house, the “O’Leary House,” 1932. The O’Leary House has a roughly laid red tile
roof, chimney pot, wooden window grille with flower pot box, lintel over the door, cactus, and yucca.
Photo courtesy of the Cliff May Collection, Architecture & Design Collection, University Art Museum,
University of California, Santa Barbara.

261

The Journal of San Diego History

cupboards in the Mexican
Art Deco style. He finished
t he interior wit h his
Monterey furniture and
Navajo rugs.
Outside, May completed
the exterior by enclosing
the U-shaped plan with a
wall; putting in a fountain
in the courtyard; installing
paneled garage doors;
planting cacti, yucca, and
an
olive tree; and placing
Interior of the O’Leary House decorated with Cliff May’s furniture,
1932. May copied elements from the Estudillo adobe such as the
a colorful tile doorbell by
lintel over the door, coarsely plastered walls, wrought-iron lantern
the front door.26
and hardware, and beehive chimney. He also painted flowers on the
doors and laid a tile floor. Photo courtesy of the Cliff May Collection,
Completed on February
Architecture & Design Collection, University Art Museum,
27,
1932, May advertised
University of California, Santa Barbara.
the house as a “rambling
Spanish hacienda furnished with old California furniture.”27 The Home and
Garden Forum section of The San Diego Union featured the house in its May issue.
Entitled “New House Idea Reminiscent of Early California,” the article emphasized
the architect’s young age, lack of training and experience, and the “unique” style
of the house.28 Waiting for the house to sell, May was probably uncertain of his
future as a builder because it was not until August that he and Miracle sold it to
Frances and Arthur J. O’Leary for $9,500.29 Once the house sold, though, May’s
career as a builder took off with the help of family friends and clients.
Impressed with his newly constructed house, George Marston and his wife
Anna granted May and Miracle a lot to build a house in Presidio Hills at the
beginning of October.30 In addition, Jean’s cousin Frances and her husband Edward
Bernard deeded May a lot two doors down from Roy Lichty’s house in Talmadge
Park.31 Just as Miracle entered into a contract in early October to construct a onestory, seven-room, frame-dwelling and double garage on the Bernard lot, May
obtained a loan of $3,500 to build the house.32 A few days later, on October 19, Cliff
May married Jean Lichty at the Old San Diego Mission. Featuring photographs
of the bride and her bridesmaids on the front of the Society Club Section, The San
Diego Union reported on the wedding detailing May’s ancestral ties to the mission
and San Diego. Moreover, the newspaper noted May was “now associated with
the home building branch of the Miracle Construction Company in San Diego.”33
Following his wedding, May received additional work. Marston put him in charge
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of the restoration of the city’s old cemetery, El Campo Santo in Old Town, which
mainly consisted of reconstructing an adobe wall surrounding it.34
Almost a year later, on February 2, 1933, May completed his second house
at 4669 East Talmadge Drive and, by the end of March, May and Miracle sold
the house to Ridy and William Lindstrom for $9,500.35 Similar to the O’Leary
House, May’s second house is a one-story, U-shaped home entered through a
heavy wooden door into the courtyard.36 The “Lindstrom House” also would be
included in Architectural Digest, a magazine that featured the work of southern
California’s leading architects—quite a coup for a young man with little design
or construction experience.37
In June, May and Miracle purchased a lot at 4365 Altamirano Way in Presidio
Hills and began construction of another house to sell. Although May designed
this house like his others, the property presented him with a design problem
in that the lot was curved at the front. May still built the house in a U-shaped
configuration, but rather than reduce the living and yard space, he turned one
wing of the house at a forty-five-degree angle to follow the curve. Completed in
August, it took more than a year to sell the house even though May had garnered
a great deal of publicity on it, including articles in magazines.38 But May did
not need to worry. His business with Miracle was booming as they started to
receive commission after commission.39 However, there were four commissions,

