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Above: Reflecting pool at Greystone, Beverly Hills. Courtesy Wikimedia Commons.
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Thiene traveled around the sprawling 
Panama-California Exposition grounds 
on horseback to supervise the multiple 
grounds crews who were transforming 
the virgin land of Balboa Park into the 

future proclaimed “garden fair.” c. 1913. 
Courtesy San Diego History Center 

Paul G. 
Thiene: 

Landscape 
Architect of 
California’s 
Golden Age

Nancy Carol Carter
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As opening day of San Diego’s 1915 
Panama-California Exposition approached, 
Paul G. Thiene, landscape superintendent, 
completed a master list of all the plant spe-
cies represented on the exposition grounds. 
This documentary summary of the plant-
ings represented four years of intense work 
and a landscaping achievement in which 
he took life-long pride. The list filled 
twenty-four pages in the official exposition 
guidebook and included almost 600 differ-
ent Latin botanical names, as well as the 
common plant name, place of origin, and 
a short description for each entry.1 With the 
inclusion of this detailed information, expo-
sition officials proclaimed their pride in the 
horticultural achievements of the Panama-
California Exposition. 

For Thiene, the young German immi-
grant who came to the United States in 1903 
in search of landscaping opportunities, the 
exposition was an unimagined opportunity 
and challenge. He was charged with botani-
cally transforming 340 undeveloped acres 
of coastal scrub at the heart of Balboa Park. 
With inspired designs and plant choices, 
Thiene turned the grounds into an alluring 
landscape that attracted and entranced visi-
tors. Thiene’s work at the exposition was a 
professional triumph, yet his role in creating 

San Diego’s extravagantly praised “garden 
fair” was almost lost to history. 

Despite universal ovations for the 
exposition landscape, and contemporary 
recognition of Thiene’s central role in creat-
ing it, neither of the 1916 books that became 
foundational texts on the Panama-California 
Exposition name a landscape designer or lead 
garden maker.2 Exclusion from these books 
resulted in a marginalization of Thiene’s role. 
Meanwhile, the transitory sources that had 
positively acknowledged Thiene’s exposi-
tion work—trade journals, newspapers 
and popular periodicals published from 
1913 through 1915—faded into oblivion. 
For most of the next century, Thiene was 
overlooked in writings on Balboa Park and 
the 1915 exposition,3 and his name all but 
disappeared from the historical record. His 
photograph at the San Diego History Center 
was labeled “unidentified.” 	

This changed when the approaching cen-
tennial of the Panama-California Exposition 
renewed interest in the history of the 1915 
fair and its transformation of Balboa Park. 
John Blocker, a San Diego horticultural his-
torian, observed in 2013 that over the span 
of one hundred years no one had written a 
complete article about Thiene and his con-
tribution to the landscape of Balboa Park. “I 

Introduction 



Fall 2024/Winter-Spring 2025 • Vol 27, No. 4 and Vol 28 No. 1 & 2     7

always believed,” Blocker wrote, “that some-
one trained [in landscape and garden design] 
installed the landscape for the Exposition 
and so far, Thiene is the only person I’ve 
found who fits the bill.”4 	

Blocker’s insight sparked new research. 
Thiene’s significant contributions to the 
exposition landscape were brought to light. 
Articles reintroducing Thiene and establish-
ing his key role in Balboa Park history were 
published as the exposition centennial was 
observed in 2015.5 The preservation group, 
Save Our Heritage Organisation, included 
Thiene in an exhibit and book on designers 
of Balboa Park expositions.6 As the centen-
nial celebrations concluded, the Balboa 
Park Committee of 100, a preservation and 
advocacy group, selected Thiene for its 2016 
Bertram Grosvenor Goodhue Award, a post-
humous recognition of builders and creators 
of the Panama-California Exposition.7 After 
a century of being relegated to obscurity, 
Thiene reclaimed his rightful place in the 
colorful and eventful story of Balboa Park. 

Interest in Thiene expanded to his post-
exposition career. He moved on from the San 
Diego exposition to become an acclaimed 
Southern California landscape architect. A 
fateful early design commission positioned 
him to rise in prominence during a golden 
age of Southern California estate building, a 

period falling within the Country Place Era,8 
which touched the turn of the twentieth 
century and ended soon after the disastrous 
1929 financial crash. It was a time when large 
residential properties proclaimed affluence 
through their sheer size and the extravagance 
of their expansive, formally designed gardens. 
Thiene launched his private landscape prac-
tice as American landscape architects were 
coming into their own and when Southern 
California gardens reached a peak they were 
never again to attain.9

Earning a lasting reputation as one of the 
most influential California landscape archi-
tects of the early twentieth century, Thiene is 
recognized as a leading interpreter of the Ital-
ian style in the United States. But even with 
his acknowledged importance, Thiene’s 
story has not been accurately or fully told.10 
In this essay, new research and fresh docu-
mentary sources11 illuminate unstudied 
chapters of Thiene’s career, correct bio-
graphical misinformation, and expound on 
his private and professional life. This is the 
fullest account to date of the life and work 
of Thiene, an ambitious and hard-working 
immigrant who exploited his every talent 
and opportunity to become a leading land-
scape architect during Southern California’s 
Golden Age of estate building. 

Above: Formal gardens at 
the Exposition’s Southern 
California Counties building 
were designed by Los Angeles 
horticulturist Francis Edward 
Gray, but Thiene oversaw 
planting and maintenance 
of the display. A model farm 
and citrus grove promoted 
the agricultural potential of 
Southern California.  
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Thiene’s  
Early Years 

Paul Georg Thiene entered the world in 
an area known as “the green heart of Ger-
many” due to its thick forests and historic 
agricultural economy. His birthplace, Mark-
suhl, was a small municipality in the federal 
state of Thüringen. He was born on Septem-
ber 17, 1880, and later anglicized his middle 
name by adding an “e.” He had at least one 
sibling, Frederick, an older brother known 
as Fritz.12 In a 1961 interview, Thiene stated 
that his father was a school superintendent 
in Marksuhl. He reported attending grade 
school at the nearby town of Dornburg and 
receiving a technical degree at Köstritz.13 

The ancient German town of Köstritz 
(renamed Bad Köstritz in 1926) was known 
in Thiene’s time for fine brewing and an Eng-
lish-style landscape park created in 1804 for 
a provincial noble. Köstritz was a town of 
commercial flower-growers, including the 
firms of Deegen,14 Sieckmann,15 Herger and 
Schade. These names stood for important 
breeding successes in dahlias, standard roses 
and multicolored foliage plants that were 
sold throughout Europe. Dahlias from Kös-
tritz are still prized and receive recognition 
at international flower shows. 	

Köstritz also was home to a School of 
Horticulture, headed from 1886 to 1945 
by Prof. Dr. Henry Settegast.16 Horticultural 
studies and garden making were well-estab-
lished and highly valued in Germany by 
the late nineteenth century, and the “artis-
tic nature garden” was regarded as a high 
German art.”17 The Köstritz school, an inter-
nationally renowned educational institution, 
was Thüringen’s most important academy for 
gardeners and horticultural technicians.18 

This is the institution at which Thiene 
trained, although the one published descrip-
tion of his training seems implausible. The 
biographical research paper written by a 
student of landscape architecture at the 
University of California in 1962 reports 
that Thiene completed his technical degree 
by age ten and entered an apprenticeship.19 

Based on Thiene’s facility with written Eng-
lish, as demonstrated by hand-written and 
carefully corrected drafts of letters and later 
publications, a more complete education, 
whether in a formal setting or at home, can 
be inferred. One other source, a 1912 arti-
cle that appears to be based on a personal 
interview with Thiene, mentions a horticul-
tural internship in Germany of three years.20 
Thiene’s immigration record shows that he 
was living in Dresden in 1903, immediately 
before leaving Germany. That city had a 
historic botanical garden, but there is no 
documentation of Thiene’s internship or 
pre-immigration employment.  

Beyond this sketchy record, little is 
known about Thiene’s life in Germany or 
his training and formal education, but his 
interest in landscape design and the nature 
of his ambition suggest an education beyond 
basic practical training in propagation and 
other technical skills. At age twenty-three, 
thinking that landscape opportunities would 
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be greater in the United States, and perhaps 
influenced by an uncle who had settled in 
New Jersey, Thiene sailed from Bremen to 
New York, docking on October 1, 1903.21 

Upon arrival, Thiene stated his occupa-
tion as “gardener” and his first destination 
as Newark, New Jersey. He had two rela-
tives in Newark, Julius Gerlach and Christian 
Julius Gerlach. They apparently were mater-
nal uncles who were brothers or cousins to 
each other. 

Julius Gerlach was a naturalized citi-
zen who had immigrated to the United 
States in 1865. He was a partner in New-
ark’s Begerow & Gerlach florist business, a 
well-established enterprise dating back to 
at least 1875. His age was fifty-five in the 
1900 census.22 This uncle traveled back to 
Germany in 1878, 1896 and again in 1903, 
one year after retiring from business. Paul 
Thiene came to the United States just three 
months after Julius Gerlach returned from 
his 1903 visit to Germany.23 

The second uncle, Christian Julius Ger-
lach, was president of Newark Second-Hand 
Machinery Company, established in 1892 
and incorporated in 1904 with a capital 
stock of $500,000.24 There is scant census 
information for the Gerlachs, but city direc-
tories show that Julius Gerlach and Christian 
Julius Gerlach shared a Broad Street home in 
Newark for a few years.25 

Thiene apparently considered his move 
to the United States a permanent relocation. 
He began the naturalization process within 
two years of immigrating, but his subsequent 
moves from state to state interrupted stan-
dard residency requirements. Almost nine 
years after arriving in the United States, he 
was naturalized as an American citizen in 
the San Diego courts on October 30, 1912.26 
Thiene settled into life in the United States 
for almost thirty years before traveling back 
to Europe and he never again lived in his 
native country.27

Above: Thiene was born 
in the village of Marksuhl, 
Thüringen, in “the green 
heart” of Germany. 
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Thiene’s 
Counterfactual 
Life

For most of his existence in the historical 
record, information about Thiene’s life and 
career was incorrectly reported. A biographi-
cal statement was developed and repeated 
for decades, despite being inaccurate in most 
particulars. The flawed Thiene profile read: 

Trained as a horticulturist in Germany; 
immigrated to the United States, 1898. 
Worked for Olmsted Brothers in Brookline, 
Massachusetts, 1898-1911. Sent by the 
firm with Lloyd Wright to establish a nurs-
ery for the Panama-California Exposition, 
San Diego, 1910. When the Olmsted firm 
withdrew, he became consulting landscape 
architect. In partnership with Wright, Los 
Angeles, 1914-16; in practice in his own 
firm, 1916-29—responsible for planting 
and office management. Practice was entirely 
residential.28

Some sources correct Thiene’s immigra-
tion date to 1903,29 but most repeat other 
errors. Thiene did not work for the Olm-
steds upon arriving in the United States. 
He was not sent to California by the firm. 
The date Thiene formed a partnership with 
Lloyd Wright (Frank Lloyd Wright, Jr., 1879 
-1935) was 1915, not 1914. Thiene’s work 
as a landscape architect was not confined to 
plantings and office management and his 
practice was not “entirely residential.”30   

How have landscape historians gone so 
far astray in summarizing Thiene’s life and 
career? One factor is the dearth of published 
personal information about him. Another is 
that a key documentary source, a twenty-six 
page “biographical research paper” in the 
form of a hand-made book dated January 
2, 1962, is faulty, even though it was based 
on a personal interview. This account was 
written by James J. Lucas, an enterprising 
University of California architectural student 
who sought Thiene out for an interview, pre-
sumably in 1961.31 

Lucas’ paper provides some otherwise 
unknown details about Thiene’s early life, as 
well as being the original source of incorrect 
Thiene information, including an erroneous 
report of early employment with the Olmst-
eds. Lucas states that Thiene “went to work 
with Frederick Law Olmsted in Boston” 
and worked with Olmsted until 1910 when 
Thiene “took over the Panama-Calif. Exposi-
tion in San Diego.” The senior Olmsted died 
two months before Thiene arrived on Ameri-
can shores, so Lucas is referencing Frederick 

Law Olmsted, Jr., but the claim is in error. 
During the years in question, Thiene was 
not living in Massachusetts, as he resided 
in other states and worked in businesses 
having no connection to the Olmsteds. His 
only employment by the Olmsted firm was 
a few months in 1911, when he worked at 
the San Diego exposition nursery created 
and operated by the Olmsteds. Thiene’s 
tenure with the firm was so short that even 
the extensive Olmsted business files have 
no record of him as an employee, although 
there is an information card in the Olmsted 
records listing Thiene as the superintendent 
of landscape at the San Diego exposition,32 
a position he obtained after the Olmsteds 
terminated their contract in San Diego and 
left the exposition. 

