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Santa Clara rivers run.  In 1862, one acre of undeveloped land priced at twenty dollars, as 

recorded by James Bleak, the Dixie Mission Historian.8  Land use could be broken into 

three general categories, low density residential, commercial, and agricultural.  

Commercial development was focused on Main Street and Tabernacle Street, which was 

also the major educational, civic, and religious center.  Early department stores, such as 

J.C. Penny’s and ZCMI, located in this area as well.  This area, near the intersection of 

Main Street and Tabernacle Street, was recognized as the historic central business 

district.

Commercial 

development continued to 

grow along the corridors of 

Main Street, Tabernacle 

Street, and Highway 91 

with the advent of 

automobiles in the 1910s.  

Highway 91, known today 

more commonly as St. 

George Boulevard, was the main thoroughfare through town.  This would become the 

main transportation route from Los Angeles, California, to Salt Lake City.   

Residential growth patterns generally radiated outward from this hub until around 

the 1970s and 1980s, when St. George experienced rapid suburban development.  With 

residential development sweeping across the valley to the southeast replacing the 

traditional agricultural uses, growth has continued to where now even the black ridges to 

8 Bleak, James,  Annals of the Southern Utah Mission, p. 76. 

Fig. 5 Commercial establishments along Highway 91 (ca. 
1880). Courtesy of Utah State Historical Society. 
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the east and west are engulfed by development that has overcome topographical 

constraints.

By the 1970s, the central business district suffered from this pattern of rapid 

growth that took traffic and business to the outskirts of town. The Interstate-15 bypass 

was constructed in 1973 cutting across the valley to the south.  It eventually became the 

most preferred route resulting in traffic bypassing the old Highway 91, and the center of 

town.

Main, Tabernacle, and the Highway 91 (St. George Boulevard) were historically 

the hub of commerce or the central business district (CBD).  As commercial opportunities 

were created away from the traditional business district, commerce slowed in the historic 

downtown.  Department and chain stores developed further and further away from the 

CBD, further debilitating the area.  In the book Site Planning, Kevin Lynch and Gary 

Hack indicate that the “regional centers”, or shopping centers, resemble the function of 

the old central district.9  Not only did they visually resemble the CBD with storefronts 

lining a recreated street scene with benches and potted plants, they began to take over the 

function of the CBD.

This pattern was not unique to St. George and could be seen occurring across 

America.  A general slow down of the historic downtown was evident in many cities 

across the country starting as early as the 1970s.  A number of commentaries discuss the 

decline of the historic downtown of St. George.  One such report from the 1980s 

indicated that the downtown area was beginning to show the early architectural signs of 

a, “ghetto…a ‘hodge podge’ of mis-matched ‘fronts over fronts’”.10  Another study 

9 Lynch, Kevin and Hack, Gary, Site Planning, p. 323. 
10 Southern Utah Design Collaborative, The Report, p. 25. 
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labeled the downtown area as “dormant”. 11  While St. George was far from a ghetto, the 

downtown was quickly losing its identity as a thriving business district as well as its’ 

historical character, as store owners attempted to reinvent themselves to attract clientele.  

Historic Preservation Planning in St. George, Utah  

In 1987, a group of planning consultants calling themselves the Southern Utah 

Design Collaborative developed a study to guide development in the downtown area 

while preserving the historic character. The report recognized the deterioration of 

downtown, and called for the establishment of design guidelines to insure that the 

qualities of harmony and unity were preserved in proposed development and 

rehabilitation.  Through the efforts of the Community Development Director, Historic 

Preservation Commission, Southern Utah Design Collaborative, Retailers Association 

Downtown (RAD), and many other groups, the downtown revitalization effort began.

These efforts closely followed the Main Street Approach developed by the National Trust 

Main Street Center (an arm of the non-profit National Trust for Historic Preservation), 

which focused “historic preservation with economic development to restore prosperity 

and vitality to downtowns and neighborhood business districts.”12  The goal of this 

revitalization effort was primarily to make the traditional central business district more 

attractive for investment by local business and patronage of consumers as well as 

preserve and to promote the historical character of the downtown.

In 1988, the St. George City Council voted affirmatively on a motion to designate 

a historic district.  This designation marked the beginning of a new focus to revitalize the 

core of the city, both socially and commercially.  Businesses within the district 

11 Southern Utah Design Collaborative, The Report, p. 25.   
12 National Trust Main Street Center Website. http://www.mainstreet.org/content.aspx?page=2&section=1 
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boundaries began to restore storefronts that had been altered or modified. The CBD, 

which was earlier described as “fronts on fronts” or façade upon façade, became a “hot 

property”, as described by the Community Development Director.13

The LDS Church provided precedence of historic preservation in their 

maintenance of the St. George Temple, Tabernacle, Brigham Young Winter Home, and 

the Jacob Hamblin Home in nearby Santa Clara.  Other private efforts included a bed and 

breakfast called Greene Gate Village, which has rehabilitated, restored, and relocated 

some historic structures to a site where the nationally registered Orson Pratt Home is 

located.  The Seven Wives Inn, another bed and breakfast, has restored two structures in 

the historic district.  The Opera House was restored in 1996 continuing the positive thrust 

of the early revitalization efforts.  A commercial complex known as Ancestor Square 

preserved some of the historic structures on site through sensitive planning and siting.

Through these and other public and private endeavors, historic preservation and 

restoration has been a major activity in St. George.   

The Art Center, or St. George Academy, is currently undergoing restoration work.

Projects such as the Town Square and the Historic Water Walk, designed by Gillies 

Stransky Brems Smith (GSBS), are examples of new development in the historic district 

that are not restoration projects, but remodel projects that strive to communicate the 

historic themes of water and community life through interpretation, signage, and art.  The 

new Washington County Library, Woodward School, Art Center and Tabernacle, all 

located on the same block, anchor the four corners of a newly designed town center.

