










UC DAVIS HISTORIC CONTEXT AND OVERVIEW • SIGNIFICANCE • APRIL 2009 4-5

Figure 4-1.  
Landscape features and 
systems surviving from the 
1906-1959 historic period.
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building, Student Farm shop, university airport buildings, Straloch 
Barn and other barns, sheds, and wells in the agricultural research 
fi elds. 

Circulation patterns that continue to evoke the agricultural origins 
of the campus are prominent in the research fi elds and include 
many small farm lanes and roads, such as Russell Boulevard, 
Hutchison Drive, Hopkins Road, and Old Davis Road, among 
others. These roads, in general, retain the north-south and east-
west orientation of the section lines that determine the land use 
patterns in the western section of the campus. 

The trees and other vegetation that refl ect both the agricultural 
heritage of the campus and its agricultural research agenda are also 
prominent in the agricultural research fi elds: orchards, vineyards, 
and crops that continue to be a part of the research program of the 
university. Other plantings, such as the walnut trees planted along 
Russell Boulevard, are important reminders of the farming heritage 
of the Sacramento Valley. 

Water resources responsible for attracting farmers to the area and 
later for attracting university interest in the site for its agricultural 
college include Putah Creek. Although now a heavily manipulated 
landscape feature, Putah Creek has served as a source for irrigation 
and water management since the early days of the University Farm. 
Controlled by dams and fed by ditches, wells, and irrigation pipes, 

Putah Creek is an important feature that borders the entire length 
of the campus. Other man-made ponds throughout the campus, 
including farm ponds in the agricultural research fi elds and at 
the Student Farm, refl ect farming traditions in the arid climate 
of Central California. Other water systems such as irrigation 
piping, although invisible on the surface of the landscape, have 
been integral in the development of the agricultural research 
program because of their ability to deliver water with increasingly 
sophisticated methods.

MID-CENTURY MODERN LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE 
IN CALIFORNIA 

Historic research and documentation has indicated that the 
collection of landscapes on the UC Davis campus surviving from 
the 1949 -1971 period refl ects the design principles of California 
Modern landscape architecture.  Characteristics of these designs 
include orthogonal or curvilinear free form design, garden 
“rooms”, the use of individual plants for sculptural effect, use 
of zig-zag forms, the defi nition of ground-plane spaces (without 
hard edges), large plazas, integration of exterior/interior spaces, 
simplicity of materials and forms, use of screens, walls, hedges, 
and trellises, asymmetrical plan organization, and irregular or 
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“biomorphic” shapes.  Approximately thirty landscape designs 
by prominent landscape architects at UC Davis including work 
by Lawrence Halprin, Thomas Church, Theodo,re Osmundson, 
Gerald Henderson, and Ralph Jones, refl ect these general 
characteristics. The collection of landscapes as a whole is a 
signifi cant component of the development history of the campus. 
Though none of these individual landscapes would likely be 
signifi cant on its own, as a collection these landscapes form a 
distinguishable entity that refl ects the ideals and characteristics of 
California Modern landscape architecture.  

Designed landscapes (Figure 4-2.) associated with this signifi cance 
theme include:

Veihmeyer Hall landscape, 1949, Thomas Church

Hunt Hall landscape, 1949, Thomas Church

Everson Hall landscape, 1952, Lawrence Halprin

Cowell Student Health Center landscape, 1952, Ralph Jones

Cruess Hall landscape, 1952, Ralph Jones

Memorial Union landscape, 1955, Lawrence Halprin

Gilmore and Bixby Halls landscape, 1959, Lawrence Halprin

Enology Lab landscape 1939, 1959, Lawrence Halprin

Wickson Hall landscape, 1959, Lawrence Halprin

Bike Path, 1959, Lawrence Halprin

Hoagland Hall landscape, 1959, Lawrence Halprin

Hutchison Hall landscape, 1963, Lawrence Halprin

Young Hall landscape, no date, Lawrence Halprin

Segundo Hall landscape, 1960, Lawrence Halprin

Voorhies Hall landscape, 1961, Gerald Henderson

Freeborn Hall landscape, 1962, Lawrence Halprin

Solano Park Residential Housing Complex, 1962, Lawrence 
Halprin

Sproul Hall and Olsen Hall landscape, 1963, Lawrence Halprin

Orchard Park Residential Housing Complex, 1964, Lawrence 
Halprin

Ryerson Hall landscape, 1964 Gerald Henderson

Chemistry Building landscape, 1965, Lawrence Halprin

Regan Hall, 1965, and Regan Residential Housing complex 
landscape, 1963, Lawrence Halprin

King Hall landscape, 1966, Theodore Osmundson

Mrak Hall landscape, 1966, Gerald Henderson

Mrak Mall, 1966, Lawrence Halprin

Shields Grove and Gazebo, 1966, Theodore Osmundson

Wellman Plaza, 1967, Donald Crump

Bainer Hall landscape, 1967, Lawrence Halprin

Putah Creek Development, 1968, Theodore Osmundson

Bainer/Chemistry/Roessler landscape, 1971, EDAW
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Figure 4-2 
Landscape features and 
systems surviving from the 
California Mid-Century 
Modern historic period.
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDENT TRADITIONS

Another aspect of signifi cance for the campus landscape is the UC 
Davis student traditions which are often associated with specifi c 
campus sites, many of which refl ect the agricultural heritage of the 
university (http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/UCHistory/general_history/
campuses/ucd/traditions.html). Some of these traditions, such as 
Picnic Day or Labor Day, are discussed in Chapter 3. These student 
traditions include:

Judging Day- a spring-time competition for Future Farmers of • 
America that attracted high-schoolers from all over California.