Researchers had no reason to question 
Lucas’ report of Thiene’s long record of Olm-
sted employment. It is curious, however, that 
this false career history became so ingrained 
while the true story was lost. Did Thiene 
dissemble, exaggerating his connection to 
the Olmsted firm? Or did he fail to correct 
a presumption made by others, willingly 
accepting the benefit of an exaggerated tie 
to the nation’s most famous firm of landscape 
architects? We shall never know, but, until 
the Lucas interview, Paul Thiene is not on 
the record with an overt misrepresentation 
of his Olmsted association. At age eighty-
one when interviewed by Lucas, Thiene’s 
powers of recall may have eroded or, as with 
elsewhere in his biographical research paper, 
Lucas may have misreported. 

Thiene’s early years in the United States 
were far more challenging and less settled 
than the life described by Lucas and the 
standard biographical statement. To have 
immediately taken up a position with the 
well-established Olmsted Brothers would 
indeed have been a soft landing for a new 
immigrant interested in landscape work, but 
that was not Thiene’s experience. 

 Lucas quotes Paul Thiene as saying 
that he first worked at “Danudles in 
Pennsylvania,” but that “landscape oppor-
tunities looked more impressive.” This 
wording suggests that “Danudles,” if a 
horticultural enterprise, may have been a 
seed company, grower, florist or nursery 
operation. Extensive research and inqui-
ries have not identified a concern called 
Danudles or any variations of that word. 
Lucas apparently misheard or misunder-
stood the business name.33 

When Thiene reached Newark in 1903, 
a logical place of employment would have 
been in his uncle’s florist business or at the 
Henry A. Dreer Company, headquartered 
across the Delaware River in Philadelphia 
and with growing grounds in Riverton, New 
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Jersey. Dreer was a thriving seed, bulb, and 
flower business operating on 300 acres, 
with fourteen greenhouses and scores of 
employees. Established by immigrants in 
1832, the company maintained close ties 
to Germany and presumably would have 
been a congenial landing spot for a German 
immigrant with horticultural training. The 
notion that Thiene found employment at 
Dreer’s is speculative, but subsequent cor-
respondence establishes that he did have a 
friendly relationship with a Dreer Company 
vice president who in one letter commented 
on Thiene’s familiarity with Dreer’s work in 
Riverton during the busy shipping season.34

While no factual information about the 
earliest employment of Thiene in the United 
States has surfaced, he was on the move after 
about one year in Newark. He successively 
lived in San Francisco and then Portland, 
Oregon, before returning to the east coast for 
approximately one year. His last relocation 
was back to the west, where he permanently 
settled in Southern California. 

A Troubled 
Stay in  
San Francisco

Thiene moved to San Francisco in late 
1904, arriving in time to be listed in a 1905 
San Francisco city directory with the profes-
sion of florist.35 He filed his declaration of 
intention to become a United States citizen 
in the San Francisco courts in June 1905, 
indicating his expectation of settling in long 
enough to meet the residency requirements 
for naturalization.36 

His San Francisco residential address 
(1149 Polk Street) was the location of a florist 
shop operated from the 1870s by the French 
immigrant, John Pouyal. A few years earlier, 
Pouyal had advertised for “a gardener who 
understands raising cut flowers.” A potential 
partnership or business buyout was offered 
to a qualified applicant.37 Whether Thiene 
joined the Pouyal operation as a partner or 
with a plan of purchasing the business is 
unknown, but all future possibilities were 
cut short by a series of terrible events. 

John Pouyal died in October 1904. His 
widow Maria and son Alfred continued the 
business, presumably with Thiene’s assis-
tance. In rapid succession, the surviving 
Pouyals died. Maria Pouyal passed away on 
August 14, 1905, at age 46. Just six months 
later her son, the 22-year-old Alfred, was also 
deceased.38 A month after Alfred’s death, on 
April 18, 1906, an early morning earthquake 
followed by more than fifty fires, reduced 

much of San Francisco to rubble and ash. 
As the fires raged, areas of Polk Street were 
sacrificed to dynamite to create a fire line at 
the next street, the double-wide Van Ness 
Avenue. Twenty-five blocks of Polk Street, 
including the location of the Pouyal florist 
business and Thiene’s listed home address, 
were blasted and burned.39 

No personal account exists, so it is not 
known if Thiene was still in San Francisco 
after Maria and Alfred Pouyal died. It is also 
not known if he experienced the earthquake, 
though that cataclysm seems the logical 
explanation for his departure from the place 
he had chosen to settle and seek citizenship. 
Thiene moved from San Francisco to Port-
land, Oregon.  

Above: Founded by German 
immigrants, Dreer’s nursery 
and seed company of 
Philadelphia and New Jersey 
was a likely employer upon 
Thiene’s 1903 arrival in the 
United States. However, a 
Thiene association with the 
company is a surmise based 
on later correspondence.
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Business in the 
City of Roses

In 1902 the Olmsted Brothers landscape 
firm was hired to create a new park system 
for Portland, Oregon, and to develop ground 
plans for an international exposition to be 
held in 1905, an event commemorating 
the over-wintering of the Lewis and Clark 
Corps of Discovery on the Oregon coast 100 
years earlier.40 New research establishes that 
Thiene took up residence in Portland after 
this exposition, residing in the City of Roses 
for three or four years. Thiene is not linked 
with the Olmsteds’ Portland projects, but 
there is a possibility that he had prior con-
nections with the nurserymen who became 
his Portland business partners.

Portland had a well-established German-
American community41 and Thiene joined 
with two of his countrymen in a landscape, 
florist and nursery business, the Montavilla 
Floral Company. Its origins were in Otto 
Griessel’s 1905 purchase of ten acres of land 
in the Portland suburb of Montavilla..42 Late 
in 1906, Thiene, Griessel and Jakob Feser 
entered into a formal partnership agree-
ment.43 Thiene bought into the business with 
$500, a capital contribution just one-third 
that of his partners. The talents he brought to 
the business were apparently valued as he was 
made a co-equal partner with the other inves-
tors. The venture is an early example of the 
entrepreneurial spirit so apparent in Thiene’s 
career. Within two years, in August 1908, 
Thiene’s partners bought out his interest at 
a profit, paying him $72044 for his original 
$500 share. Renamed as the Mountain View 
Floral Company, the nursery continued as a 
Portland business for many years. 

Thiene had arrived in Portland, prob-
ably after the San Francisco earthquake of 
April 1906, and is listed as a resident in the 
Portland city directories for the years 1907, 
1908 and 1909.45 But, by 1909 he was far 
from Portland, having returned to the East 
Coast early that year. He may have been 
summoned back to Newark after the death 
of one or both of the Gerlach uncles who 
died around this time.

The New York 
Office of Daniel 
W. Langton

By the spring of 1909, Thiene was work-
ing at the New York City practice of the 
well-established landscape architect Daniel 
W. Langton (1864-1909).46 Langton had an 
office on Fifth Avenue and was a founder 
and charter member in 1899 of the American 
Society of Landscape Architects, along with 
Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., John Charles 
Olmsted, Samuel Parsons, Jr. and seven oth-
ers.47 In the days before formal training was 
available or required, Langton had drifted 
into landscape architecture from a career as 
a consulting geologist and engineer.48 He 
gained some early attention after co-creating, 
with art historian and landscape architect 
E. Hamilton Bell (1857-1929), a proposed 
redesign of New York City’s Madison Square, 
submitted to the Architectural League exhibit 
of 1896 and favorably reviewed when pub-
lished in the leading park and landscape 
journal of the day, Garden and Forest.49

One of Langton’s most important com-
missions was in 1905 at Drumthwacket, 
the Princeton, New Jersey estate of Moses 
Taylor Pyne, a wealthy industrialist and 
banker. Langston was retained to design 
Drumthwacket’s entire property, including 
woods, ponds, lawns, paths, bowling green, 
lawn tennis court, and formal Italianate 
gardens. With New Jersey adaptations, 
the Italian gardens were modeled on the 
Villa Gamberaia in Settignano,50 a land-
scape Edith Wharton described in detail in 
her 1904 book on Italian villas.51 Langton 
also designed and executed plans for the 
West Side Park in Jersey City and a park at 
Harrison, New Jersey. He secured private 
residential commissions in New Jersey, New 
York and Pennsylvania.52 

How Thiene made the transition from a 
small Oregon florist and nursery business 
to a position with a leading New York City 
landscape architect is a mystery, although 
one hint is buried in Thiene’s correspon-
dence. When writing to Thiene in 1910, J. 
D. Eisele, a vice president at the Henry A. 
Dreer seed company in Philadelphia, called 
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Above: The cover 
of a handmade 
book by James J. 
Lucas displays a 
photograph, perhaps 
taken when Lucas 
interviewed Thiene at 
his Pasadena home 
in 1961. Courtesy 
Environmental Design 
Library, University of 
California, Berkeley. 

Langton a “mutual friend.” 53 It is possible 
that Eisele helped Thiene secure a position 
with Langton when Thiene returned to the 
East Coast in late 1908 or early 1909. 

Employment with Langton was a prom-
ising—but tragically blunted—career step. 
Langton assigned Thiene to oversee a land-
scape construction project at a Main Line 
estate in Wayne, Pennsylvania, outside 
Philadelphia. In Thiene’s correspondence, 
the property is identified only as “the Wilcox 
place.”54 After six restless years, Paul Thiene 
was finally pursuing the kind of landscape 
work that had brought him to the United 
States. However, his new position ended 
abruptly on a June evening in 1909. The 
45-year-old Daniel Langton returned to his 
New Jersey home at the end of the workday 
and consumed a bottle of potassium cya-
nide while sitting in his living room.55 With 
Langton’s suicide, work on the Wilcox estate 
in Pennsylvania was halted, leaving Thiene 
with unpaid wages and no employment.56 

The nine months of Thiene’s life following 
Langton’s suicide are blank in the historical 
record, except for Thiene’s reapplication for 
United States citizenship filed in New York 
in September 1909,57 one indication that he 
meant to settle for a period of time in the state. 
A financial windfall perhaps helped to change 
his plans. Thiene was named as a beneficiary 
of his deceased uncle’s will and received a par-
tial disbursement of his inheritance.58 

Meanwhile, the small town of San Diego, 
California, began publicizing its plan to 
mount an exposition in 1915 to celebrate the 
opening of the Panama Canal. Paul Thiene 
moved to San Diego, settling into the Old 
Town area in late February 1910. While 
there is no documentary evidence verifying 
that Thiene relocated to San Diego because 
of the upcoming exposition, there is equally 
no other known connection between Thiene 
and the remote Southern California border 
town. Thiene’s own correspondence sheds 
no light on why he made this move, but 
it is likely that he saw the exposition as a 
leading customer for the nursery business he 
planned to establish and perhaps expected 
the exposition to promote San Diego’s 
growth and prosperity, leading to new homes 
in need of landscape design and plantings. 