Each of these buildings use similar architectural materials, like red toned sandstone and 

13 Division of Utah History New Release, Nov. 21, 2005, “St. George Enhances Downtown with Help from 
State History”. 
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white limestone trim, and are instrumental in defining the historical character of 

downtown.

As the revitalization effort continues, a new concern is arising.  With the rapid 

growth and development that St. George has been experiencing, the historic identity and 

character runs the risk of being lost or misunderstood.  The Selective Reconnaissance 

Level Survey conducted in 1994 by History Projects, expressed that the downtown area 

was still losing its historical integrity and recommended that design standards be adopted 

as city code in order to avoid the “mini-Las Vegas” image which is “to the detriment of 

its historic, visually interesting, architectural character.”14

Other concerns are that new developments are introducing different themes or 

different historical styles affecting the historical character.  For example, developments 

built in the historic district during the Main Street movement recognized the historical 

importance of street lighting in the downtown, but each development has put a different 

twist on the fixture.  Some are historically accurate while others are merely caricatures of 

historic reference, meaning they may look to have a historic touch but were used on the 

East Coast, for instance, rather than St. George, Utah.  The historic identity is quickly lost 

when too many differing historic themes are created and inaccurately portrayed. 

Another example of the inconsistency in the streetscape is the transition from 

historic planting strips, which ranged from six to twelve feet in width, to later 

development, which has integrated the sidewalk and curb leaving no planting strip.

Similar inconsistencies are evident with many other historically significant features and 

will be subsequently addressed in following sections.   

14 History Projects, St. George, Utah Reconnaissance Level Survey “Selective” Method. 1994. 
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Fig. 6 These images illustrate the inconsistent treatment of the planting strip.  In the 
image on the left, an integrated sidewalk and curb/gutter leads right into a turf 
planting strip.  The image on the right shows trees planted on the inside of the 
sidewalk eliminating the planting strip. 

The Current Plan for St. George, Utah 

Current Code 

Currently, city code does not address inconsistencies in the streetscape.  The City 

of St. George code addresses historic preservation, rehabilitation, reconstruction, 

addition, demolition or relocation of structures, and signage within the historical district 

under two ordinances, the Historic Overlay Zone(§10-13C) the Landmark Sites 

Ordinance (§21).  The Historic Overlay Zone sets up the historic district and provides 

architectural design guidelines.  The architectural design guidelines provide 

recommendations to guide new development in order to maintain the architectural 

integrity of the historic district.  An established design review process enables the 

Historic Preservation Commission to make recommendations to the developer or property 

owner for new construction or modification to the exterior of historic structures within 

the historic district based on the architectural design guidelines.  This commission only 

maintains advisory power to the Community Development Department who approves or 

rejects site plans and exterior modifications.   
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Structures outside the boundaries of the historic district that are determined as 

historically significant based on age and architecture are protected under the Landmark 

Sites Ordinance.  There are over thirty designated Landmark Sites.  These structures have 

nearly the same provisions as structures within the historic district, the only difference 

being that the city council has the executive power upon recommendation from the 

Historic Preservation Commission instead of the Community Development Department.  

Neither of these ordinances offer protection or guidance on streetscape, landscape, or site 

features other than that they need to be reviewed by the Historic Preservation 

Commission.   

Twelve St. George structures are currently listed on the National Register of 

Historic Places (NRHP).  Listing on the NRHP does not protect the structures or other 

site features nor does it put any restrictions on them.  It is primarily designed to reward 

property owners through tax credits locally and federally for preservation efforts and give 

them a sense of pride in preserving history.  Local and national designation can improve 

the chances of preservation of historic structures by offering more leniency on 

conditional use permits, providing tax credits, and generating higher property values. 

A new landscape ordinance is in the process of being approved.  While providing 

much needed governance and guidance on general landscape maintenance and upkeep, 

this ordinance does not provide specific guidance for the historic landscapes, 

streetscapes, or site features.  The result of overlooking historic landscapes in the city 

code and ordinance is a “hodge-podge” streetscape and a visually disjointed landscape 

from development to development. 



13

There is room for improvement in the city code for maintaining the integrity of 

the historic landscape and site organization in both new construction and rehabilitation 

projects.  As a result, there is a need for St. George to develop landscape design 

guidelines for rehabilitation and new construction in order to maintain the historic 

character of the streetscape, thereby contributing to the overall harmony of the historic 

downtown.

Summer Internship/Initial Process 

Currently, civic leaders are attempting to redefine and reinforce the historical 

integrity of downtown.  In May 2007, I was hired as a summer intern to develop 

landscape design guidelines by collaborating with several different groups.15 The lead 

group was the Shade Tree and Beautification Board, charged with the preserving and 

restoring of the historic look and feel of the downtown.  Landmark Design, Inc., a Salt 

Lake City based landscape architecture firm, was also hired as a consultant for the 

guidelines.  The effort was labeled as the Historic Downtown Beautification Plan.  The 

area of influence covered by the guidelines included the six blocks that comprise the 

historic district and roughly forty additional blocks surrounding the district, largely based 

on Plat “A”, which was the original town site as platted in 1862.  This larger area is 

referred to as the historic downtown in this document.  The decision was made to include 

more of the downtown area, rather than limit the Historic Downtown Beautification Plan 

to the existing historic district in order to include more landmark sites.  This area of St. 

15 Three general groups were involved community groups included: the Shade Tree and Beautification 
Board (this group was given the primary charge to head up this project before I was hired on), the 
Washington County Historical Society, Utah State Historical Society, Val A. Browning Special Collections 
(Dixie State College), Vibrant St. George, Daughter of the Utah Pioneers Museum, and Lynne Clark 
Photography.  City departments included: Leisure Services (Park Planning Division), Community 
Development, City Management, Historic Preservation Commission, Streets Division, Energy Services 
Division, and Water Division, and city traffic engineers.  Technical groups included: Landmark Design Inc. 
(the firm hired on as consultant for this project) and Utah State University.   