Cal Aggie Camp- a student-sponsored camp for • 
underprivileged children supported by fund raising activities 
such as the Penny-a-Minute night, Carnival, Beauty and the 
Beast Ball, and the Ugly Man contest.

Labor Day- beginning as early as 1924, students and faculty • 
perform campus clean-up tasks on February 29th during leap 
years. 

Little “I”- the Little International Livestock Show began • 
in 1937 and was a competition for students working with 
animals at the university.

Frosh Dinks- starting in 1955, freshman wore caps called • 
dinks, and they wore these until the Homecoming Weekend 
Pajamarino Rally.  

Frosh-Soph Brawl- a traditional competition between • 
freshman and sophomores that  began in 1917 as the Tank 
Rush. The Brawl continued with diverse events such as hay-
stacking and tug-of-wars.

Picnic Day- beginning unoffi cially in 1906 with a cook-out, • 
the Picnic Day tradition started offi cially in 1909 during the 
campus open house and with a large attendance of 3,000 
people.  It continued to grow with other activities and events. 
Picnic Day suffered only two lapses in its annual tradition: 
once in 1924 with the outbreak of hoof-and-mouth disease, 
and from 1942-1945 because of WWII.  

Preview Day- begun in 1956, Preview Day ushered high school • 
students through a tour of the Davis campus.

Homecoming Weekend- school alumni returned to the campus  • 
and were greeted by students in their pajamas (Pajamarino 
Rally) at the train station beginning in 1916. Other events of 
the week included a bonfi re and dance.

Victory Bell- following a Davis athletic victory, a rally was held • 
at the gymnasium near the Victory Bell. 

Wild West Days- a weekend activity every Fall, Wild West • 
Days permitted students to wear western clothes and ride 
horses on campus; some events included bronco riding, calf 
roping, hog calling, and wild cow milking. 

These student traditions have special local signifi cance and are 
important to generations of alumni, though they do not contribute 
to the campus’ signifi cance under National Register criteria. 
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PERIOD OF SIGNIFICANCE

Two periods of signifi cance have been defi ned for the UC Davis 
landscape.  The fi rst is 1906 to 1959 and spans the period when 
the University Farm was founded in 1906 to the declaration of the 
general university campus at Davis in 1959.  During this period, 
the campus grew physically and academically as it evolved from 
a working farm into a large research institution and a general 
campus of the University of California.  Signifi cant events 
associated with UC Davis during this period include the expansion 
of the University of California into a multi-campus system and the 
advancement of agriculture.

The second period of signifi cance is tied to the collection 
of Modern landscapes found on the campus and spans the 
period 1949 to 1971.  Prominent Modern California landscape 
architects such as Thomas Church began to create designs for 
the campus in the 1940s and continued working on the campus 
until the early 1970s.  Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, as the 
campus expanded, these Modern landscapes contrasted with the 
surrounding agricultural landscape and earlier Beaux-Arts master 
plans.  These landscapes refl ected the ideals of Modern landscape 
architecture including a concern for space, use of curvilinear 
forms, integration of exterior/interior spaces, and use of plants for 
their sculptural qualities.  In addition, these designs refl ected the 
evolution of the school into a general campus of the University of 
California with diverse components and varying goals.  Landscape 
designs constructed between 1949 and 1971 responded to the 
unique environment of UC Davis and created a new design 
paradigm for the future campus. 

PRESERVING THE UC DAVIS HISTORIC LANDSCAPE

In the mid-twentieth century, these newly designed modern 
landscapes presented a stark contrast to the older vernacular 
agricultural landscape with its hog pens and dirt roads. And 
though the modern designed landscapes captured the post WWII 
progressive spirit that shaped the university throughout the next 
thirty years, it is the older vernacular agricultural landscapes that 
continue to hold the imagination of the university population 
today. It remains a challenge to maintain the visibility of the 
historic mid-century modern designed landscapes that are 
interwoven throughout the campus with other more obviously 
historic traditionally designed farm buildings and large old trees.

The signifi cant landscapes, including the modern landscapes, 
throughout the campus have remained relatively intact due the fact 
that their continued use is consistent with their original historic 
use.  Though this study did not include an integrity assessment 
of historic resources, it is clear from analysis that various 
historic landscapes may retain some integrity to their period of 
signifi cance. 

The information developed as part of this chapter informs 
the Landscape Heritage Plan that addresses preservation and 
treatment of the Quad area landscape. Protecting the signifi cant 
historic landscape features and systems is achieved by identifying 
character-defi ning qualities of the Core Campus and establishing 
guidelines for their preservation, as well as creating treatment 
recommendations for new design within the historic Quad area.
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