It is tempting to postulate an Olmsted 
connection in Thiene’s moves, first to Port-
land and then to San Diego, because the 
Olmsted firm was hired to design expositions 
in both cities. But Thiene entered the pri-
vate plant nursery business in each of these 
exposition towns, undoubtedly hoping, like 
many entrepreneurial vagabonds of the day, 
to profit from the economic stir of these large 
fairs. Thiene arrived in Portland in the year 
after the Lewis and Clark Exposition and in 
San Diego nine months before the Olmsteds 
were hired by the Panama-California Exposi-
tion Corporation.59   
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San Diego: 
The Ill-fated 
Ramona 
Nursery

Thiene purchased a ten-acre tract of land 
in Old Town San Diego, closing the deal by 
March 1, 1910. He bought Block 423 near 
the original site of Father Junipero Serra’s first 
Alta California mission. The $4,500 acreage 
was north of Juan Street and bounded on the 
west by Taylor Street. Thiene paid $1,000 
down and committed to semi-annual pay-
ments of $500.60 

On this “dandy” piece of land, as he 
described it, Thiene established the Ramona 
Nursery.61 The name capitalized on the 
ongoing popularity of Helen Hunt Jackson’s 
novel and the popular tourist attraction near 
Thiene’s property, the mythical “Ramona’s 
Marriage Place.”62 Thiene worked long days 
and corresponded energetically with plant 
wholesalers far and wide to build his nursery 
stock.63 Locally, he marketed his business by 
introducing himself to some key citizens64 
and becoming involved in community 

activities. Five months after arriving he 
actively participated in the rally to win sup-
port for a city bond issue that would help 
fund the planned exposition and improve 
Balboa Park. For the pre-rally parade, Thiene 
served as one of six aides to the Grand Mar-
shall65 and he created an “exceedingly well 
built” float representing the first ship that 
would pass through the Panama Canal.66 He 
entered the 1910 autumn flower show of the 
San Diego Floral Association and won several 
prizes, earning a mention in the publications 
California Garden67 and American Florist.68 

He acquired letterhead business stationery 
and splurged on an advertisement for his 
nursery in California Garden magazine.69 

Thiene lived modestly as a boarder with 
the widowed J. B. Hinton, an adventurous 
southwest stagecoach driver, blacksmith and 
early-day San Diego settler, who had sold 
Thiene the Old Town property. Thiene was 
joined in San Diego by his brother Fritz who 
came to the United States from Germany in 
1909 and also boarded at Hinton’s Taylor 
Street home.70

Despite his hard work and the help of his 
brother, trade at Thiene’s Ramona Nursery 
was tepid. The financial drain of establish-
ing the business prompted anxiety-fueled 
appeals to his debtors requesting early 
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payment of money he was owed.71 Thiene 
contemplated the sale of his land and nurs-
ery business after just one year. In late 
February 1911, he wrote to a Los Angeles 
pottery company to cancel an order for clay 
flowerpots and mentioned that he may have 
found a buyer for his property. Pottery com-
pany owner J. A. Bauer, who had apparently 
visited the Ramona Nursery, advised Thiene 
to hold on, writing: “You have too nice a 
place to sell, as it ought to make you a good 
deal of money as the city grows.”72 

As the financial pressure mounted, 
Thiene wrote to a San Francisco acquain-
tance about job prospects at the planned 
Panama-Pacific International Exposi-
tion, the federally supported rival of San 
Diego’s Panama-California celebration, 
also planned for 1915. Replying from “The 
Ferneries,” a wholesale florist business, 
Thiene’s correspondent reported that plan-
ning was barely underway in San Francisco 
with neither a director general nor an 
exposition site yet selected.73

In mid-March 1911, Thiene found 
employment as a sub-foreman at the 
Panama-California Exposition nursery 
in Balboa Park.74 This nursery had been 
quickly established by the Olmsted land-
scape firm after signing a contract in 

November 1910 to make improvements to 
Balboa Park and to plan and landscape the 
1915 exposition grounds.75 This is the only 
documented instance of Thiene becoming 
an Olmsted employee.76 

The local Olmsted project manager was 
Harold Hill Blossom (1879-1935), the first 
person to earn a master’s degree in land-
scape architecture from Harvard University. 
He graduated in 1907 and worked for the 
Olmsted Brothers for twelve years, includ-
ing service at the 1909 Alaska-Yukon-Pacific 
Exposition in Seattle.77 Blossom set up an 
office in downtown San Diego’s Timken 
Building and reported directly to an Olmsted 
associate, James Frederick (Fred) Dawson 
(1874-1941), who oversaw most Olmsted 
work in the western United States.78 

Speedy establishment of a San Diego 
exposition plant nursery was paramount 
for the Olmsted operation as it would take 
millions of plants to enhance the barren 
grounds of Balboa Park.79 Trees needed to 
be planted quickly to gain as much size 
as possible before the exposition opened. 
Fred Dawson brought in James Cumming, 
a recommended and experienced landscape 
overseer, to supervise the exposition nursery 
and begin the practical work of preparing 
Balboa Park’s land for cultivation. This vital 

Opposite: Helen Hunt 
Jackson’s romanticized novel 
Ramona spurred interest 
in Old Town San Diego’s 
historic Casa de Estudillo, an 
adobe house that became 
fallaciously known as 
Ramona’s marriage place. 
Concurrent with Thiene’s 1910 
arrival in San Diego, Casa 
de Estudillo was elaborately 
restored as a tourist 
attraction. 

Above: Thiene lived in Old 
Town and purchased land for 
his nursery near the tourist 
attraction that inspired the 
name of his business. This 
advertisement ran in California 
Garden, a magazine launched 
by the San Diego Floral 
Association in 1909. 
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work was delayed and mismanaged by an 
overwhelmed Cumming. Letters of concern 
were exchanged among Olmsted manag-
ers. Cumming “is completely dazed by the 
amount of work that needs to be done and 
shows no ability whatever” to plan out the 
work and supervise employees, Blossom 
wrote to Dawson.80 After failed efforts to get 
him on track, Cumming was eased out.81 

The Olmsted operation scrambled to 
find a new supervisor for the general plant-
ing of Balboa Park and to provide effective 
management at a nursery82that was being 
inundated by donations as San Diego gar-
deners responded to an appeal from John 
Charles Olmsted. He had asked locals to 
provide plant cuttings to the exposition 
nursery, stating in a February 1911 news-
paper announcement that he wanted one 
million plants.83 

Nursery operations began to hum with 
the arrival of an old Olmsted hand, William 
Asa Donald (1870-1925) who was urgently 

dispatched to San Diego after Cummings’ 
dismissal.84 The nursery was so busy that 
Fred Dawson planned to hire an assistant 
for Donald. In May 1911, Dawson wrote 
that the assistant job is “mightily important” 
and requires someone “sensitive to the art of 
propagation.” The right man would be hard 
to get, he said, because specialized train-
ing and experience were needed. Dawson 
promised to keep looking for a suitable can-
didate.85 In fact, the “hard to find, specially 
trained” person Dawson envisioned was 
already employed at the exposition nursery. 
Paul Thiene’s training and skills were soon 
recognized and he was promoted to serve as 
William Donald’s assistant. 

Meanwhile, Thiene’s Ramona Nursery 
business sputtered to an end. His large supply 
of pots was sold to the exposition nursery 
just one month after starting his new job.86 
With an assured nursery salary to rely upon, 
Thiene shrewdly retained ownership of the 
Old Town property, leasing it for other uses. 
He borrowed against the property in 1917 
and retained the parcel until March 1923.87 

While the names of Lloyd Wright and 
Paul Thiene have for many years been incor-
rectly linked as Olmsted employees jointly 
sent to San Diego in late 1910 to establish the 
exposition nursery, only Wright was directed 
to California by the Olmsteds. Wright and 
Thiene met for the first time when Thiene 
became an exposition nursery employee in 
March 1911. For the young Lloyd Wright, 
at the time an aspiring landscape architect, 
the Panama-California Exposition was a plum 
assignment. His precise duties are unspecified 
in the record, but he arrived when there was 
an immediate need for his architectural draft-
ing skills to create plans and drawings for the 
quickly expanding exposition nursery.

Above: Thiene engaged in a 
busy correspondence to build 

up stock at his Ramona Nursery. 
His letters demonstrate a solid 
command of English. Courtesy 
San Diego City Clerk’s Archive. 
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San Diego: 
The Panama-
California 
Exposition 

Ten months after signing on to San 
Diego’s Panama-California Exposition, the 
Olmsteds resigned. On September 3, 1911, 
the firm quit in protest over a decision to 
locate the exposition buildings on Balboa 
Park’s central mesa, rather than at the less 
intrusive placement specified in John Charles 
Olmsted’s exposition plan.88 He located the 
exposition at Balboa Park’s southern bound-
ary, near downtown San Diego. With long 
expertise in park design, the Olmsteds saw 
the relocation of the exposition as a disas-
trous planning error, believing it essential 
to retain the pastoral nature of the park 
rather than to insert roads and buildings at 
its center. 

The abrupt resignation of the nation’s 
top landscape firm hit San Diego like a 
thunderclap. Shocked exposition officials 
fruitlessly tried to convince the Olmsteds to 
reconsider. Frank P. Allen, Jr. (1881-1943), 
the Panama-California Exposition director 
of works, was held largely responsible as 
he had vigorously backed the decision that 

drove out the Olmsteds. Mortified, Allen 
began a desperate search for a worthy suc-
cessor to the famed landscape firm. Among 
his efforts was an attempt to lure Olmsted 
associate Fred Dawson into the top landscap-
ing job at the exposition. Acceptance of this 
commission would have required Dawson to 
break with the Olmsted firm, a career step 
he had no intention of taking.89 

When unable to recruit a suitable 
replacement for the Olmsteds, Allen person-
ally accepted responsibility for landscaping 
the exposition grounds. He named himself 
the one-person successor to the Olmsted 
firm and ostentatiously began a crash 
reading program on landscape design and 
horticulture.90 Exactly how he planned to 
fold this immense new undertaking into his 
already jammed portfolio of responsibilities 
was left unexplained. It was Allen’s job to 
fully manage construction and other prepa-
rations needed for the timely opening of 
the exposition. He also was doing architec-
tural design and engineering work for some 
exposition structures, including the Cabrillo 
Bridge and the Commerce and Industries 
Building (at the location of today’s Casa del 
Balboa). On top of these duties, Allen was 
constantly dealing with the roiling political 
and financial issues plaguing the exposi-
tion—problems that at times threatened to 
derail the entire enterprise. With the addi-
tion of landscape design and implementation 

Above: John Charles Olmsted 
completed a Panama-California 
Exposition ground plan with the 
drafting assistance of Harold Hill 
Blossom in January 1911. His 
plan sited the exposition on the 
southeast perimeter of Balboa 
Park, near downtown San Diego. 
Courtesy San Diego Public Library, 
Panama-California Digital Archive.
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Above: Exposition architect 
Bertram Goodhue and 

director of works Frank P. 
Allen successfully lobbied to 

replace the Olmsted plan with 
one locating the exposition on 

the higher ground of Balboa 
Park’s central mesa. When this 

alternative site was selected, 
the Olmsted firm ended its 
association with the 1915 

Panama-California Exposition. 
Bertram G. Goodhue, “Block 

Plan, Panama-California 
Exposition, San Diego, Cal.,” 

From The Architectural Review 
(April 1914). 

work, Allen had assumed more responsi-
bilities than any one person could handle. 
Yet, several months later, when local banker 
Joseph W. Sefton, Jr., resigned as director-
general of the exposition corporation, Allen 
took on that job too.91 

As exposition promoters were reeling 
from the abrupt Olmsted departure, Paul 
Thiene surely wondered if this was another 
of the bad endings he had experienced as 
he tried to establish himself in the United 
States. During eight prior years, none of his 
efforts led to a lasting career foothold. He 
had moved back and forth across the coun-
try, willingly embracing new opportunities, 
but experiencing more setbacks and disap-
pointments than successes. When hovering 
on the edge of financial disaster at his San 
Diego nursery business, a job with the Olm-
steds at the exposition was his salvation. But 
after just seven months of employment, his 
future was again uncertain. 

This time, subsequent developments 
went Thiene’s way. The surprise resignation 
that left the Panama-California Exposition 
in need of horticultural and landscape talent 
occurred when Thiene was, for once, in the 
right place at the right time. He recognized 
the Olmsted departure as an opportunity for 
advancement and leapt at it. Four days after 
the well-publicized Olmsted resignation, he 
wrote a respectful letter to director of works 
Allen requesting a promotion in the event 

that nursery supervisor William Donald left 
his post.92 

Along with other Olmsted employees in 
San Diego, Donald resigned and left town. 
He walked away with a good impression 
of Paul Thiene and his work. H. H. Blos-
som, the Olmsteds’ onsite project manager 
wrote to the home office immediately after 
the firm’s resignation: “Mr. Donald speaks 
a good word for Paul Thiene his assistant 
whom he thinks will be a valuable man for 
our work anywhere.”93 Presumably aware 
of this evaluation, Allen elevated Thiene to 
the position of superintendent of the exposi-
tion nursery. Having an in-house employee 
capable of assuming responsibility for 
nursery management solved an immediate 
challenge of the Olmsted departure. Without 
Thiene’s convenient presence, the nursery 
operation may have faltered, putting at risk 
a substantial investment in plants and trees 
and delaying landscape improvements on 
the exposition grounds.   