14

George also included a larger number of surviving historic structures and intact 

streetscapes.   

The first step in the process was to get familiar with the downtown through a 

photographic inventory.  In Streets Ahead, the Design Council and the Royal Town 

Planning Institute maintain that an intensive survey is of paramount importance to 

familiarize oneself with the current condition of site features and the existing historical 

features before any recommendations can be made.  Through this inventory, I was able to 

identify historic retaining walls, fencing, planting strip treatments, and other historic 

elements that would have gone unnoticed had I not taken this step in the process. 

It was at this time that I noticed the many inconsistencies of the streetscape.  A 

variety of unrelated site features was found to be the biggest problem.  In walking one of 

the blocks in the historic district, I inventoried six different “historic” lamp posts, eight 

Ex. Historic District 

Proposed Historic 
Downtown Area 

Intersection-Main 
and Tabernacle

Original Town Site

BLACK 
RIDGE 

Fig. 7 Map of the proposed Historic Downtown.

RED HILL 

HIGHWAY 91/ ST. GEORGE BLVD. 
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different “historic” benches, and planting strips that varied between zero to twelve feet in 

width.  Some lots had a grass planting strip with mature street trees while others had a 

dirt planting strip without trees.  The streetscape in the historic district was very 

inconsistent yet was seen to have great potential in contributing to the historic character.  

In contrast, St. George Boulevard (Highway 91) was recently redone and set a precedent 

for consistent light fixtures, street trees, and plant material for the city. 

Based on various inventories completed during the summer, the park planning 

staff and I decided to develop design guidelines focused on the planting strips and site 

features.  Historical maps, photographs, literature, as well as surviving historical features 

were used to inform our recommendations in the landscape design guidelines, thereby 

contributing to the code already in place.  The intent of the design guidelines was to 

Fig. 8 This bubble diagram I drew represented my thoughts just after a visioning 
meeting at the beginning of my internship concerning the project scope.  The image 
depicts a confusing and incomplete process.  A refined drawing depicting the new or 
more appropriate approach is shown in Fig. 9.
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provide a list of approved site features (street lights, street trees, benches, trash collectors, 

retaining walls, fencing, electrical box covers, backflow preventer cover, and drinking 

fountains)16 that would be standards developers would be required to implement on each 

project.  This strategy was intended to insure that the same features were used throughout 

the designated area to create the desired harmony proposed in city code, effectively 

preserving the historical character. 

Proposed guidelines and standards for street lighting, street trees, planting strips, 

seating, sidewalks, and signage issues, were presented to city council on August 9th,

2007.  The council motioned that the guidelines be further developed and refined.  In 

addition, the council requested a more detailed cost estimate to renovate each section of 

streetscape according to the guidelines.  The refined guidelines are projected to go before 

council in February, 2008 to be adopted into the city code as well as determining a cost 

approach for implementation according to the cost estimate.17

The Problems with the Initial Process 

Since completing the initial process as an intern with the city, I have reflected on 

the process and conducted more in-depth research in preparation to write this thesis.  I 

have come to realize, with the help of my thesis committee, that the process was 

incomplete.  The process that we used was to: inventory the site features that contributed 

to the historic character, specify where and what to implement, and eventually pursue 

codification or adoption of the standards and guidelines as city code.  The process 

neglected to define the historical elements through more rigorous research and not limit 

16 See See Appendix A Minutes of the August 9th, 2007 St. George City Council Meeting and Presentation 
of the Historic Downtown Beautification Area Conceptual Plan. 
17 See Appendix A Minutes of the August 9th, 2007 St. George City Council Meeting and Presentation of 

the Historic Downtown Beautification Area Conceptual Plan.
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the design guidelines to site features alone.  While site features such as lamp posts and 

benches contribute to the historic character, other features and elements have been more 

meaningful to visitors and residents historically.

Another aspect lacking in the original process was more public involvement.  

Although the process was discussed informally there was no formal discussion with the 

collective public.  It would have been particularly beneficial to involve long-time 

residents who remember the vitality the downtown area once had, as well as the historic 

features that may have been overlooked.  The guidelines would likely be more widely 

embraced and followed if the public participated early in the effort.  Residents who 

participated in the visioning process may have felt a sense of ownership as they saw the 

improvements implemented downtown.  Potential contention over the improvements 

could be addressed and resolved early on rather than part way through implementation.  

Mitigating efforts in behalf of disgruntled citizens proved to be costly on the Water Walk 

project, which sought conflict resolution late in the planning and even implementation 

stages, again emphasizing the importance of early public involvement. 

New Approach 

 Historic elements were superficially addressed in our initial inventory stage, 

without an in-depth analysis of what contributed most to the historic character.  A more 

appropriate approach would have derived from study of historical documents of early city 

streetscapes, followed by analysis to rehabilitate and in some cases recreate them to carry 

the character of early St. George over in new construction.

In order to define the historic elements further, additional information was 

gathered from photographs, history books, journals, memoirs, periodicals, museums, and 
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personal communication.  The majority of the photographs acquired by the City of St. 

George came from the Utah State Historic Society in Salt Lake City.  The only limitation 

of this source is that original dates are not always included and the researcher is left to 

speculate.   

Additional research was conducted through the Lynne Clark Collection, a 

privately held collection in St. George comprised of over 15,000 photographs; Ms. Lynne 

Clark has been indispensable in deciphering dates and locations.  Additional photographs 

were found in university special collections dating back to the late 1800s, including Dixie 

State College, Brigham Young University, Utah State University, University of Utah, 

Southern Utah University, Snow College, and Utah Valley University. The Daughters of 

Fig. 9. This diagram represents the ideal approach with public involvement early on 
and throughout the process.  Inventory is also included and is an essential step in 
becoming familiar with the historic characteristics of the area. 
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the Utah Pioneers (DUP) Museum had various photographs and artifacts along with 

plaques offering supplementary information.18

Most of the diaries, journals, and newsletters were found in university special 

collections.  The Val A. Browning Special Collections at Dixie State University holds 

many diaries and journals as well as over 200 oral histories regarding St. George history.

