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Advocates wanted a new museum in
the mix for Claremont’s downtown
expansion. An abandoned packing
house proved to be just the place.

By BuzanNE MUcHNIC
Times Siall Wriler

OR as long as most Claremont old-
timers ecan remember, the College
Heights Lemon Packing House has
been a fixture on First Street. Built
along the raflroad tracks in 1922, the
corrugated metal structure was de-
signed to store and pack huge quan-
tities of frult. With vast open spaces, iron trusses,
saw-tooth skylights and a 400-foot loading.dock,
the bullding served its Intended purpose for hall a
century. But as citrus groves gave way to urban
sprawl, it became a symbol of the town's history,
one that eventually fell into disrepair and was slat-
ed for demaolition.

But things change, even in this quiet college
town where cozy homes nestle on tree-lined streets
and the old-fashioned downtown business district,
known as the Village, has survived the arrival of
Starbucks. The packing house 15 being revived
amid an expansion project that will transform the
Village and double its size. New construction will
give downtown a hotel, a multiplex theater and
lots of shops, but the heart of the project is the re-
furbished packing house,

It's a victory for Claremont preservationists,
but it's also a badge of honor for art aficionados
and sommunity-minded citizens who are seeing
their dream of an art museum become a reality.
When the old industrial bullding begins its new
life, it will house an entire community of cultural
and commercial enterprises — including the
Claremont Museum of Art.

The museum will open April 15 with “A Conwver-
satlon With Color; Karl Benjamin, Paintings 1953-
1995," a retrospective of 46 works by an interna-
tionally renowned, Claremont-based maker of
hard-edge abstractions. A smaller show, “Bullding
a Legacy: Founding a Museum, Bullding a Collec-
tion,” will present examples of donated artworks,
making the point that the fledgling museum is a
collecting Institution as well as a showcase. Millard
Sheets, James Fuller, Jean Ames, Harrizon Mcln-
tosh, Milford Zomes and Roland Relss are among
the artists represented.

In packing-house terms, the museum's space is
small — a mere 7400 square feet including a shop,
offices and basement storage. Lodged in the
southwest cormer of the bullding, the museum will
share a roof with restaurants, a jazz club, a
wine bar, a book store, a vendor of fresh fruit bou-
quets, artists’ llve-work spaces and the Claremont
Forum, & community group that supports chari-
table causes, offers classes and presents public
events.

But the museum’s mission — “a regional mu-
seum of international significance™ — is more ex-
pansive than its size might Indicate, Artists'who
have taught or studied at the Claremont colleges
or lived In the area will provide a continuing source
of material for exhibitions, both historical and up-
to-the minute. Samplings of rarely exhibited eol-
lections held by the colleges also will appear from
time to time. But the museum has no formal af-
Mllation with the colleges. IU's free to chart its own
course — in many directions.

“This could be a lot of fun,” says Director Wil-
liam Moreno, envisloning an adventurous, ethni-
cally diverse program. A native of Montebello, he
spent the first 12 years of his career in financial

services, then established an art consulting busi-/

ness and directed the Aguirre Gallery in San

« Mateo, He was director of the Mexican Museum

ABSTRACTION: Works of Claremont artist
Benjamin will also include “w# [57 (1968).

in San Francisco for three years before returning
to Southern California, attracted by Los Angeles’
vibrant art scene as well as the opportunity
to start something new In Claremont. Moreno
says the museum will build upon local artistic
tradition but reach well beyond regional bounda-
ries.

“What everybody doesn't want,” says John D.
Maguire, president emeritus of Claremont Gradu-
ate University and advisor to the museum’s board
of trustees, “is a mausoleum of old Claremont art-
ists, a dead poets society, We want the museum to
be edgy, international in outlook and really allve,
to set it apart from other little civic or regional mu-
seums.”

The building provides “the cool factor,” says
Steve Comba, assistant director and registrar of
the Pomona College Museum of Art, who has ad-
vized the new museum’s founders and organized
the inaugural shows. “It's a classic remodeled
space, 50 raw and industrial. For things that are re-
fined, it exaggerates their refinement. The envi-
ronment also enhances things that are lab-based
or experimental.”