	 When promoted, Thiene took over the 
largest nursery in California.94 It was a huge 
increase of responsibility, but Thiene proved 
ready to handle the work. When members of 
the San Diego Floral Association visited the 
exposition nursery in 1913, they found “an 
unlimited variety of plant life” in a “clean, 
healthy condition.” Thiene was overseeing 
almost one million plants by that time and 
had “the task well in hand, and thoroughly 
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systematized. Every plant is accounted for on 
his books, and he can tell you just what it 
costs to propagate, fertilize, water, and carry 
the plant through to maturity.” The Floral 
Association concluded that the exposition 
nursery was being excellently managed by 
Thiene.95  

The competence Thiene demonstrated 
as head of the exposition nursery was 
soon deployed on a grander scale. Direc-
tor of works Allen promoted him again and 
substantially broadened his responsibili-
ties. Thiene was named superintendent of 
exposition landscape.96 In addition to thirty 
nursery employees, Thiene was now direct-
ing the work of fifty to eighty field workers 
on the exposition grounds. He rode around 
on horseback to oversee the dispersed crews 
who were cultivating the soil and beginning 
to add new trees and plants.97 

Balboa Park’s virgin coastal chaparral, 
poor soil, and layers of clay hardpan chal-
lenged the most experienced Southern 
California horticulturists, but Thiene rapidly 
came up to speed on growing conditions 
outside the controlled realm of the nursery. 
Ten-mule teams were harnessed to plows 
and dynamite was frequently used to break 
up the obdurate planting grounds. Despite 
the difficult terrain, there was pressure to 
make rapid progress on landscaping, partic-
ularly to get trees planted. At the same time, 
landscape work had to be orchestrated so as 

not to slow or hinder the multiple construc-
tion crews that were simultaneously erecting 
structures, building a bridge, and creating 
roads and trails on the exposition grounds.  

There are no records describing how 
landscape design decisions were made or 
the share of the work attributable to Paul 
Thiene or Frank Allen,98 but it is doubtful 
that Allen’s crash reading program prepared 
him to produce the highly regarded land-
scape designs of the Panama-California 
Exposition, or that he had mastered the 
selection and acquisition of plant mate-
rial. As one historian observed, Allen did 
not know everything though he sometimes 
tried to convey that impression.99 It appears 
that Allen quickly recognized that Thiene’s 
training and talent were at the level needed 
to design and supervise beautification of 
the exposition grounds. Allen undoubtedly 
stayed involved in the landscaping endeavor, 
particularly as the budget demands for the 
work were enormous, but promotions and 
a progressive delegation of responsibili-
ties speak to Allen’s confidence in Thiene’s 
abilities and reliance.100 In fact, Paul Thiene 
became the means by which Frank Allen—
without hiring a substitute for the departed 
Olmsteds—would fulfill his commitment to 
botanically transform the exposition grounds 
before opening day on January 1, 1915.

As superintendent of landscape, Thiene’s 
portfolio included planning, design and 

Above: Creation of an 
Exposition nursery was a first 
priority for the Olmsted firm 
when hired in December 1910 
to design the Panama-California 
Exposition and improve Balboa 
Park. Thiene at center right 
inspects newly imported New 
Zealand tree ferns. Courtesy 
San Diego History Center.
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overseeing the practical work of beautify-
ing hundreds of exposition acres. To acquire 
the variety of plants desired to demonstrate 
San Diego’s fecundity, Thiene kept up a 
busy correspondence in search of specialty 
plants from nurseries and seed companies 
across the country and abroad.101 As his 
productivity was demonstrated, his work-
load was expanded by the assignment of ad 
hoc duties, many documented in exposition 
business records.102 He handled some mat-
ters that were only tangentially connected 
to his primary duties and others that were 
completely unrelated.  

Director of works Allen called on 
Thiene to select the best type of glass for 
the greenhouse extending from the expo-
sition’s wooden Botanical Building.103 He 
dispatched him to San Diego schools to talk 
with children about the pre-exposition “City 
Beautiful” campaign. Thiene distributed 
seeds and cuttings and urged students to 
improve the appearance of their school yards 
and homes.104 He was asked to mobilize 
the exposition nursery staff to loan plants 
and help decorate for the San Diego Floral 
Association’s 1912 Rose Show.105 Thiene led 
special tours of the exposition grounds for 
privileged groups and individuals.106 He was 
tasked with acquiring birds for an exposition 
aviary, a job requiring extensive correspon-
dence107 and licensing inquiries to the State 
Fish and Game Commission.108 He was in 
correspondence with a Texas dealer of Mexi-
can reptiles, parrots, and wild animals in an 
attempt to buy peacocks and other exotic 
birds.109 Thiene also located and purchased 
tropical fish and their food110 and inquired 

into the care and feeding of pigeons after 
being assigned the job of raising a large flock 
of them for the exposition.111 When the 
president of the Panama-California Exposi-
tion wrote to the director of works about 
the unhealthy look of some peacocks on the 
exposition grounds, Frank Allen forwarded 
the letter to Thiene with a note in his dis-
tinctive green ink: “Paul attend to this.”112 
Some of these extra assignments may have 
been irksome, but the cumulative effect was 
an enriched work experience that involved 
Thiene in small and large transactions and 
broadened his understanding of general 
business and financial and regulatory prac-
tices in the United States. 

As superintendent of exposition land-
scape, Thiene swiftly put his imprint on the 
blank canvas of Balboa Park’s exposition 
grounds. Outside observers touted Thiene’s 
design talent as the earliest improvements 
got underway. A 1912 exposition preview 
in a florist trade journal singled out Thiene’s 
role at the exposition nursery and in plant-
ing the grounds. The visiting journalist 
observed that the size and site of the expo-
sition “presents enormous range for play of 
the imagination [as it offers] plateau, slope, 
canyon, valleys . . .  and many sorts of soils, 
altitudes, and exposures.”113A newspaper 
article in 1914 reported that Paul Thiene, an 
expert landscape gardener, was turning the 
park into “one of the most beautiful gardens 
in the world.”114 Another observed that the 
young and vigorous shrubs and trees on the 
exposition grounds were providing a “first 
glimpse of the wizardry of Paul G. Thiene.” 
Every trip to the exposition site was “a new 
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revelation of beauty in the making”115 and 
Thiene was “a worker of magic.”116 

One year in advance of opening day, 
exposition planners ordered Thiene to 
present a colorful, blooming flower dis-
play on January 1, 1915. This would be a 
living testament to San Diego’s mild winter 
climate. Thiene decided on a mass display 
of blooming poinsettias and early in 1914 
asked the San Diego community to donate 
poinsettia cuttings to the exposition nursery. 
He offered to send staff out to take cuttings 
from the large bushy plants that grew all 
around town.117 The result was an opening 
day display of 10,000 blooming poinsettia 
shrubs that blazed with a bright red and 
yellow, driving home the climate message 
and signaling the official colors of the exposi-
tion, an echo of the flag of Spain. 

From opening day onward, the land-
scaping of the exposition was generously 
praised, and Paul Thiene was spotlighted 
as its creator. A delegation of park super-
intendents from around the country visited 
San Diego after a national convention in San 
Francisco. They found the Panama-Califor-
nia Exposition to be an artistic and beautiful 
“masterpiece of landscape architecture.”118 
A trade journal provided a detailed descrip-
tion of the “charms and the beauties” of the 
unique exposition landscape before turn-
ing to the thirty-five-year-old designer, 
“the man who has possibly worked harder 
than anyone else to produce these effects. 
Paul J. (sic) Thiene, a young man but a 
capable one, has worked long, hard and 
conscientiously.”119 

The Florists’ Exchange published a 

lengthy discussion of horticultural variety 
and beauty to be found at the exposition, 
along with a tribute to Thiene, “the man 
who did the entire landscape work... and 
to whose untiring efforts the robust and 
trim appearance of the tree and vine and 
lawn is largely due, while the natural and 
wild effects of the canyon and hillside, mesa 
and bottom land are additional evidence 
of his skill, judgment and taste for cor-
rect landscaping.”120 The Florists’ Review 
credited Thiene with plantings that showed 
great taste and produced an effect that 
“induced visitors to fall in love” with the 
landscape.121 While not detracting from 
Thiene’s contributions, one writer empha-
sized the ideal growing conditions in San 
Diego. It was a setting that offered “the 
landscape architect an unrestricted oppor-
tunity to produce results.”122 

In the popular imagination, the expo-
sition was a beloved wonderland. A writer 
claimed that “Aladdin with his lamp could 
not have wrought greater wonders . . . I wish 
to record my appreciation of the ability of 
the landscape artist whose labors trans-
formed a desert into a bower of beauty....”123 
Whoever loves flowers and trees will find it 
hard to leave this exposition,” an enthralled 
Sunset contributor wrote, “never has there 
been such an exposition, one vast botanical 
garden, the finest, rarest specimens of plant 
life growing and thriving in open air.”124 
Captivated visitors and writers called upon 
every superlative in praising the landscape 
beauty of the Panama-California Exposition. 
Others simply declared that the gardens of 
the exposition were the product of a magic 

Opposite: When Thiene 
assumed responsibility 
for the Panama-California 
Exposition nursery in 1911, it 
was the largest plant nursery 
in California. Courtesy San 
Diego History Center 

Above: The Panama-
California Exposition nursery 
produced an estimated two 
million plants and trees to 
beautify Balboa Park and the 
Exposition grounds. Courtesy 
San Diego History Center 
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wand; a paradise on earth; a new Eden.125 
As these several examples confirm, 

Thiene’s design talent, organizational abil-
ity, and tireless work ethic were recognized 
in contemporary sources. He had thrown 
himself into the work and, in turn, gained 
enormously from the experience. San Diego’s 
undeveloped mesas and canyons were both 
a proving ground and an unmatched educa-
tion in the practicalities of designing and 
implementing large-scale landscape projects. 
Thiene collected first-hand knowledge of the 
trees, shrubs and flowers that could thrive 
in Southern California. He learned about 
sourcing and acquiring plant material from 
far-flung nurseries, dealing with budgets and 
accounting, mapping and installing irriga-
tion systems, transplanting fully grown trees, 

the operation of large grounds equipment, 
and the hiring and overseeing of multiple 
work crews. Equally important, the expo-
sition attuned Thiene to working with 
top-flight architects and the array of wealthy, 
commanding personalities in the exposition 
corporation,126 the kind of people who epito-
mized his future client list.  

Work with the Panama-California 
Exposition changed Paul Thiene’s life. The 
unqualified success of the exposition land-
scape fortified his confidence in pursuing a 
career in private landscape architecture prac-
tice. Most significantly, his exposition work 
won for Thiene the early commission that 
was a springboard into his future success.    

Above: Thiene had the 
challenge of beautifying 
the Exposition grounds 
amid ongoing building 

construction. As 
scaffolding marks the 

future California Building, 
boxed trees are already set 
out for planting. The white 

cube is the completed 
Administration Building. 
The location of houses 

in the background is 
distorted as they stand far 

distant from the Exposition 
grounds. Courtesy San 

Diego History Center     
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A Bridge to the 
Golden Age 

At the end of 1913, the City of San 
Diego sought to rein in expenses by bring-
ing the exposition landscaping expenditures 
within Balboa Park under the authority of 
the Board of Park Commissioners (instead of 
the exposition corporation).127 The immedi-
ate effect on Paul Thiene’s level of authority 
and day-to-day work is unrecorded, but 
the development was a reminder that his 
exposition job was finite. In fact, Thiene’s 
employment at the exposition continued 
through 1914 and into mid-1915,128 but his 
transition to private practice and a life after 
the exposition was underway.