These sources recorded consistent themes such as: the sound of the water flowing 

through the irrigation ditches near the sidewalks, tree lined streets, the unique and varied 

architecture, and community life downtown.  Residential gardens and plant material 

including tree, shrub, and flower species, fencing of the lot, road widths, and surface 

material of roads and sidewalks are also verified in these historical records.  The 

historical accounts of St. George spoke volumes of what was historically significant to 

early settlers and some of these elements still exist in the landscape. 

General Historic Preservation Approaches 

 Historic preservation/restoration approaches can vary from project to project in 

levels or classifications.  It is important to understand the terms commonly used 

regarding historic projects.  Historic preservation entails that an element considered 

historically significant is existing, sustained, or protected.  Measures are taken to ensure 

the historical integrity is maintained in material, detail, form, and character.  Restoration

is the process of taking the historic element which has been altered or is no longer 

existent and is modified or rebuilt to be exactly how it was when it was originally built or 

a specific period. Rehabilitation is the act of taking the historic element which still has 

the original characteristics, but is in poor condition or incorporating modern 

conveniences in an effort to prolong the life and utility of the structure or landscape (air 

18 See the final pages of Appendix B for photographs acquired by the City of St. George. 
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conditioning, automatic sprinklers, etc.).  Remodeling of historic elements is taking the 

original character or detail and modifying it so that it is no longer as it was in the original 

state.19

 The first approach or level of a historic project could be classified as a purist

approach to preservation.   This approach would take a historic element and through 

using same materials, character, style, location, etc. would be exactly as it was when it 

was originally built.  A historic landscape that has used this approach is Williamsburg, 

Virginia.  Williamsburg has been preserved and restored to look as it did at a specific 

time in history.  The streets are paved the same way as they were in the 18th century.

New homes and infrastructure were demolished so that original homes and gardens that 

had vanished from the streetscape could be restored.20

 The second approach could be classified as a referential approach where 

different materials are used but are very similar in character or style as the original 

element.  This approach is often used when a historic element is obsolete or no longer 

safe or appropriate to use.  A historic landscape that has used a referential approach is the 

Gettysburg battlefields. For a long period of time the paradigm behind historic 

preservation was to allow for the natural dispersal of trees and other vegetation.  More 

recently the National Park Service has decided to change to a purist approach by 

deforesting new vegetation to restore the battlefields as they looked during the time of the 

civil war.  There are varying levels within the referential approach and pinning down the 

appropriate level of historic reference can be a slippery slope.  The Historic Water Walk 

19 Design Guidelines for Residential Historic Districts in Salt Lake City, Winter & Company, p. 19.  See 
also the National Park Service definitions for preservation terminology:  http://www.nps.gov/history/local-
law/arch_stnds_10.htm. 
20 Colonial Williamsburg website.  http://www.history.org/Foundation/cwhistory.cfm 
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recently completed in St. George is an example of a referential approach to historic 

preservation.  The Water Walk is not a restoration of the irrigation ditch because it is not 

in the same location nor is it built out of the same material; it’s purpose is aesthetic rather 

than utilitarian.  The Water Walk has relocated the historic irrigation ditch on the inside 

of the sidewalk instead of on the outside of the sidewalk and has lined the ditch with 

concrete.  The Water Walk is categorized into the referential approach because it 

references many historic characteristics of the original irrigation ditch. 

 In the second approach, the referential approach, the designer or committee 

responsible for design holds a great deal of responsibility in how much of history is 

referenced.  The referential approach can be a slippery slope because of the design 

choices that are made; there is room for a lot of compromise, which, in the end, will 

determine the historic accuracy that will be reflected and remembered.  With each 

compromise the project takes, the further from the original character the landscape 

moves, until it moves into the next approach. 

 The third approach to historic preservation, associated with remodeling, is the 

olde towne approach; this approach could be considered outside the realm of 

preservation.  The olde towne approach implements historic elements from different 

locations or eras in an effort to appear authentic.  An example of this is Frontier Land in 

Disneyland.  The area known as Frontier Land has been made to look like a certain 

period of time, from a certain location, while that specific area in Disneyland never 

possessed those characteristics at any period in time.  The same approach has been taken 

in many cities to some extent, including St. George where historic looking elements are 

used in an effort to portray a history that was never consistent with the area. 
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 These three approaches, purist, referential, and olde towne are appropriate in 

given situations.  In the beginning stages of planning historic preservation, restoration, or 

remodeling it is important to choose the approach that best fits the project.  Each has it’s 

benefits and pitfalls.  The purist approach will most likely be the most costly in research 

and development, while the olde towne approach will be less historically significant.  The 

approach decided upon by the City of St. George for the historic downtown best fits 

under the referential approach.



23

STREETSCAPE ANALYSIS 

The first section of this chapter briefly discusses general elements associated with 

streetscape and the perception of place.  Many studies have been conducted in the field of 

landscape architecture regarding how a user experiences place.  The ideas used in this 

chapter come primarily from studies by Stephen and Rachael Kaplan, Kevin Lynch, and 

the Royal Design Council.  While there are other sources in this area, these recognized 

groups are adequate for this paper.  In the later part of this chapter, the St. George 

streetscape is broken down into categories and the historic character of each category is 

analyzed.