The program is a work in progress, a position
for a contemporary art curator has yet to be filled
and the space is still under construction. Even so,
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‘A Conversation With Color:
Karl Benjamin, Paintings
1953-1995°

Where: Claremont Museum of Art, 536 W. Ist
St., Claremont

When: Opens April 15; 11 am. to 5 p.m.
Wednesdays through Mondays; closed
Tuesdays

Ends: June 25
Price: Free through May; $3 thereafter

Contact: (909) 624-359],
www.claremontmuseum.org

a big red-and-black sign splashed across the up-
per west side of the bullding — In clear view of
Metrolink riders — proclaims the Claremont Mu-
seum af Art,

“This has been a gleam in the eve of some Clare-
monters for a full 20 years,” Maguire says. "It's a re-
markable story of core citizens never losing their
dream and a serfes of circumstances that allowed
us to move forward.”

Village expansion as
HE foree behind the project is Mar-
guerite MeIntosh, a retired French
teacher and indefatigable arts pro-
maoter who has lived in Claremont
for more than B0 years with her
hushand, ceramist Harrison Meln-
tosh, But she credits the late artist

Marion Stewart with passing along a friend’s sug-

gestion about establishing a museuwm.

At first, the idea was to create a showease for lo-
cal artists’ work at the Padua Hills Theater, a his-
torie bullding In an artist-heavy residential area
north of Claremont. Marguerite McIntosh pre-
sented the proposition to the Claremont City
Council in 1887, The eity eventually purchased the
theater from Pomona College, which had received
it as part of a bequest, But years of meetings and
restoration failed to produce a museum, largely
because of the building’s physical limitations and
remote location, The city began renting out the

i

theater for weddings, receptions and other events
while the museum idea languished.

“What jump-started this,” Magilre says, "was
the city’s decision Lo do an eight-square-bloelk:-Vil-
lage expansion. It was hugely controversial be-
cause it doubles the downtown. The preservation-
ists rose up and said, “We will cooperate only on the
condition that you save the historic citrus packing
house." ™

Architect Mark von Wodtke, of Claremont Envi-
ronmental Design Group, was among them.

“l had worked with the building since the
1970s5," he says. "1 Knew that it had the potential to
be something pretty special. It also has a very in-
teresting cultural history In the community. A lot
of people remember going there to buy fruit or tak-
ing their produce there for packaging.®

The city had taken over the bullding in let of
back taxes and closed it because of safety con-
cerns. But Von Wodtke had worked with previous
owners of the defunct packing house who had
leased some of its space to a food co-op and other
tenants,

“When the city announced it was going to take
the bullding down, about five years ago, I did a
study with students that I taught at Cal Poly about
what it might become,” he says. “We publisived
that in the Claremont Courler and got a move-
ment going to preserve it.” He hadn’t thought af lo-
cating the museum in the packing house, but the
study included space for an art school and galler-
jes, ‘
The city eventually struck a deal with Jerry Tes-
sler, president of Arteco Partners, a Pomona
based developer of arts communities and adaptive
reuse properties, to develop the packing house,
Tessier now owns the bullding and is financing the
refurblshment, with Von Wodtke as architect,

“I love the space,” Von Wodtke says.

As the movement to save the historic bullding
gathered steam, MeIntosh saw an opportunity.

“I went back to the City Counell and told them
that we really needed a Claremont Museum of Art
and that it should be downtown,” she says. She
knew that she needed help, so she enlisted Prank
Chabre, a neighbor and retired vice president,of
Hockwell International.

“There are few opportunities to use what-ypu
know to help the community,” says Chabre; who
has been working on the museum for three years.
“This turned out to be an almost perfect fit, I had a
lot of experience organizing programs, and
projects and doing business planning, and 1 hmre
enfoyed learning about the art world.”

A vear after Chabre joined the effort, MeIntosh
approached Maguire, who had led the man:mwr.
Graduate University for 17 years.

“That's where Frank and I began to playﬂurre-
spective roles as senior partners in this thing,” Ma-
guire says, 1 uild ‘Frank, you get the ideas and I
get the money.” s

The museum now has a 25-year lease on its
space and pays 58,000 & month in rent. The busi-
ness plan calls for a $1-million annual operating
budget and a $3-milllon endowment, An anony-
mous gift of $750,000 launched a fundraising drive,
The B.C. McCabe Foundation of Whittier coniriis-
uted 5100000 and many individuals pitched in.
With about %1 million in hand, Chabre and Ma-
guire expect several foundations to make grantsto
the museum after it s up and running,

But why does Claremont need this museum?

MclIntosh has printed a list of reasons, beg:in
ning: “We are a city of arts and artists.”

Comba answers the question by citing *the
Starbucks principle,” “Some people feared that
Starbucks would kill Some Crust,” he says, refér-
ring to a popular downtown bakery. “It didn't: Col-
fee consumption has tripled. The more art instifu-
tions you have, the more people come to cumume
art.”
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