A first private commission came to 
Thiene from David Charles Collier (1871-
1934) the exposition’s director and president, 
who was a local real estate tycoon. Collier set 

aside public park land in each of his land 
developments. In 1913 Thiene landscaped 
the eight-acre Collier Park, donated to the 
town of Ramona in east San Diego County.129 
Thiene was scheduled to speak at the park 
dedication ceremony, but for an unknown 
reason did not attend the 1915 event. He 
was said to have volunteered his landscape 
services, though as it was assigned by the top 
official of the exposition, he may not have 
felt he had a choice in taking on the work.130    

The next year, a leading San Diego archi-
tectural firm brought Thiene into a significant 
residential project,131 the A. H. Sweet House 
in the upscale San Diego neighborhood of 
Bankers Hill.132 Setting a pattern for much of 
his future landscape practice, Thiene worked 
closely on the gardens with the architects, 
in this instance, Richard Requa and Frank 
Mead. Thiene produced meticulous planting 
notes, a narrative on plant choices, and a 
blueprint keyed to the planting notes. These 
documents are the earliest existing records 

Above: Thiene collected 
rare and exotic plants for the 
Exposition’s Lath Palace, 
later known as the Botanical 
Building. Courtesy Balboa 
Park Committee of 100.
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labeled as the work of “Paul G. Thiene, Land-
scape Architect.”133

The Sweet House was featured on five 
pages in a 1915 issue of Architect and Engineer 
(see page 30) with scant mention of the land-
scaping and no reference to Paul Thiene.134 
Likewise, Thiene received no credit within 
a 1915 California Garden magazine article 
lavishing praise on the Sweet landscape, a 
typical Spanish-California garden in which 
everything was planted “with thoughtfulness 
and care.” The grounds were planned with 
such a “discriminating hand” as to “prove a 
joy and inspiration to all admirers of the art 
of landscape gardening.”135 The Sweet House 
remains a San Diego landmark and Thiene’s 
meticulous planting notes guided a 1996 res-
toration of the landscaping.136

As Thiene’s exposition employment 
approached its inevitable end, these two 
private San Diego landscaping commissions 
were timely. However, he was already view-
ing the more populous city of Los Angeles 
as a better market for his private landscape 
practice. Good fortune intervened when 
Thiene was handed a gilt-edged ticket to 
his professional future. He was asked to 
landscape the grounds of a Pasadena home 
to be designed by the consulting architect 
of the Panama-California Exposition, the 
high-flying and internationally known Ber-
tram Grosvenor Goodhue (1869-1924). The 
value of being linked with Goodhue at this 
point in Thiene’s career cannot be overstated. 
Not only was Goodhue a leading architect 
of national stature, but the connection was 
forged just as plaudits for the exposition 
architecture and grounds were becoming a 
swelling chorus.

Goodhue and Thiene were commis-
sioned by New Jersey visitors to the 1915 

Panama-California Exposition. Financier 
Herbert Coppell and his immensely wealthy 
wife, Georgia Estelle Myers Coppell, were 
so captivated by the look and feel of the San 
Diego fair that they chose both the exposition 
architect and landscape architect to create 
Mi Sueño, their Pasadena winter retreat.137 
Goodhue designed a 6,000-square-foot 
Moorish-accented Spanish Colonial Revival 
house with twenty-eight rooms. It was one 
of the largest homes yet constructed in Pasa-
dena when it was completed in 1916. Paul 
Thiene lushly landscaped the surrounding 
grounds, almost five acres, to include neat 
lawns in Persian-inspired four-part divi-
sions, a solidly constructed rose-entwined 
pergola and several water features, including 
a stepped and cascading rill emptying into a 
round pool in the lower garden. 138 

Although based on the East Coast, Good-
hue had worked in California before being 
hired by the San Diego exposition and the 
Coppells. In 1902 he accepted a commission 
to create a Montecito home for James Wal-
dron Gillespie. The design process included 
a seven-month-long Gillespie and Goodhue 
reconnaissance trip to the Middle East and 
Mediterranean rim. Gillespie’s El Fureidis 
was built in 1905-06 and is called the first 
Mediterranean-style home in California, as 
the design fused Moorish, Italian and Span-
ish influences.139 Goodhue’s reintroduction 
to California through the Panama-California 
Exposition led to other commissions, includ-
ing designs for a Marine Corps training base 
in San Diego, planning for Pasadena’s Cali-
fornia Institute of Technology, and the Los 
Angeles Central Library. 

It is difficult to imagine other circum-
stances in which the well-established 
Goodhue and the aspirant Thiene would 

Above: A glass house 
extending from the 

redwood lath Botanical 
Building held the rarest of 

tropical plants and was 
centered with a lily pool. 

Vintage postcard, author’s 
collection.

Opposite, top: Twin 
fountains flank the 
Botanical Building. 

Images from the 1915 
Official Views of the San 

Diego Panama-California 
Exposition. Courtesy City 

of San Diego.

Opposite, middle: The 
Botanical Building lily pool 

reflects the apse of the 
Varied Industries Building. 

Images from the 1915 
Official Views of the San 

Diego Panama-California 
Exposition. Courtesy City 

of San Diego.

Opposite, bottom: Thiene 
and his gardeners made 

extensive use of flowering 
vines to add greenery and 

color to the Exposition 
grounds.  Images from 

the 1915Official Views of 
the San Diego Panama-

California Exposition.
Courtesy City of San Diego.
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have been jointly commissioned in 
1915,140 but on the strength of his expo-
sition work, Thiene made a giant leap into 
the top tier of residential practice with 
the Coppell project. As a practical matter, 
Thiene probably worked more closely with 
Goodhue’s California representative, Car-
leton Winslow (1876–1946), than with 
Goodhue himself. As at the exposition, the 
manically busy Goodhue relied on Win-
slow to handle onsite supervision of his 
California architectural work. Thiene and 
Winslow had many occasions to consult 
and cooperate as the exposition buildings 
and grounds were taking shape from 1912 
through 1914. Their established working 
relationship perhaps eased any qualms 
Thiene may have had about tackling 
the Coppell project or working with the 
famously mercurial Goodhue.141

The Golden Age of Southern California 
estate building was beginning to stir and 
Thiene was in place with a major project 
already completed by 1916. Yet, the Coppell 
triumph was not the only string in Thiene’s 
bow as he transitioned into private practice. 
He had a surprising number of important early 
commissions. Undoubtedly some of these are 
attributable to his association with the son of 
the most famous name in architecture. 

Frank Lloyd Wright, Jr. (Lloyd Wright, 
1890-1978) was a twenty-one-year-old 
Olmsted employee working at the San 
Diego exposition nursery when Paul Thiene 
was hired at the nursery in March 1911. 
Wright’s life had been filled with uncer-
tainty and chaos after his famous father fled 
to Europe with a lover in 1909, abandon-
ing his wife and six children. The senior 
Wright insisted that Lloyd drop out of 
college to help create publishable images 
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of architectural designs created by Wright 
from 1893 to 1909. Lloyd obediently trav-
eled to Europe and in difficult working 
conditions completed his share of drawings 
for the Wasmuth Portfolio, printed in Ger-
many and the first publication of Wright’s 
architectural work.142

Before returning to the United States, 
Lloyd Wright traveled briefly in Europe, 
focusing on Italian gardens.143 Accounts 
differ as to what he had been studying at 
the University of Wisconsin and whether 
he returned to college after being in 
Europe,144 but he soon declared his inten-
tion to become a landscape architect. 
Within a short time and with the interces-
sion of his father. Lloyd Wright took up a 
position with the Olmsted landscape firm 
(inaccurately described as an internship in 
some sources). He did drafting work and 
studied plants at Harvard’s Arnold Arbore-
tum and at the university herbarium. This 
position resulted in Wright’s move to Cali-
fornia late in 1910 as an Olmsted employee 
tasked with helping to establish a nursery 
for the San Diego exposition.145

Wright’s job with the Olmsteds evaporated 

This page, clockwise: Black 
acacia trees line El Prado, the 

Exposition’s main walkway. 
These fast growing trees were 

used widely to achieve a mature 
landscape appearance on the 

freshly planted grounds.  
 

Hundreds of palm species 
were sourced domestically 

and internationally to create 
the botanically important Palm 

Canyon. This rich palm collection 
attracted horticulturalists for 

decades. 

Designed as a repose from the 
bustle of the Exposition, the 

peaceful Montezuma Garden 
was filled with colorful flowers 

and had a green surround of 
eucalyptus trees. Daily watering 

and overnight replacements kept 
the plantings looking fresh.

Architect Carlton Winslow’s 
magnificent apse on the Varied 
Industries Building is reflected 

in the smaller Botanical Building 
pond.

All images: Courtesy Balboa Park 
Committee of 100.
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in early September 1911 when the firm 
resigned from the San Diego exposition. 
He remained in San Diego as an exposition 
nursery employee, reporting to the newly 
promoted Paul Thiene. Wright later described 
his work with the older and more experi-
enced Thiene as “a valuable association.”146 

In late 1912 Lloyd Wright began work-
ing as a draftsman-delineator for San Diego 
architect Irving Gill who had trained along 
with the senior Frank Lloyd Wright in the 
Chicago office of Louis Sullivan. Gill, a 
disappointed candidate for the position of 
consulting architect at the Panama-Califor-
nia Exposition, secured commissions in the 
Los Angeles area and relocated his practice. 
Lloyd Wright moved with him, explaining 
to his father that the opportunity “will be 
the making of me.”147 Wright, who had a 
fraught relationship with his hypercritical 
father, thrived under the benevolent super-
vision and encouragement of Irving Gill, 
who also provided the young man with a 
place to live.148 

The exact date of Wright’s move to Los 
Angeles is unrecorded, but he was there by 
October 16, 1912, because, on that date, 

Above: An edition of the Official 
Guide included Thiene’s 24-page list 
of plants on the exposition grounds—
almost 600 species. It remains a 
useful record of plants present in San 
Diego by 1915. Courtesy Balboa Park 
Committee of 100.



28        Eden: Journal of the California Garden & Landscape History Society



Fall 2024/Winter-Spring 2025 • Vol 27, No. 4 and Vol 28 No. 1 & 2     29

A long lily pond leads the way to the 
Botanical Building.
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Paul Thiene sent a letter to Los Angeles 
addressed to Lloyd Wright in care of Irving 
Gill. Thiene offered Wright a fulltime job 
as a San Diego exposition landscape drafts-
man.149 Wright did not accept the offer but 
continued working with Irving Gill on var-
ious assignments, including architecture 
and landscape plans for the newly cre-
ated city of Torrance, an Olmsted project 
near Los Angeles.150 When Gill’s assign-
ments ran thin, Wright picked up work 
from other architects151and by the summer 
of 1915 he also was earning money as a 
designer of film sets for movie studios.152 

While still jobbing with various Los 
Angeles architects, Lloyd Wright established 
a private landscape architecture practice. He 
is one of just six people listing themselves as 
landscape architects in the Los Angeles City 
Directory of 1915.153 Wright rented down-
town office space in the newly constructed 
Marsh-Strong Building at Ninth and Spring 
Street.154 Within the year, Thiene moved to 
Los Angeles to join Lloyd Wright in a land-
scape architecture partnership. 

Above, left: The official seal held the 
promise of a verdant tropical setting 

for San Diego’s 1915 exposition.  

Above, right: Mead & Requa, a 
leading San Diego architecture firm, 

commissioned Thiene in 1914 to 
landscape the A. H. Sweet house, still 

a landmark in San Diego's Bankers Hill 
neighborhood.  

Bottom: Thiene’s detailed owner’s 
notes, landscape plan and blueprint 

planting key for the A. H. Sweet House 
are preserved at the San Diego History 
Center and are the earliest documents 

identified as the work of “Paul G. 
Thiene, Landscape Architect.” 

Courtesy A. H. Sweet Collection, San 
Diego History Center Archives.

Opposite: Mi Suḛῇo, the Pasadena 
winter retreat of Herbert and Georgia 

Coppell, was Thiene’s first private 
commission in the Pasadena area. 
On five acres surrounding the large 

house designed by Bertram Goodhue 
in 1915, Thiene created a formal 

landscape inspired by Moorish and 
Italian traditions.
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Opposite, top: The rose-entwined pergola built at 
the Coppell house exemplifies Thiene’s Exposition 
experience informing his residential work. A dozen 
different pergolas decorated the Exposition grounds, 
providing experience with structural and plant choices 
for this garden feature.  