General Elements of the Streetscape 

 In planning the streetscape, it is important to discuss briefly how we as humans 

perceive place.  Stephen and Rachael Kaplan, in Cognition and Environment, maintain 

that people prefer places that have characteristics of coherence, complexity, mystery, and 

legibility.  A coherent place is well organized, structured, repetitive, and free from 

clutter; it is understandable.  A complex space promises something new with each visit; 

this quality keeps people involved and coming back to the place.  Mystery is associated 

with the quality of discovery; a mysterious place points to what may lie ahead and 

encourages movement through the space.  Legibility refers to the quality of identity and 

individual pieces relating to an overall wholeness; a legible place allows visitors to 

explore without getting lost.21  In Image of the City, Kevin Lynch discusses the 

importance of legibility and coherence in the cityscape,  

“By this we mean the ease with which its parts can be recognized and can be 
organized into a coherent pattern.  Just as this printed page, if it is legible, 
can be visually grasped as a related pattern of recognizable symbols, so a 

21 Kaplan, Stephen and Rachael, Cognition and Environment, p. 81-87. 
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legible city would be one whose districts or landmarks or pathways are easily 
identifiable and are easily grouped into an over-all pattern.”22

Legibility and coherence are both critical in creating a successful streetscape.   

 Definition of space also contributes to the overall experience of place.  Overhead 

structures, such as trees, awnings, and trellis’ at the appropriate pedestrian scale, can 

make people feel a sense of enclosure and the space becomes more intimate.  Without an 

overhead structure, the space can feel very public, open, and impersonal.  A barrier 

between pedestrian and vehicular traffic also offers the pedestrian a sense of protection 

from the vehicle.  These barriers can include bollards, planting containers, planting strips, 

street trees, benches, and several other site features. 

 The list of site features is almost endless: mileposts, railings, street lamps, site 

lighting, bollards, clocks, signage, litter collectors, street nameplates, paving or surfacing, 

water features, seats, traffic signals, signs, utility poles, light poles, meters, trash cans, 

fire hydrants, manholes, wires, lights, plant material, plant containers, alarms, 

newsstands, telephones, bus shelters, kiosks and other notice boards, etc.  Kevin Lynch 

and Gary Hack grant that just listing all the different elements relays a “sense of 

disharmony”.  They point out that the   

“World of detail affects the appearance of the whole, and if it accumulates 
without design, as it usually does, it can create a sense of clutter.  And yet 
designers may put too much stress on these details or stress the wrong 
details.  The user is affected by the texture of the floor, the shape of the 
steps, or the design of a bench because he uses them and is in direct 
contact with them.  Other details, not directly used, may escape his 
conscious attention.  He sees the light but not the light pole, uses the 
telephone but does not notice the wires overhead.  The designer invents a 
special form for the light pole, and at some expense puts the wires 
underground, while neglecting to put a back on his bench.  Details require 

22 Lynch, Kevin, Image of the City, p. 2-3. (Emphasis added.)
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an investment of design and supervision if they are to be finely shaped, 
and the effect for the user should justify that investment.”23

Consistent site features aid in the overall experience of place; they also aid in the 

sense of arrival and way finding within the historic downtown.  Legibility and 

coherence are results of careful site feature planning and design that help the pieces 

relate to the whole creating a defined, unique sense of place.  This type of planning 

is appropriate for a historic district that has been set aside because of historical 

significance, meaningfulness, and age. The historic district should be an area 

that is uniquely defined from the rest of the city.

  In selecting new site features in a historic district, the designer should attempt to 

provide a visually uncluttered street scene and a harmonious experience.  The designer 

should consider the following criteria: suitability, scale, materials, fixing, and 

numbers.24  Suitability is synonymous with appropriateness. Suitability of site features 

refers to, among other things, reference to the appropriate time period with which it is 

associated.  If referencing a specific historical period, is the site feature suitable or 

appropriate for that period?  In addition, does the feature fit in with the overall theme and 

pattern of the streetscape?  Suitability also refers to functionality; does it do what it is 

meant to do?  In the case of litter collectors, are people using them or is there litter 

scattered about the site?  Is the placement appropriate?  In the case of benches, are they 

comfortable, are people using them, are they suitable for this site? 

 Scale refers to the appropriateness of size.  Pedestrian scale, in respect to site 

features, denotes a general size that helps the pedestrian (who generally moves slower 

through a space) feel more comfortable in a space.  For instance, street lights on the 

23 Lynch, Kevin and Hack, Gary, Site Planning, p. 187. 
24 Design Council, Streets Ahead, p. 25. 
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freeway are nearly 100’ tall (public scale or vehicular scale), whereas street lights in a 

pedestrian oriented environment are seventeen feet tall or less (personal scale or 

pedestrian scale).  In a small downtown, pedestrian scale is most appropriate in selecting 

the size of site features.  In Streets Ahead, the Design Council notes that,

“It is crucial that eye level should play a proper part in siting. Eye level 
largely determines the basis of scale in a street and it is vital that the 
impact of furniture should be related to the needs of the space as seen by 
people who use it.”25

Signs placed at eye level (generally five to six feet and up to ten feet) are generally at the 

appropriate scale, whereas signs that are thirty feet tall would be at a vehicular scale. 

 Material may be one of the most important criteria in referencing historic site 

features.  As many of the original manufactures of site features are no longer in operation 

(albeit some still are and can often replicate the historic site feature), using similar 

materials to those used historically will greatly reinforce the historic character of the area. 

 Fixing refers to how the feature is mounted or fixed to the ground or wall.  In a 

plaza space it is sometimes appropriate to not fix chairs to the ground to allow the users 

to configure them as they please.  However, vandal proofing is most often the reason for 

fixing features to the ground.  The hardware used in fixing can also reinforce the 

character of the feature like on street lamps.   

 The appropriate numbers of site features is important to consider because this 

criteria can be influential in the perceived clutter.  In addition, siting the appropriate 

number of street lamps in an historic district will potentially influence the luminosity of 

the site. 

