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INTEGRITY
The Blenman-Elm neighborhood is a visually cohesive residential area, densely and almost completely
developed, with a historic streetscape appearance with few altered or modern buildings. The pattern of house
placement on lots is very consistent with the building setbacks regulating the rhythm of the structures within
each block. The mature landscape of the neighborhood is fairly typical of Tucson residential neighborhoods as
a mixture ofnative desert plants and trees with imported low-water-using plants and palm trees.

Through a process of reconnaissance level evaluation, 913 buildings (approximately 70 percent) of all 1309
structures in the full survey area have been preliminarily identified as contributors to the potential historic
district. This number could change slightly upon completion of the comprehensive survey of the area.

Association!Age
The contributing properties in the Blenman-Elm neighborhood are associated with two important local contexts:
1. Community Growth and Development ofTucson, 1900-1955, and
2. Residential Architecture in Tucson, 1903-1955

The neighborhood's era of significance spans from 1900 to 1955. It begins in 1900 with the construction of the
house at 1208 N. Plummer (BE75-14) in what would become Olsen's Addition in 1903, the earliest existing
subdivision in the survey area. The era ends in 1955 which reflects the customary 50-year cut-off date for
defining the start of the modern era. As of 1955 only about 15 percent of the neighborhood (203 parcels)
remained vacant and undeveloped.

Location
District remains intact except around the edges and a few holes in the middle. This large neighborhood of
nearly 1,500 single-family houses has suffered encroachment of modem commercial redevelopment along
Speedway Boulevard and Grant Road. Houses along these busy street·frontages have either been remodeled for
commercial uses or have been demolished and replaced by modern buildings. Within the survey area a
scattering of modern-era buildings have in-filled vacant lots or replaced demolished historic structures. The
scale and visual character of most of the in-fill buildings does not seem visually intrusive to the surrounding
historic houses.

Setting
The gently rolling topography, straight roadways, curbs and sidewalks and gravel desert-landscaped front yards
have sustained little alteration as the setting for the rows of historic houses. Mountain range vistas are
unchanged and, for the most part, remain uninterrupted by high-rise buildings.

Integrity of the residential setting along busy arterial streets (Grant, Speedway, Country Club, and Campbell) as
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well as neighborhood collector streets (Elm St. and Tucson Blvd.) have been adversely impacted by the
introduction of six-foot-high masonry walls surrounding entire front yards in an effort by homeowners to buffer
noise and screen for privacy. Also, where the original zoning along arterial streets has been changed to allow
professional offices or commercial businesses, the front yards often have been paved and signs erected.

Rolling hills within the district create a vertical modulation of space as one travels the straight streets. Where
other neighborhoods on flat land achieve a picturesque experience of wandering through winding streets, in the
Blenman-Elm historic district the gently changing elevations alternately hide and reveal the properties along the
straight streets.

The scarcity of water in Tucson, as compared to Phoenix, influenced the approach to landscaping in the
Blenman-Elm neighborhood. The similar Phoenix neighborhoods, built upon former agricultural fields, were
served by a pre-existing, inexpensive flood irrigation system fed by the Roosevelt Dam. By contrast, in Tucson
the neighborhoods were built upon rolling, dry desert lands which were served only by the City's domestic
water· system delivering expensive, pumped well water. The character of Tucson's residential desert
landscaping was driven by the expense and scarcity of water, the rolling topography, and development directly
upon desert lands rather than on farm lands. Of necessity, Tucson was using modem xeriscaping techniques in
residential settings a century before it became popular in Phoenix during the 1980s.

Feeling
The historic character and spirit of the neighborhood is retained through the adequate maintenance of the
properties. The feeling evoked by the general condition of the neighborhood is close to that experienced there at
the height of development in the mid-1950s. The general integrity of regional architectural styles, unique local
masonry work, and spare desert landscaping give the district a feeling ofbeing in Tucson during the 1950s.

Design
Architectural styles of the district are decidedly of a Western flavor (national use of Ranch Style) with a
Southwestern touch (regional use of flat-roofed Southwest Style, Territorial and Pueblo Revival) and a Tucson
twist (local use of mortar-washed red brick). Most of these custom-designed houses have retained the
individual historic character of their original facades. Some historic wood windows have been changed to
modem aluminum. Some masonry exterior walls have been sheathed with modem-era textured stucco. Few
front porches were even large enough to consider in-filling. Few additions to fronts or sides of houses can be
found.

Materials
The utilization of a limited palette of materials in a wide variety of ways gives the neighborhood a pleasing
character manifested through unity and diversity. Painted brick and subtly textured stuccoed walls are very
typical of the Ranch Style and Southwestern buildings of Arizona, but it is the mortar-washed red brick and red
burnt adobe which gives Tucson buildings a unique character. These materials are still very much intact and
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Workmanship
The quality of historic masonry work in the houses has been retained and contributes significantly to the
character of the district. The variety of masonry details in parapet silhouettes and cornice profiles, in arched
openings, in stepped site walls, and in bonding patterns is still in evidence throughout the district. Also, the
skillful application of the subtle historic stucco textures also is notable and distinctive from modern, heavy­
handed Spanish lace textures which are used on exterior walls today to hide poor workmanship of modern
masons and carpenters. A local tradition of skilled masons and plasterers is evident in the workmanship of
Tucson buildings.