Opposite, bottom: Mi Suḛῇo, the Pasadena winter 
retreat of Herbert and Georgia Coppell, was Thiene’s 
first private commission in the Pasadena area. On five 
acres surrounding the large house designed by Bertram 
Goodhue in 1915, Thiene created a formal landscape 
inspired by Moorish and Italian traditions.

Above: At the Coppell house, Thiene’s first post-
exposition project, a formal Italianate style is evident.

All images: Johnston, Frances Benjamin, photographer. 
"Mi Sueño," Herbert Coppell house, South Grand 
Avenue, Pasadena, California. California, 1917.
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The Thiene-
Wright 
Partnership 

In the recollection of Lloyd Wright, his 
partnership with Paul Thiene was formed in 
the fall of 1915,155 but it was probably agreed 
a few months earlier as Thiene’s exposition 
job was winding down. Their arrangement 
was settled in time for both to be listed as 
landscape architects sharing an office in the 
Marsh & Strong Building in the 1916 Los 
Angeles City Directory.156 

Thiene had been Wright’s supervisor at 
the exposition. He was ten years older and 
far more experienced in horticulture and 
landscape architecture. Wright contributed 
creativity in design and excellent drafting 
and delineation skills. Additionally, he had 
been in Los Angeles since 1912 and had 
developed valuable contacts with local archi-
tects. Above all, his name was a matchless 
asset for the new partnership.

Wright optimistically reported to his 
father that in one two-month period, an 
average of two new jobs per week had come 
into the office. Considering his slow start in 
Los Angeles, he said, this was “pretty good,” 
but he was still “far from being in a stable or 
really satisfactory position financially.”157 The 
flow of work was helped along by supporters 
like the respected Louisville architect Wil-
liam J. Dodd who had settled in Los Angeles 
in 1913 and became a “major patron” of the 
Thiene-Wright practice, recommending 
them to his own clients.158  

Scant documentation from the partner-
ship exits, but Wright identified their first 
joint commission as a site plan and land-
scape design for a resort development in 
Playa Del Rey on Santa Monica Bay (an 
unrealized project).159 

One of the best documented Thiene-
Wright undertakings is Hancock Park—the 
public park encompassing the La Brea 
tar pits. Press attention was drawn by the 
wealthy client, oil baron George Allan Han-
cock, and by protracted political wrangling 
over the project. Just how this work came 
to the new partnership, and the reason for 
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Opposite, top: Hancock Park, 
encompassing the La Brea tar pits, was 
a 1916 project of the Wright-Thiene 
landscape architecture partnership. 
Commissioned by donor George Allan 
Hancock, acceptance of the park plan 
was a condition of his gift of this land 
to Los Angeles County. This aerial 
view shows a maturing green belt 
surrounding the park and a relatively 
quiet Wilshire Boulevard.  Courtesy 
Miracle Mile Residential Association.
 
Opposite, bottom: A young Frank 
Lloyd Wright, Jr. (Lloyd Wright) arrived 
in San Diego in late 1910 as an Olmsted 
employee assigned to developing a 
Panama-California Exposition nursery. 
When the Olmsteds resigned and 
departed, Wright remained, later moving 
to Los Angeles and partnering with 
Thiene in a landscape architecture firm.

This page: The San Marcos Hotel in 
Chandler, Arizona, became Thiene’s first 
out-of-state commercial commission in 
1916. Working with architect Reginald 
D. Johnson, Thiene created a park-like 
semi-tropical landscape setting for an 
expansion of guest bungalows. Vintage 
photographs, author’s collection.
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Hancock’s unswerving loyalty to Thiene and 
Wright, remain unknown, but this high-
profile project garnered free and valuable 
publicity for their practice.

Before donating land from his La Brea 
Ranch to the County of Los Angeles for 
a public park, Hancock commissioned 
a design for the park from Thiene and 
Wright. The land was at the city’s west-
ern edge and encompassed the “deathtrap 
of the ages,” as the Los Angeles Times 
colorfully described the La Brea tar pits. 
Hancock’s donation included thirty-
two acres of land and a set of plans for 
“the most wonderful park in the world,” 
designed by “Paul G. Thiene and his asso-
ciate Frank Lloyd Wright,” according to a 
December 1916 news story.160 The park 
plan was published in the newspaper.161

Various work delays ensued, including 
two years of concentrated tar pit excavations. 
An announcement in Southwest Builder 
and Contractor eventually reported that 
the Hancock Park project received $25,000 
in Los Angeles County funding and was to 
include buildings “to house the curios and 
for sanitary purposes.” Paul G. Thiene, land-
scape architect, Marsh-Strong Building, the 
announcement continued, was “preparing 
plans and specifications for the improvement 
of Hancock Park, corner of La Brea Avenue 

and Wilshire Boulevard.” 162 Meanwhile, a 
grand jury recommended that the park land 
be returned to George Allan Hancock due to 
the expense of meeting the oilman’s require-
ments for park development. It took a few 
years, but the Los Angeles Board of Supervi-
sors stood by its decision to accept Hancock’s 
gift of land and park planning documents to 
ensure public access to the unique site where 
bones of prehistoric Ice Age animals were 
trapped in tar pits.163 

Another 1916 commission brought 
Thiene into a landscaping project at the 
San Marcos Hotel,164 the centerpiece of an 
Arizona town founded and eponymously 
named by Dr. Alexander J. Chandler. The 
town and hotel were designed by Arthur B. 
Benton (1858-1927), architect of Riverside’s 
Mission Inn. Thiene was commissioned, 
along with Pasadena architect Reginald D. 
Johnson (1882-1952), to add a cluster of 
bungalows to the hotel grounds, complete 
with a new park and elaborate landscaping. 
An early promotional brochure described 
long vistas of lawn flanked by groups of 
semi-tropical shrubs and trees, along 
with quiet nooks with winter-blooming 
flowers and gracefully designed pergolas, 
draped with roses. There was a fountain 
and sparkling fishponds with waterlilies.165 
Thiene and Johnson viewed their work on 

Above: Milaflores, the Santa 
Barbara estate of John 

Percival and Mary Jefferson, 
was Thiene’s first residential 

commission with architect 
Reginald D. Johnson. Once 
home to a country club, the 

crescent-shaped property was 
transformed into an elegant, 

wooded estate with Italianate 
terraces, clipped hedges, 

formal gardens, and water 
features.  From Architectural 

Record, January 1922.
 

Opposite: Milaflores, the 
Jefferson estate, illustrates 

formality in Thiene’s landscape 
designs. Centered on an axis 

running through the house 
from the front drive, a broad 
terrace steps down among 

generous plantings to a sunken 
pool and frolicking bacchante. 

From Architectural Record, 
January 1922.
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Top: At Milaflores, the 
Jefferson estate, Thiene 

planted a rich assortment 
of the plants he had already 
tested on the grounds of the 

San Diego exposition, layering 
flowers, shrubs, vines and 

trees in a generous display. 
From House & Garden, 

October 1922.

Bottom: Milaflores. A pathway 
leads into an enclosed 

garden, with reflecting pool 
at its center. From California 

Gardens, 1931. 

Opposite: Milaflores, the 
Jefferson estate, won favorable 

recognition for Johnson and 
Thiene upon its completion in 
1918. From House & Garden, 

October 1922.   
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Opposite, top: The ambition of 
Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company 

to build a residential subdivision for its 
Los Angeles workforce provided Thiene 
his largest commercial project. His 1920 

layout and landscape design for the 
80-acre Goodyear Gardens included 

apartment buildings, private bungalows, 
parks, and stores along tree-lined 
streets. From Los Angeles Times, 

December 21, 1919.

Below: Accomplished Los Angeles 
architects Sumner Hunt and Silas Reese 
Burns were hired to design the housing 

contemplated in Thiene’s plan for 
Goodyear Gardens.

a joint visit to the hotel in April 1917.166 A 
magnet for the Hollywood set and wealthy 
northern snowbirds, the San Marcos Hotel 
was Thiene’s first out-of-state commercial 
commission. In Chandler’s local history, 
Thiene’s name remains linked with the his-
toric hotel.167

Although Thiene and Wright were still 
cooperating on some projects, Lloyd Wright 
apparently was uninvolved in this Arizona 
work. In the literature, some confusion has 
resulted from a failure to distinguish the San 
Marcos Hotel from a subsequent, but unreal-
ized project called San Marcos-in-the-Desert, 
a collaboration between Frank Lloyd Wright, 
Sr. and Dr. Chandler.  The senior Wright 
created designs for San Marcos-in-the-
Desert in 1927 and Lloyd Wright produced 
much-praised architectural renderings of the 
designs, but the economic disruptions fol-
lowing the 1929 stock market crash doomed 
the project.168

The Thiene-Wright partnership was 
amicable and loose-knit. Each undertook 
separate projects in addition to their joint 
work and they sporadically dabbled in each 
other’s private projects. Some latter-day 
uncertainties on attribution result from this 
informal working arrangement. As examples, 
both the John L. Severance and Benjamin R. 
Meyer estate landscape designs are attributed 
to Paul Thiene and his is the only name on 
the plot plans and in most published articles 
about the two estates. Yet, it is possible to 
find Lloyd Wright mentioned as a participant 
in both projects.169 

Within the partnership, Thiene was 
more intensely focused on building a land-
scape architecture practice. He had sound 
business sense170 and superior knowledge 
of California plants and growing condi-
tions. Wright was brimming with creativity 
and had connections that well-served the 
partnership, but he was unsettled and not 
fully committed to a landscape practice. 
Wright was thinking about leaving Cali-
fornia and he was increasingly drawn to 
architecture. He continued to take assign-
ments from various architects and was 
particularly influenced by his association 
with William J. Dodd. Wright’s attention to 
the Thiene partnership was further diluted 
by his lucrative sideline of designing sets 
for movie studios.171 

With the idea of possibly relocating 
to New York City, Wright left Los Angeles 
in late 1918 for an extended trip.172 His 
departure dissolved the landscape archi-
tecture partnership, but Thiene and Wright 
remained friendly and occasionally worked 
together after Wright’s return to Los Ange-
les.173 In 1919, Frank Lloyd Wright, Sr., who 
was building the Imperial Hotel in Japan, 
directed  his son to attend to a neglected Los 
Angeles project of the senior Wright’s firm. 
Lloyd Wright and another Wright represen-
tative took up work at Hollyhock House, part 
of the Olive Hill arts center project.174 This 
work settled Lloyd Wright back into Los 
Angeles where he opened his own architec-
tural practice in 1921.175
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Solo: Greater 
Opportunities 
in Landscape 

Thiene rented separate office space in 
the Marsh-Strong Building in 1918 to carry 
on a solo landscape architecture practice.176 
He entered this career phase in a strong pos-
ture, benefitting from an association with the 
gilded names of Olmsted and Wright and 
the lingering praise accorded his San Diego 
exposition landscape design. At the same 
time, favorable notice flowed from his early 
projects with prominent architects Bertram 
Goodhue (Mi Sueño, the Coppell’s Pasadena 
estate) and Reginald D. Johnson (the San 
Marcos Hotel). Newspaper coverage of two 
shared commissions with Lloyd Wright, 
Playa del Rey (1915-16) and Hancock Park 
(1916-17), further boosted Thiene’s name 
recognition.  

Assuredly, valuable connections and 
prime opportunities bolstered Thiene’s 
new practice, but he deserves full credit 
for making his own success. His next proj-
ect solidified his professional reputation 
and further fueled his career. It was his 

first residential collaboration with archi-
tect Reginald D. Johnson and an unusual 
assignment: the conversion of an abandoned 
Santa Barbara country club into Miraflores, 
an eighteen-acre residential estate for Mr. 
and Mrs. John Percival Jefferson. 