25 Design Council, Streets Ahead, p. 26. 
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Streetscape Elements Specific to St. George, Utah 

 As mentioned earlier in regards to the Main Street Approach, revitalization 

combines historic preservation with economic development.  As these efforts materialize, 

people will begin to come downtown for an experience.  What will their experience be?  

How will they see the downtown and what feelings will they have when they come 

downtown?  Will the long time residents reminisce about the “good ole’ times”?  The 

landscape and architectural design guidelines are aimed at providing a unique experience 

for those who visit this part of town.  The landscape design guidelines addressing the 

streetscape and site features should begin to influence the user’s experience of the 

historic downtown environment.  

 In selecting site features, it is important to conduct rigorous study and research on 

what was truly present historically or historically authentic.  Staying true to the city-

specific site features and streetscape is important in maintaining the integrity of the 

historic character.  Bringing in new themes that have no basis in the historic context is 

inappropriate and is seen as no more than a generic “Olde Towne” imitation.  In many 

cases, however, there will be the need for site features that were not used historically.

Elements such as bollards, backflow preventer covers, electrical boxes near trees for 

seasonal lighting, tree grates, etc have appeared more recently and are necessary 

additions to the modern streetscape in order to protect the public health, safety, and 

welfare.  These site features were not used historically in St. George, but they should 

reference materials that were present historically.  As noted in Streets Ahead, “an area 

generously endowed with iron railings might call for outdoor seating and litter bins based 

on steel frame and slatted wood designs rather than concrete.”
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 This section breaks down the historic elements that comprise the streetscape and 

site features specific to St. George.  First, the history of each element will be described, 

then, what is currently used will be analyzed, and finally recommendations for each will 

be suggested.  The following elements will be discussed: block and lot layout and 

building setback, roadways, architectural style, irrigation ditches, tree lined streets and 

lawn planting strips, retaining walls, street lighting, fencing, signage, seating, and litter 

collectors.

Block and Lot Layout and Building Setbacks 

 Like most towns settled by Mormon pioneers, St. George is aligned on an 

orthogonal grid pattern based on Joseph Smith’s Plat of Zion of 1833. The Plat of Zion 

was created by Joseph Smith for an earlier settlement in Independence, Missouri, but was 

also used in nearly 500 other settlements in the West.26  According to the original plat 

map of St. George (Fig. 4 on page 5) completed February 24th, 1862, by Israel Ivins, the 

town site was composed of approximately fifty-five full and fractional blocks.  Each 

block was recorded as six acres and sixty-four rods in size (6.4 acres) without the 

roadway.  Plat “A” was the first to be settled on January 23rd, 1862.  Plat “A” is wedged 

between and protected by the western black ridge and the northern red hill.  The blocks 

were numbered one through fifty-five from the southeast corner and snaked upward 

toward the north.  Subsequent plats “B” (located to the east of Plat “A”), “C” (south of 

Plat “A”), and “D” (north of Plat “A”) would be settled later (see Fig. 10).  Each plat is in 

harmony with the next, in a perfect grid, overlaying an irregular landscape.

26 Sterling Historical Society website. http://waltonfeed.com/stirling/history/plat.html.  For more 
information regarding Joseph Smith’s Plat of the City of Zion see an article from the Library of Cornell 
University by John W. Reps, Professor Emeritus, Department of City and Regional Planning: 
http://www.library.cornell.edu/Reps/DOCS/smith.htm. 
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Each block was divided into eight lots; the lots were reported as containing 

twelve-and-a-half square rods (0.8 of an acre) and measuring sixteen rods (264 ft) in 

length and eight rods (132 ft) in width.  Land was first set aside for civic and religious 

buildings.  The town square was designated as block 16, where the Tabernacle would 

eventually be located.  The future temple site was planned for the southeast corner in 

block 27 of plat “B”.  Churches spread across the town doubled as schools; these 

structures were named First, Second, Third, and Fourth Ward and can be seen on the 

Fig. 10 Photograph of the 1877 Plat Map by John M. Macfarlane, county surveyor.
The dark box outlines the current historic district and the lighter box outlines the 
proposed historic downtown. 
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original plat map.   

Erastus Snow, the camp counselor, drew lots from a hat as the means of assigning 

each family a lot.  Corner lots were thought to be more desirable because there was more 

access to irrigation water.27   Lot orientation is a consistent checkerboard pattern from 

block to block; lots on every other block were divided in half North and South (four lots 

on the north half and four on the south half).  The lots in between were divided East to 

West.  This alternating pattern is evident in the layout of numerous Mormon 

communities, and afforded views into back-yard open space rather than into the 

neighbor’s house across the street.  Lots upstream were also thought to be more desirable 

because of the minerals that were often carried down slope from flood irrigation.  As a 

result, some of these down slope lots became so infertile they had to be abandoned. Most 

homeowners had to amend their soil in the beginning, bringing loam from the river and 

adding large quantities of manure.28

 Generally, commercial buildings were not set back from the right-of-way; for 

example, along Tabernacle Street they were built on the right-of-way line.  In front of 

these buildings is a ten foot wide sidewalk that sits in the right-of-way between the 

storefront and the road.  The change in setback was evident when passing from 

residential to commercial use; commercial structures were much closer to the roadway as 

opposed to residences with spacious front yards.

 Today the grid pattern is still prevalent.  Lot sizes are considerably smaller as 

homes now line the outside of the blocks.  The view into the backyard open space will 

not likely be recaptured because development has erased this unique pattern over time.  

