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Benicia Historical Society  

The Benicia Historical Society began in 1973. The 

purpose of the society is to bring together people 

interested in the history of Benicia and California. The 

society works to preserve the history and heritage of our 

city for future generations. Our goal is to enhance 

historic Benicia through education, communication and 

community involvement. In cooperation with the City of 

Benicia, we have collected a sample of Mills Act Homes 

for this self-guided walking tour.   

 We are grateful to the property owners for their 

efforts in preserving our historic resources.  In 

consideration of their privacy, please observe the tour 

etiquette: 

Do not disturb the residents. 

Do not trespass on the property. 

Stay on the public sidewalk. 

Do not litter 

 Thank you for helping us recognize the value of 

the property owners' commitment and contribution to our 

community. 

 Enjoy the tour and your walk through Benicia. 
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Application for Membership  

P.O. Box 2393 * Benicia, CA 94510  

707-746-6689 

www.BeniciaHistoricalSociety.org  

It is through your membership in the Benicia Historical Society that we are able 

to bring you events like this.  Please join us and help preserve our historical 

heritage here in Benicia.  

Name:_________________________________________________ 

Address:_______________________________________________ 

City:_________________________State:________Zip:__________ 

Telephone:_____________________________________________ 

E-Mail:________________________________________________ 

Annual Dues  

Please check the appropriate òAnnual Duesó section. 

Areas of Interest  

Please make checks payable to the Benicia Historical Society ña non-

profit organization.  

Ä Individual $15 Ä Family $20 

Ä Senior (60+) $10 Ä Business/Institution $25 

Ä Contributing $50 Ä Lifetime $150 

Ä Historic Preservation Ä Landmark/Plaque Program 

Ä Heritage Home Tour Ä Writing & Microfilem Project 

Ä City Cemetery Restoration Ä Publication/Research 

Ä Oral History Program Ä Other 
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LANE HOUSE ~ c. 1910 

125 East I Street 

 

History : This residence is one of a handful of bungalows 

built in the central part of the city during the early 20th cen-

tury (c. 1910). At one time this was the home of former 

Mayor Thomas Wright and his wife, Irma, longtime mem-

ber and supporter of the Benicia Historical Society. 

  

Architecture: A very distinctive and stylish bungalow con-

structed in the central area of Benicia after the standard cot-

tage type became unfashionable. Although of modest de-

sign, the unique and inviting front entry and porch beckons 

the visitor. Interior features include a built-in secretary and 

china cabinets and extensive wood trim and mouldings. 
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City of Benicia  

Mills Act Program  

The purpose of the program is to encourage the preservation, 

restoration and rehabilitation of historic property in the City of Beni-

cia. 

The Mills Act is a State law that allows cities and owners of 

historic structures to enter into contracts that decrease property tax in 

exchange for continued preservation of buildings and property.  Prop-

erty tax can be reduced by 50 percent or more under Mills Act con-

tracts.  The contracts automatically renew annually for another ten 

years, unless purposely non-renewed by either party (in which case the 

contract lasts only through stated ten-year term) or canceled.  An 

owner may petition the City for immediate cancellation, and the City 

may only cancel a contract for breach of conditions (which carries a 

penalty for the owner equal to 12 1/2 percent of assessed property 

value). 

Participation in the program is open to owners of the follow-

ing types of structures: 

1. Historic Landmark Buildings, as identified by the Downtown 

or Arsenal Historic Conservation Plans (the DHCP or the 

AHCP). 

2. Contributing buildings, as identified by the DHCP or the 

AHCP. 

3. Buildings listed in the National Register of Historic Places 

4. Buildings listed in any State, City or County official register 

of historical or architecturally significant sites, places or land-

marks. 

 Thank you to the Benicia City Council, the Historic Preserva-

tion Review Commission and the City staff for their participation  in 

the preservation of our historic resources. For more information, con-

tact the Community Development Department, City of Benicia. 
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WALSH HOUSE ~ c.1850 

235 East L Street 

History:   This well known residence is a prime example of a Gothic Revival Cottage 

and is considered to be the earliest of this style structure on the West Coast. The house 

was prefabricated on the east coast, shipped around the Horn to Benicia, and assembled 

within three months to meet contract requirements. The agreement for its construction 

was signed between Eleanor Walsh and Theodore Shillaber (on behalf of Everett & 

Co.); Eleanor being one of the few extraordinary women listed in the Solano County 

Record Book under ñMarried Women Doing Business in Their Own Names.ò It was 

completed in 1850, and then rented for a period of two years to John J. Frisbie and his 

bride Epiphania (Fanny), daughter of General Mariano Vallejo. After Frisbie left for 

Vallejo the Walshôs took up residence in the home until they sold it in 1879 to General 

Thomas McGregor of the U.S. Army. Later owners included Elinore Bowman, who 

sold the home to Paul Wetmore, owner of the Benicia Canning Company in 1931. The 

Wetmore family resided there until 1976. The building was extensively restored in the 

late 1980s having been rescued from a long period of neglect.   

 

Architecture:  Gothic Revival architecture came to America from England; achieving 

widespread popularity in a country with an expansive supply of wood. Pattern books by 

Davis & Downing, noted Gothic Revival architects, served to spread the style across the 

rapidly growing nation. Gothic Revival is distinguished by the pointed arch, combined 

with lacy barge boards, bay window and neo-Gothic tracery. The Walsh Home is a 

prime example of the style. As early as perhaps the 1860s, an addition was made to the 

back of the house.  This changes the original T-shaped plan to a cross shape, but has 

done little to diminish the stylistic importance of the building. All the bargeboard deco-

rations, siding and windows are original to the house. 
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NAVAS HOUSE ~ c. 1880 

224 West I Street 

History: : If the walls of this historic Victorian home could talk, they would tell us the 

story of two notable families that occupied this house for the better part of the 19th 

century and all of the twentieth century. The first was the Quarney family, led by Irish 

emigrant John Quarney, who located in Solano County in the days immediately follow-

ing the gold discovery and contributed to the ultimate success of this area as an agricul-

tural center. Purchasing property in Benicia, he undertook ranching on a modest scale, 

and as his means permitted he enlarged his holdings and branched out in the grain and 

dairy business until he owned and managed two of the finest ranches in Solano County, 

one of five hundred and the other of three hundred acres. These he carried on with re-

markable success for a number of years, or until he felt financially justified in retiring to 

private life, moving his family off the ranch and into town and leaving the management 

of the ranches to tenants. The second pioneer family to occupy this house, represented 

by Tom and Mary McKay, bought this home in 1969 and retained ownership until the 

recent sale to the Navas family. Tom was the grandson of Thomas McKay, founder of 

the first tannery located here in Benicia. His wife, Mary, was a founding member of the 

Benicia Historical Society and was the first woman elected to serve on the Benicia City 

Council. 

Architecture: Architecturally, this house is an interesting example of Queen Anne 

style. The builder is unknown. The house has retained most of its original ornamenta-

tion and has integrity of design, setting and location. The house has a T-shape plan with 

a cross gable which displays an arched attic window. A covered porch with a shed roof 

and pediment occupies the east half o the front elevation. The front bay has an arched 

window with stained glass trim around its edge. The interior is a treasure of original 

trim and ornamentation fashioned by local woodwork craftsmen.  