Johnson’s design transformed the 
institutional club house into a classic 
Mediterranean revival house. Paul Thiene 
surrounded it with Italianate terraces and 
formal gardens with clipped hedges, reflect-
ing pools, statuary, a rose garden, a cutting 
garden, ponds, pergolas, and a greenhouse. 
An allée of shaped black acacia trees lined 
the long, straight entrance road, recalling 
a similar feature along El Prado, the main 
thoroughfare of the Panama-California 
Exposition. Miraflores was completed by 
1918 and won accolades for Johnson and 
Thiene. The American Institute of Architects 
recognized the project with a Gold Medal 
(the first awarded to a Southern California 
architect) and Architectural Record called the 
garden “unusually attractive.”177 

Over the years, Miraflores was a show-
case garden of Montecito. It appeared in 
early books and is one of twenty-four gar-
dens in the Santa Barbara area represented in 
the Garden Club of America’s “Slide Library 
of Notable American Parks and Gardens” 

This spread: At the 
Wellington Stanley Morse 

house in Pasadena’s 
San Rafael Heights, 
Thiene teamed with 

architect Reginald D. 
Johnson, who shared an 

appreciation for the Italian 
style. Completed in 1919, 

the extensive gardens 
demonstrated Thiene’s 

versatility and client 
responsiveness. Courtesy 

Frances Benjamin 
Johnson Collection, 
Library of Congress.  
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This spread: William G. Mather, 
a wealthy Cleveland industrialist, 

engaged architect Charles A. Platt 
and landscapers Warren Manning 

and Ellen Biddle Shipman to create 
his acclaimed mansion on Lake 

Erie. In Pasadena, Mather selected 
architect Myron Hunt and Thiene 
to design his house and gardens 
in San Rafael Heights. The work 

began in 1919.  Courtesy Frederick 
W. Martin Collection, California 

State Library.
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at the Smithsonian Institution.178 John Per-
cival Jefferson died in 1934, but his widow 
remained on the estate until her death in 
1950. The grounds are today part of the 
Music Academy of the West. 

After his full immersion into Italian-
inspired garden design at Miraflores, 
Thiene took on a very different commission. 
Goodyear Tire & Rubber Company hired 
him to create a layout and landscape plan 
for Goodyear Gardens, a planned housing 
development with parks and other amenities 
for employees of a Los Angeles tire factory, 
scheduled to open in 1920. 

Trade papers reported that factory build-
ings would occupy ten acres “adjoining 
Goodyear Gardens, for which plans were 
prepared by Paul Thiene, landscape archi-
tect.” The project called for $3,000,000 in 
construction, including stores, apartment 
buildings, a rooming house and the initial 
construction of 60 bungalows.179 The Los 
Angeles Times wrote in 1919: “No phase 
of the physical development of the great 

Goodyear enterprise now going forward at 
high speed in the southeast section of Los 
Angeles is of greater interest to the company 
itself or the general public” than Goodyear 
Gardens.180 

Thiene’s practice received useful public-
ity from this commercial project, but in the 
end, Thiene’s larger landscape design was 
shelved and fewer than fifty of the planned 
houses were built. Today these structures are 
in the designated Goodyear Gardens Historic 
District of Southeast Los Angeles.181

In 1919 Thiene left downtown Los 
Angeles, moving his home and business to 
Pasadena where a handful of other landscape 
architects had established themselves.182 
After settling into his new location, Thiene 
progressed from strength to strength in a 
robust landscape architecture practice, gain-
ing contemporary acclaim and cementing his 
reputation as one of the leading landscape 
architects of California’s golden age. 

Above: In 1920 Col. John 
Hudson Poole, military hero and 
philanthropist, engaged Thiene 

to landscape the extensive 
grounds of Little Court, his 

San Rafael Heights estate in 
Pasadena. Thiene buffered the 

house with orchards at each end 
of the rectangular lot, added 

formal gardens, and addressed 
the problem of uneven terrain 

with multiple well-planted 
terraces climbing a steep hill.   
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“Approaching the residence 
of Mr. J. Eisner, Los Angeles, 
from the street, one finds an 
expanse of solid wall; butt the 
architectural proportions are 
so fine, the landscaping so 
lovely, that the effect is far from 
forbidding.” Photo and caption 
from American Landscape 
Architect, November 1929.
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Thiene’s 
California 
Design Style

From his Panama-California Exposition 
work, Thiene carried away a lasting lesson:  
when landscaping in Southern California, 
generous supplies of money and water can 
produce spectacular results.183 The expo-
sition’s relatively deep pockets, and the 
expectation that its landscape should be exu-
berant and showy, meshed nicely with the 
aim of promoters to demonstrate that almost 
any plant in the world would flourish in 
Southern California. With this agenda from 
exposition planners and his own limited 
experience with arid growing conditions, it 
is unsurprising that Thiene’s landscape for 
the 1915 exposition exhibited none of the 
environmental sophistication expressed in 
the work of local San Diego horticulturist 
Kate O. Sessions or in the developing ideas 
of the Olmsted firm as they expanded their 
practice in the American west and sought 
to celebrate the natural environment by cre-
ating sustainable landscapes that respected 

climatic conditions and placed a new reli-
ance on native plants.184  

Thiene was hired at the exposition one 
year after arriving in San Diego. Previously, 
he had lived in places with very different 
climates and rainfall:  northern Europe, the 
eastern seaboard of the United States, San 
Francisco, and Portland, Oregon. The climate 
of Southern California surely challenged his 
developed horticultural assumptions, while 
the diversity of available plant materials 
presented exciting design vistas, including 
year-around color and lush green screening.

The exposition provided an educa-
tional transition period. These four years 
exposed Thiene to a more diverse array of 
exotic plants than most landscape architects 
might encounter in their entire career. In 
the horticultural laboratory of the exposition 
grounds, Thiene observed the suitability and 
viability of these different plants and learned 
about the quenchless demand for water 
made by many. The exposition called upon 
Thiene to create outsized designs in varied 
physical settings: around multiple buildings 
having different purposes, along numerous 
roads and pathways, and on challenging 
virgin terrain ranging from level ground to 
deeply scored canyons. At the exposition, 

Above and opposite, top: “The estate 
of Mr. J Eisner in Los Angeles is a 

remarkable example of how the effect 
of space and variety of gardening can 

be produced on a city lot by skillful 
planning and planting. The plan should 

be carefully studied to appreciate 
the relationship between the various 

garden features and the house. A large 
paved central court is a striking feature; 

from the library one looks down a 
long, narrow lily pool to a pergola-

sheltered isidra.” Photo and caption 
from American Landscape Architect, 

November 1929.

Opposite, bottom: “The library terrace 
and the lily pool connecting. Flower 

beds bordering the pool constitute a 
somewhat unusual feature, tending 

to emphasize its length and the cool 
blue-green mirror that it forms.” Photo 
and caption from American Landscape 

Architect, November 1929.
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Thiene grappled with the classic design chal-
lenges of the landscape architect, but on a 
large scale,185 including how design responds 
to topography and soils, design in relation 
to plant materials and climate, design in 
response to associated architecture, and 
design in response to client requirements. 

Lessons from the exposition are clearly 
seen in Thiene’s later landscape designs. He 
learned which trees and shrubs grow rap-
idly and made use of this knowledge to raise 
green privacy screens around properties and 
to densely line long driveways to both offer 
an enclosing welcome and build anticipa-
tion in the approach. He learned how to 
make a relatively quick landscape effect on 
virgin plots. His success in handling diffi-
cult hillside sites, such as that encountered 
at the Benjamin R. Meyer property, flowed 
directly from planting the rugged canyons 
walls of Balboa Park. By creating numerous 
placements of grouped plants around expo-
sition buildings, Thiene developed patterns 

of aesthetically pleasing plant combinations 
that could viably be maintained together. 
The many pergolas and rooftop planting 
boxes at the exposition offered a graduate 
course in cultivating vines—ones that satis-
factorily climbed and bloomed to decorate 
a pergola or bare wall and those that artisti-
cally trailed from above. Roses were used to 
entwine pergola columns at the exposition, 
providing Thiene with practical knowledge 
of the climbers that best performed with this 
decorative garden feature.

After the exposition, Thiene’s embrace of 
the Italian landscape style was respectful of 
Southern California’s Mediterranean climate. 
Italian gardens often incorporate a great deal 
of hardscape, use decoratively placed potted 
plants and limit turf and flowers. But Thiene 
necessarily stretched the Italian ideal when 
responding to client demands for green 
lawns and in the use of water as a garden 
adornment. While the Italian style calls for 
judicious water use, Thiene chose to make 

Above: Located on the axis of 
the library, this swimming pool 
is designed to serve also as a 

reflection pool. In the garden of 
Mr. W. S. Morse, Pasadena.

Opposite: Even a long, narrow 
garden may have a pool 

designed that requires little 
space and is in keeping with 

the settings. Photographs and 
original captions on this page 

from American Landscape 
Architect, October 1929.
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abundant use of water in site designs exactly 
because it was a scarce, and therefore prized, 
commodity in Southern California. He never 
became water-wise as the term is understood 
in the twenty-first century, but he did claim 
to use water economically.186 He provided 
on-off switches for artificial waterfalls and 
engineered elaborate water recycling systems 
on his larger projects. When Thiene’s land-
scape practice was at its apex in the 1920s, 
such economies were neither demanded 
nor particularly prized as it was popularly 
believed that the Los Angeles region had 
resolved its water problems.187 Additionally, 
the water issue for private landscapes was 
mitigated by access to groundwater. Home-
owners of the period were perfectly free to 
drill wells, tapping into the groundwater 
basins formed by the still viable Los Angeles 
aquifer.188 Some of Thiene’s elaborate water 
features depended on well water.  

By current Southern California landscape 
standards, Thiene’s passion for garden water 
features is ecologically outmoded, but his 
mix of native and adapted exotic plants, 
generous use of hardscape, naturalistic 
plant groupings, preservation of existing 
orchards and groves when possible and his 

determined enhancement of the tree count 
all comport with contemporary sensibilities. 

Thiene is grouped with the nation’s most 
talented landscape architects working in the 
Italian style,189 but as with most landscape 
architects who serve many clients, his work 
cannot be easily pigeon-holed or viewed as 
pure paradigms of style. If a client built an 
old-world manor house, Thiene was per-
fectly capable of dressing it with a sweeping 
green English lawn, as at Greystone, the 
Doheny estate in Beverly Hills. Likewise, he 
could ease away from Italian formalism to 
cater to a client’s taste for a more naturalistic 
presentation, as demonstrated by his award-
winning H. A. Fuller garden in San Rafael 
Heights, Pasadena. David C. Streatfield, in 
his seminal book on California gardens, uses 
Thiene’s landscapes to exemplify three sepa-
rate design trends. The A. H. Sweet Garden in 
San Diego is included in the chapter on Arts 
and Crafts gardens. The John L. Severance 
garden in San Marino is part of Streatfield’s 
look at imported styles that melded into 
“Mediterranean” and Thiene’s work on the 
Isidor Eisner estate in Los Angeles’ Hancock 
Park is identified as an exemplar of a devel-
oping regionalism in landscape design.190

Right: Garden of Mr. and Mrs. 
J. E. Allison, Pasadena. Allison 
and Allison, architects. William 

M. Clarke, photographer. 
Photograph and caption from 

California Gardens.
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The development of a regional style 
in Southern California is likewise a theme 
of architectural historian David Gebhard’s 
commentary on landscapes in the practice of 
Johnson, Kaufmann, and Coate, Los Ange-
les architects credited with helping to create 
a sense of place in Southern California.191 
Thiene completed multiple projects with 
both Reginald D. Johnson and Gordon B. 
Kaufmann, both of whom took an interest 
in the house and garden as a whole, some-
times working closely with Thiene on a site 
plan, but without becoming involved in 
the practical creation of gardens. Gebhard 
considers Thiene’s formal Italian landscapes 
a fitting style for the architecture of John-
son and Kaufmann and illustrates his essay 
with Thiene’s plot plans for the Benjamin R. 
Meyer and John Percival Jefferson estates.192      

If Thiene ever recorded any philosophi-
cal or theoretical observations on his design 
choices and the Italian style beyond brief 
comments to a student interviewer, they have 

Above: Garden of Mrs. Eldridge 
M. Fowler, Chino. Myron Hunt, 

architect. Photograph from 
California Gardens.
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not come to light in this research. He told 
a landscape architecture student that Italian 
Renaissance gardens were his inspiration and 
that the most important measure of a garden 
was its “character.” He stressed the value of 
water in the garden along with a quantity 
of trees.193 Thiene did write descriptively of 
his own work, but the articles he targeted to 
garden and home magazines did not include 
reflections on design theory. Yet, Thiene 
apparently had an appreciation of the his-
tory and artistry of his field. His scrapbooks 
at the University of California’s Environmen-
tal Design Archives are filled with clippings 
of formal landscape designs, many of which 
are Italian. At least one knowing observer, 
landscape and architecture critic Mable 
Urmy Seares, wrote of Thiene’s demonstrated 
knowledge of classic garden design.194 

How this awareness developed and what 
led Thiene to the Italian style is a matter of 
speculation. Exposure to design and land-
scape styles may have been a part of Thiene’s 
German horticultural education or a matter 
of self-education. His personal curiosity 
may have been sparked if he at some point 
became aware of the famous place sharing his 
name, Palazzo Thiene, an Italian Renaissance 
jewel in Vicenza (now a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site). Palazzo Thiene is one of the 
city residences appearing in Andrea Palla-
dio’s Four Books on Architecture. Another 
possible exposure was during Thiene’s brief 
employment in New York City. His employer, 
landscape architect Daniel Langton, was a 
proponent of the Italian style who created 
one of the early Italian-influenced gardens 
on the East Coast.195 But again, we do not 
know if the relatively short association with 
Langton shaped any of Thiene’s ideas on 
landscape design. 