27 Whipple, Maurine, The Giant Joshua, p. 115. 
28 Kane, Elizabeth, A Gentile Account of Life in Utah’s Dixie 1872-1873: Elizabeth Kane’s St. George 
Journal, p. 96-98. 
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Further subdivision of lots has allowed homes to line the exterior of the block all the way 

around providing views to the front door of the homes across the street.  The majority of 

the downtown residential blocks still maintain substantial interior open space, although, 

the practice of creating infill development in the interior of the block is becoming more 

common.  Another less common practice that should be kept in check is the removal of 

paved roadway between two blocks in an effort to combine blocks.  The new Town 

Square has implemented this strategy and removed the road between two blocks in order 

to create a larger parade ground.  This practice, if overused, makes the grid pattern 

unrecognizable.  Residential structures vary in setback distances, but all maintained a 

more sizeable setback from the road than the commercial structures; this quality is 

governed by the local zoning ordinance and setback regulations.

The orthogonal grid block configuration distinguishes the historic character 

of the downtown area and should be preserved. Combining adjacent blocks by 

removing paved roadways should be done sparingly as overuse will detract from the 

grid organization.  The distinction between commercial and residential setbacks 

creates legibility in the historic district and should be maintained.  Creative infill 

projects should be employed to maintain the interior open space of the blocks within 

the historic downtown, including uses such as community gardens, parks, or private 

backyards.

Roadways

Roads are perhaps the most defining element of the grid pattern.  Each block was 

bounded by a roadway width of five rods and seven-and-a-half feet (90 feet).  Many 

roadways in Utah reflect the same generous widths so that an ox drawn wagon could 
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make a complete U-turn without having to circle the block or backup.  Roads have 

evolved from rough dirt to smooth dirt to paved surfaces.

Power poles used to run down the center of both Main and Tabernacle Street and 

were later moved to the sides around the 1930s.  Angled parking was allowed along 

Highway 91 on each side of the street as well as most of the other streets around town.   

Main Street still accommodates angled parking and parallel parking on 

Tabernacle.  Most other streets downtown including Tabernacle allow parallel parking, 

with the exception of St. George Boulevard (Highway 91), which is governed by the 

state.  Parking is prohibited on this street because of higher speeds and heavier traffic 

volume today; angled parking would create high accident rates in this area.  Recently, 

UDOT constructed landscaped medians down St. George Boulevard, old Highway 91.

The street section no longer has room for parking with a landscaped median and four 

lanes of traffic.  Most streets downtown maintain the ninety-foot right-of-way and 

continue to have substantially wide paved surfaces, ranging from sixty to seventy feet 

across.

Although distinct in character, the historic ninety-foot roadway is 

problematic in many instances particularly at the intersections.  Narrowing 

roadways at the intersections by using bulb-outs can reduce vehicular speeds and 

improve pedestrian walkability.  Bulb-outs reduce the unprotected distance between 

curbs to allow for a shorter, safer crossing.  While it may not be practical to 

continue earth surfaced roads in the historic downtown, areas such as the heritage 

farms or parks can reference this historic paving method.   



33

Architectural Style 

Most of the 

construction within the 

first decade of settlement 

focused primarily on 

religious and civic 

structures, early settlers 

lived in temporary 

homes.  The temporary 

housing that existed 

ranged from wagon 

boxes and tents, to 

dugouts with willow thatched roofs.  Eventually, tract style, adobe brick homes were built 

with equal dimensions on each inhabited lot. As residents began to build permanent 

homes, these “starter homes” were used as granaries or guesthouses.  The reconnaissance 

level survey29 conducted by History Projects, a Salt Lake based firm, indicate that there 

were nineteen different architectural styles associated with 355 historic sites in St. 

George.30  All sites fifty years or older in the City of St. George were surveyed within a 

1,951 acre boundary.  These sites were then given an “evaluation” rating of “A”, “B”, or 

“C” based on the historical integrity of the structure.  Of the 355 sites surveyed, 253 sites 

29 History Projects, St. George Reconnaissance Level Survey, 1994. 
30 The architectural styles identified were Bungalow (28%), Other/Vernacular (18.3%), English Tudor 
Revival (13.5%), Victorian Eclectic (11.3%), Classical/Other (7.3), Greek Revival (6.2%), W.W. II Cottage 
(4.2%), English Cottage (2.2%), 20th Century/other (2.2%), Federal (1.7%), Italianate (0.8%), Colonial 
Revival (0.8%), International (0.8%), Art Deco (0.5%), Picturesque/other (0.3%), Romanesque Revival 
(0.3%), Arts and Crafts (0.3%), PWA Moderne (0.3%), and Modern/other (0.3%).  All these percentages 
are based on the 355 sites surveyed. 

Fig. 11 The secondary structure is located to the left of the 
main home and is representative of the temporary housing 
found in the early settlement. 
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Fig. 12 The old Washington County Courthouse was 
built in the Greek Revival architectural style (ca. 
1875). Courtesy of the Utah State Historical 
Society.

(71.2%) were rated as “A” and 

“B”, and are therefore qualified 

as “potentially eligible” to be 

listed on the National Register 

of Historic Places (NRHP).  St. 

George currently has twelve 

structures listed, which leaves a 

large discrepancy between 

listed and potentially eligible structures.  Over thirty structures have been designated 

Landmark Sites by the Historic Preservation Commission. 

 Allen Roberts, owner of History Projects and noted for his work on historic 

preservation projects in Utah, stated that St. George has the “best collection of 1860s-

1880s Greek Revival architecture” in Utah.  The public structures designed during this 

period continue to be well maintained, and some of them are registered on the NRHP.  

Restoration projects have excelled on these public buildings.  However, many of the 

residences with a  Greek Revival architectural style have receive “B” and “C” ratings 

because of the detrimental alterations that have occurred over time.  Roberts also holds 

that the city has an “excellent collection of English Tudor and English Cottage style 

period revival homes dating from the 1920s and ‘30s”.   