House plan of the Langstons with the living room splayed at one end, 1934. Plan by Stephen Neuhauser,
author’s collection.
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Sweetwater Woman’s Club, 1940s. This structure represents the first time Cliff May designed a building
other than a house and the first time he designed a structure in the ranch style with a shingle roof and
board-and-batten walls. Photo courtesy of the Bonita Museum and Cultural Center.

in particular, that would affect Cliff May’s future career as a successful designer
and builder.
Sara and Wade Langston, a couple originally from the South, hired May and
Miracle to draw up plans and construct a house for them at 6116 Avenida Cresta
in La Jolla. Again, May conceived the house much the same way as his other
houses but he added two new design ideas. To take advantage of the views of
the Pacific Ocean, he broke the U-shaped plan by turning the living room thirtyfive degrees from the rest of the rooms. Also, at the request of the Langstons, he
incorporated architectural fragments and details from older buildings into the
home.40 Both of these new elements would become important features in May’s
future as a designer of houses.
About the same time, Violetta Horton, a member of the Sweetwater Woman’s
Club, commissioned May to design the organization’s new clubhouse in Bonita.
This marked the first time May designed a building other than a house. It was
also, more importantly, the first time May designed a structure in what he named
the “rancheria” style, a style that would define his career and become his legacy.
Cliff May created the Sweetwater Woman’s Club as a one-story structure in an
I-shaped plan with a caretaker’s apartment at one end and a storage room at the other.
His “rancheria” style was identical to his “hacienda” style design at this time—the
illusion of thick walls, white plastered interior walls, exposed beam-and-rafter wood
ceilings, protruding fireplaces, French doors—except that May replaced the red tile
roof with wood shingles and clad the exterior walls in board and batten.
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When the plans for the clubhouse were completed in June 1934 and the building
was under construction, The San Diego Union ran an article describing it as “a
Mexican farmhouse in a grove of eucalyptus” that, Horton claimed, “will look
100 years old in six months.”41 Horton was so pleased with the new building that
she hired May to design four houses on land that she and her husband owned on
Hillside Drive in La Jolla. It was the first time May did not collaborate with Miracle
on a building project because Horton insisted that May exclusively work with her.42
May designed two haciendas
and two rancherias for this
street. For the rancherias, May
installed white picket fences
in the front yard and knotty
pine paneling in the interior in
areas such as the living room—
perhaps to appeal to buyers
looking for a more traditional
American home.43
While the Langston House
and Sweetwater Woman’s
Club were under construction,
May and Miracle received
their largest commission yet.
Alexander Highland, a newly
transplanted banker to San
Diego, and his wife, Nancy,
hired them to design and
construct a house in Presidio
Hills. It is this house that
is an exemplary example of
May’s work as a designer of
the Spanish colonial revival
style and illustrates how far The Highland House featured in an advertisement in The
he had progressed since his San Diego Union, July 8, 1934. The advertisement cleverly
illustrates Cliff May’s recent designs and work. At the top of the
first house.
advertisement is the courtyard of the Hodge House followed by a
Located at 2400 Presidio large sketch of the Highland House. Clockwise from the Highland
House is an interior sketch of the Lindstrom House, exterior of
Drive and a block away from the Langston House, unidentified “Hacienda Ranch House,”
May’s third house built for sale, front elevation view of the Beardsley House, and interior sketch
of the O’Leary House. Advertisement courtesy of the Cliff May
the “Highland House” posed Collection, Architecture & Design Collection, University Art
a new set of design challenges. Museum, University of California, Santa Barbara.
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Cliff May’s own house at 4338 Adams Avenue, which he designed in the “rancheria” style. The house
is similar to his hacienda design except for the wood shingle roof and the use of board-and-batten on the
exterior walls in the courtyard area. Photo courtesy of the Cliff May Collection, Architecture & Design
Collection, University Art Museum, University of California, Santa Barbara.