 When locals are asked what they think best defines the historic character of 

downtown St. George, they generally identify structures and architecture.  Structures like 

the Temple, Tabernacle, County Courthouse, Woodward School, and Thomas Judd Store 

have long been important to the residents of the city through several generations.  The 
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Fig. 13 The 131 year old St. George Tabernacle 
is built from locally quarried sandstone. 

varied styles of residential homes in 

the area also create a distinctive 

feel.  Similarly, the materials that 

were used in construction help 

define the historic character of St. 

George.  Perhaps the most unique 

building material visible in historic 

structures standing today is the red 

toned sandstone.  The St. George 

Tabernacle boasts this natural color 

of sandstone that was quarried near 

the present day Red Hills Golf 

Course.  Red sandstone boulders 

were hand-hewn from the hillside, and then reduced in size on-site to about two-and-a-

half feet wide.  The stonemason’s signatures can be seen by the many unique tool marks 

on the outside walls.  The old Washington County Courthouse was constructed in the 

same manner, as was the Woodward School.  Stone rejected from public buildings was 

often used in private residences.  One such home is the Brooks Home, a landmark site 

located on Main Street.31

Today, city code addresses architectural detail, building width, heights, 

orientation, setback, and scale.  New construction is required to be harmonious with the 

surrounding environment and to go through the design review process with the Historic 

Preservation Commission to ensure compliance.  While many of the larger buildings have 

31 Karl Brooks, “Oral History.” 
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been protected, some of the homes evaluated as “A” and “B” rated structures have 

already been destroyed or significantly altered, causing their historic contribution to be 

lost.

In an effort to make preservation easier the International Existing Building Code 

(IEBC) was established.  The IEBC is geared more toward historic structures than the 

International Building Code which focuses solely on new construction.  By adopting the 

IEBC the City of St. George would be encouraging rehabilitation of existing buildings 

and preservation of historic structures, reinvestment and revitalization, safety 

(rehabilitated buildings are safer than vacant buildings), increase tax revenue, smart 

growth and sustainability. 32

Stronger awareness and educational programs should be employed to 

promote historic preservation ideals and encourage owners to apply for historic 

designation.  More of the historic residential structures need an intensive level 

survey, and more landmark site designations need to be promptly issued.  The 

structures evaluated as NRHP eligible should apply for registration.  Through more 

designations, awareness has the potential of being raised and subsequently more 

contributing structures could be preserved.  An alternative expanded walking tour 

could aid in raising awareness and educating the public about the significance of 

each structure.  Continuation of the Invitational Art Exhibit should be pursued.

The Invitational Art Exhibit was held from 1988 through 1999 to showcase historic 

buildings through paintings by local artists. This activity contributed to the passing along 

of the unique stories of each historically significant home and the people who built or 

32 The National Trust for Historic Preservation website: “ Public Policy Report in Forum May/June 2007” 
http://www.preservationnation.org/resources/public-policy/center-for-state-local-policy/additional-
resources/mpp-iebc_building_codes_forum-mayjune07.pdf 
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dwelt in them.  Lynne Clark is currently working on a photographic history of St. 

George that will be done in time for the sesquicentennial of the city in 2011.  This 

work will help raise awareness of the historic architectural characters of St. George 

and potentially influence developers to use preservation ideals.  Materials such as 

red toned sandstone with basalt rock foundations should be used in new 

construction to be harmonious with the surrounding historic character.  Adoption 

the International Existing Building Code (IEBC) to govern and encourage 

rehabilitation of historic structures should be considered by city officials.

Irrigation Ditches 

“The brook gurgled pleasantly in our ears,” writes Elizabeth Kane in January 

1872.33  Built as a means of survival, irrigation ditches were the lifeblood of the newly 

sprouting town.  These dirt bermed trenches carried an essential and valuable resource to 

every inhabited lot.  Irrigation water was so important that there needed to be a person to 

monitor the use of the water and ensure everyone took only what they were appropriated.

Each lot was appropriated three hours worth of water every twenty-four hour period.  In 

addition to irrigation needs, the ditches supplied the residents with their water supply.  At 

specific times in the day (sounded by the Tabernacle clock and bell tower), livestock was 

to be cleared from the ditch to allow residents to collect “clean” water for drinking and 

other household tasks.  The alkaline soil made the water distasteful and when storms 

would roll in the ditch water would remain cloudy and muddy for a sustained period of 

time afterward. 

The main irrigation ditches were traditionally located on the edge of the road.

Most ditches were excavated trenches with exposed soil and later lined with concrete.  In 

33 Elizabeth Kane, St. George Journal, p. 59 
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joints of diversion, wood and stone 

often reinforced the ditch.  Head 

gates along the main irrigation 

ditch would allow water to enter 

each individual lot and proceed to 

flood irrigate the lawn and garden.

In some instances, a more intricate 

canal system would direct water to 

specific locations like orchards or vineyards.  One photograph indicated that wood lined a 

portion of a ditch.  This treatment was not widely practiced, except for diversion points, 

perhaps due to the insufficient resources.  The nearest sawmill was thirty-five miles 

away, making lumber impractical and expensive.  One location where remnants of a 

residential ditch have been preserved is in front of the northern most structure of the 

Seven Wives Inn on 100 West (Fig. 14).  This residential ditch is made of concrete and is 

no larger than six inches by six inches.

Currently, a portion of the citywide irrigation system is still active and used by 

residents.  It runs in a concrete gutter south on 100 East, then east on 100 South, and from 

there south on 200 East.  The unique pale green home on the corner of 200 East and 100 

South uses the water to irrigate the fifty plus year old roses, among other plants.

The city has recently completed the Water Walk on Historic Main Street.  The 

urban water feature runs from Cox Pond, at the top of Main Street, down seven-and-a-

half blocks in a stylized irrigation ditch to the new St. George Town Square.  This project 

is an attempt at interpreting this historic element that is nearly extinct.  The original 

Fig. 14 Existing residential irrigation ditch lined 
with concrete and stones. 