The house would be built on a corner lot with two facades exposed to the street
and include a two-story block that could not take up a significant amount of the
property. Both of these challenges would affect the arrangement of the living
spaces of the house.
In dealing with these challenges, May produced an outstanding design. He
conceived the house as a one-story, U-shaped configuration anchored by a twostory block at one end. But this was not one of May’s typical U-shaped designs. To
soften the corner of the two main wings, he curved them and designed attractive
facades by carefully placing doors, windows, shutters, window grilles, chimneys,
and garage doors. Moreover, May arranged the rooms individually turning them
as needed to follow the street, frame a view, or maximize the courtyard, thus
designing a home that functions better for its occupants.
May also added an important new element to the Highland House. In the
living room, he installed a large window, almost the length of the living room
wall, facing the courtyard. This was not the first time May had installed large
windows in a home. He had installed them in the Langston House but for a
different reason, so that the homeowners could take advantage of the views of
the Pacific Ocean on the backside of the house. For the Highland House, May
had the window face the courtyard to create an intimate connection with the
outdoors that was also private. This design idea of using large expanses of glass
to create an intimate and private connection with the outdoors would become a
defining feature in May’s future houses.44
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As May developed these designs, he received a commission that would
eventually lead him to Los Angeles. During the time he offered his third house for
sale, C. Arnholt Smith, a banker, toured the house. Impressed, Arnholt convinced
his older brother, John, to see it. An oil promoter and banker, John and his wife
Flossie visited the house. John agreed with his brother and, in 1934, hired May to
design and construct a house on forty acres that he owned in La Habra Heights
in Los Angeles County.45 Cliff May went to work.
May also went to work on a house for himself. With his rising success, he was
finally able to design and construct a home for his family, who had been living in
a rented house on Vista Street. In January 1935, May and Jean purchased a lot at
4338 Adams Avenue. In February, The San Diego Union announced in the “Tetea-tete” section, “Mr. and Mrs. Cliff May are building their first home on Adams
Ave., Talmadge park. They call it a California Rancheria…Mr. May is taking his
inspiration from the early California casas of his ancestors (he is descended
from the Estudillo and de Pedrorena families)”46 May’s own house plan matches
the third house he built. But, like the Sweetwater Woman’s Club, May put on
a wood-shingle roof and decorated part of the exterior with board-and-batten
walls. He also installed a large window in the living room facing the courtyard.
Completed in April 1935, the house drew praise for May and was featured in
Arts & Decoration and Architectural Digest.47

View of the Mays’ living room with a large window facing the courtyard. This would become one of the
most significant design elements in Cliff May’s future houses. Photo courtesy of the Cliff May Collection,
Architecture & Design Collection, University Art Museum, University of California, Santa Barbara.
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As May worked on John
Smith’s house in La Habra
Heights, the two men formed a
partnership. May was becoming
a successful designer of houses
in the San Diego area; he had
designed about fifty houses
and even listed himself as
an architect in the 1937 San
Diego City and County Directory.
However, Smith felt May would
have better opportunities if
he moved to Los Angeles and
convinced May that if there
was anywhere that the housing
market would grow, Los
Angeles was the place. In fact,
Smith promised to provide the
necessary financial backing for
May to build in Los Angeles and
introduced him to real estate
giant Alphonzo Bell, who had
Cliff May in front of his office at Riviera Ranch in Los
Angeles, ca. 1970. Photo courtesy of Hillary Jessup.
developed Bel Air.48
Cliff May took Smith’s advice
and financial assistance and moved to Los Angeles in 1938. Smith was right: in
Los Angeles, May’s career thrived. When he died in 1989, he was remembered for
building over one-thousand custom homes; developing suburban tract plans that
resulted in over eighteen-thousand houses for middle-class families; designing
motels and commercial buildings; and producing two books in collaboration
with Sunset magazine on the western ranch house. Most of all, Cliff May is now
remembered as defining the key characteristics of the ranch house style and
making the California ranch house one of the most popular styles that is still
built widely today.49 Because of growing awareness of May’s work, architectural
historians are studying his early designs and homes to understand how his
ideas evolved into the California ranch style. May might have had a career as
a professional musician had he continued to pursue his passion. But for many
proud homeowners of Cliff May’s houses in San Diego, they are most likely
pleased that he took a chance, designed and built a house, and flourished as a
“Designer of Dream Houses.”50
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