In California, Thiene’s first and most thor-
ough design exposure was a close encounter 

with the Southern California architecture of 
Bertram Goodhue. Thiene was at work in 
Balboa Park before a single building of the 
Goodhue-designed Panama-California Expo-
sition was constructed. Then, over almost 
four years, he witnessed day-to-day progress 
on the realization of Goodhue’s vision of an 
ethereal Spanish village rising on a high mesa. 
The immense influence of Goodhue’s early 
California work is recognized in architect 
M. Brian Tichenor’s identification of three 
Goodhue projects as a synthesis of regional 
architectural identity. Tichenor names: (1) 
Goodhue’s El Fuerdis designed for James Wal-
dron Gillespie in Montecito; (2) the nearby 
Henry Dater House (later named Val Verde); 
and (3) the “amalgam” incorporated into San 
Diego’s exposition buildings, designs that 
became the “stylistic bellweather” for South-
ern California.196

After the San Diego exposition was under-
way in 1915, Thiene experienced another 
close encounter with Goodhue’s design work 
after the two were jointly commissioned by 
exposition admirers Herbert and Georgia 
Coppell, to create Mi Sueño, a winter retreat 
in Pasadena. In that project, Thiene was, for 
the second time, surrounding the architecture 
of Goodhue with a fitting landscape. 

Thiene is the only California land-
scape architect to have experienced such 
an intimate and extended interaction with 
Goodhue’s influential work. His unique 
five-year immersion in Goodhue’s Span-
ish Colonial Revival and Mediterranean 
architecture surely was a foundation for 
the formal and historically rooted design 
tenets that characterize Thiene’s California 
design style. 

Four large-scale residential landscapes 
created by Thiene are among the most cel-
ebrated and memorable of the Golden Age 
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Conclusion: 
The Thiene 
Practice

An institutional collection relating to 
Thiene’s practice is held by the Environmen-
tal Design Archives, University of California, 
Berkeley. It consists of photographs and 
scrapbooks but has no office papers or 
financial records. When this fragmentary 
record is combined with information from 
other sources, a total of fifty-eight Thiene 
landscape projects can be documented. This 
collective information refutes the repeated 
description of Thiene’s practice as “entirely 
residential.” In fact, in addition to residen-
tial commissions, Paul Thiene designed 
parks, two commercial land developments 
and completed landscape plans for hotels, 
schools, recreation facilities and a museum.

From the time that his partnership with 
Lloyd Wright ended in 1918, Thiene directed 
a solo practice, moving his home and office 
from Los Angeles to Pasadena in 1919 where 
he remained for the rest of his life. As his 
practice became busy and lucrative, Thiene 
added staff to aid in design and to oversee 

installations and maintenance. He had much 
to offer those new to the landscape profes-
sion. His commissions were challenging and 
upper echelon, he had a growing reputation 
as an interpreter of the Italian style, and his 
knowledge of Southern California plants and 
horticulture was thorough. On a practical 
level, he demonstrated how to operate a 
landscape practice as a sustainable, well-run 
business. Even after becoming well-estab-
lished, he took on small projects. In 1923 
Thiene personally appeared before the Santa 
Ana school board to propose landscaping in 
front of the town’s new high school; he made 
a second appearance a few months later to 
present his plan for a sunken garden in the 
footprint of the dismantled old school build-
ing.219 Thiene also completed landscaping 
projects at schools in Alhambra, Norwalk, 
and Santa Maria.220

Thiene’s thriving practice provided such 
a successful training ground that it has been 
wryly dubbed “The Paul G. Thiene School 
of Landscape Design.”221 Indeed, most who 
gained experience with Thiene went on to 
attain notable professional reputations.222

Despite the radiant success of his practice 
and an outstanding catalog of work, Thiene’s 
talent as a landscape designer was down-
played or casually scorned by some scholars 

Above: A swimming pool in a 
tropical setting on the estate of 
Dr. Edwin Janss, Holmby Hills, 

California. Photograph and 
original caption from American 
Landscape Architect, October 

1929.

Opposite: Arrival court with 
fountain on the estate of Mr. 

Edward Lowe, Montecito, 
California.



Fall 2024/Winter-Spring 2025 • Vol 27, No. 4 and Vol 28 No. 1 & 2     57

working before the internet gave fuller access 
to information about Thiene and his work. 
One dismissive account describes Thiene’s 
role in his own practice as being responsible 
for office management and planting, as if 
Thiene busied himself with paperwork and 
installation while the hired help produced 
landscape magic.223

The apparent basis for these assessments 
is Thiene’s employment of exceptionally tal-
ented designers in the mid-1920s. But the 
suggestion that Thiene could not be both a 
successful manager of design talent and a 
talent himself is a flawed interpretation that 
is ripe for reassessment. That judgment for-
gets that Thiene’s central impetus in coming 
to the United Unites States was a burning 
desire to work in landscape design and it 
wrongly marginalizes his talent by dismiss-
ing the record of design awards and plaudits 
Thiene accumulated on his way to a practice 
large enough to support employees. 

The suggestion that Thiene was not 
closely involved in the design product of his 
practice runs contrary to his known pen-
chant for dedicated work and attention to 
detail. Landscape architect Ralph D. Cornell 
observed Thiene’s “Germanic precision and 
thoroughness and ability to organize” and 
described him in an oral history as “being 
ambitious and energetic and of considerable 
ability.”224 Thiene would easily be recognized 

today as a conscientious workaholic. It is 
inconceivable that he would have delegated 
away the overall design concepts and final 
look and feel of projects carrying the name 
of his practice.

Although Thiene had not attended one 
of the degree-granting landscape architec-
ture programs that emerged in American 
universities after 1900, he was accepted as 
a member of the American Society of Land-
scape Architects (ASLA) in 1926. He and 
Ralph D. Cornell were the only California-
based new members of the organization that 
year.225 Some sources mistakenly describe 
Thiene as a Fellow of ASLA, but he was not 
accorded that honor.226

Thiene completed projects in Arizona 
and New Mexico and stayed busy working 
with leading architects in the greater Los 
Angeles and Santa Barbara areas on a series 
of ever larger and more prestigious commis-
sions during the 1920s. He was at the top 
of his form when the 1929 financial crash 
marked the beginning of the end of Southern 
California’s Golden Age of estate building. 
The challenging and lucrative estate projects 
that had enriched Thiene’s practice became 
rare as the economic depression deepened.

Thiene’s last documented landscape 
design commission was in San Diego. While 
substantial, the project was by no means 
grand. Thiene created gardens at the Hildred 

R. and Marion M. Peckham House, built in 
1927 in the Point Loma neighborhood. The 
home was designed by San Diego architect 
William Templeton Johnson (1877-1957) 
and still stands on a large lot overlook-
ing San Diego Bay.227 Returning to the city 
where he had gained valuable experience 
while landscaping areas of Balboa Park for 
the 1915 exposition was perhaps evocative 
for Thiene, as work in San Diego bookended 
his most active years as a landscape architect. 
Just as his exposition work in San Diego had 
won acclaim, his 1933 Peckham House land-
scape received an honor award from the San 
Diego Chapter of the American Institute of 
Architects.228 There are no descriptions of the 
original landscape work Thiene performed. 
The property, located at 2905 Nichols Street, 
was named a San Diego Historic Landmark 
in 2000.229     

During the last four decades of his life, 
Paul Thiene dropped out of the public record. 
There are no discoverable news stories by or 
about him, and his work was not the subject 
of professional or academic writing. It is dif-
ficult to pin down a firm retirement date for 
him.230 When Thiene completed a military 
draft registration card in 1942, he listed his 
occupation as “retired.”231 Yet, in a later inter-
view, he named 1951 as his retirement date.232 
The University of California Environmental 
Design Archives dates his retirement to 1951 
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Above: This diminutive reflection 
pool, nestling under the gigantic 
branches of a California live oak, 

proves a happy diversion from the 
broad expanse of lawn. Estate of Mr. 

W. L. Honnold, Bel-AIr, California. 
Photographs and original captions 

from American Landscape Architect, 
October 1929.

Opposite: Paul Thiene’s own 
Pasadena home on the Arroyo Secco 
was designed by architect Gordon B. 
Kaufmann, with whom Thiene shared 

multiple commissions, including 
the building of the Doheny estate, 

Greystone. Thiene preserved a large 
native oak at the back of his house 

and used one of his familiar patterns 
in setting out a grass panel, lined on 
each side by mirrored plantings and 

paths. The placement of potted plants 
around the fountain is seen in some 
of Thiene’s professional work. While 
difficult to spot in the shadows, one 
of Thiene’s young sons is enjoying a 
swing attached to the lowest branch 

of the giant oak.

in the finding aid created for the Thiene 
collection.233

Whenever he fully closed his practice, 
Thiene had apparently planned well. He 
enjoyed decades of a comfortable retirement, 
although details of his financial resources are 
completely lacking. He benefited enormously 
by being selected as the landscape architect 
for the Doheny estate, Graystone. That out-
sized project earned him the highest fees of 
his career and possibly the largest amount 
earned by any Southern California landscape 
architect on a single project to that date.

In retirement, Paul Thiene took up paint-
ing. References to handsome landscape 
sketches produced by Thiene appeared 
during the 1920s, but nothing is known 
about the art he produced in retirement. 
Thiene had sufficient involvement with the 
fine arts community to be listed in directo-
ries of California artists and in the standard 
reference, Jacobson’s Biographical Index of 
American Artists.234

Thiene died in Pasadena on August 
27, 1971. He was ninety-one years of age 
and so far removed from his glory years as 
a celebrated landscape architect that little 
notice was taken of his death. There was no 
acclaim for his Golden Age career or for his 
earlier contributions to San Diego horticul-
ture through the celebrated beauty of the 
Panama-California Exposition grounds and 

his compilation of “The Exhibition Flora,” a 
priceless botanical record that remains the 
most complete listing of landscape plants 
found in San Diego as of 1915.235

For a century, Paul G. Thiene’s name was 
all but lost in the local history of San Diego 
and Balboa Park. San Diego’s decision to 
celebrate the centennial of its 1915 exposi-
tion and preliminary research published in 
California Garden magazine contributed to 
the rescue of Thiene from an undeserved 
obscurity. His illustrious career in South-
ern California landscape architecture was 
known, but largely unexplored. With this 
work, the fuller story and consequential 
place of Paul G. Thiene in landscape his-
tory now enters the record.

Author’s Note: A forthcoming book 
will complete the Paul G. Thiene story 
with additional information on the 
contemporary reception of his work, his 
writings and family life, the impressive 
who’s who of his professional associates, 
and a revised and enlarged project list 
more fully capturing the scope of the 
Thiene practice, all along with extensive 
bibliographic and documentary research 
information. Inquiries about the book may 
be directed to ncc@sandiego.edu.
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Four large-scale residential landscapes 
created by Thiene are among the most cel-
ebrated and memorable of the Golden Age 
in Southern California. They are the estates 
of Benjamin R. Meyer, John L. Severance, 
Milton E. Getz and E. L. Doheny, Jr. These 
are the best known among Thiene’s catalog 
of work and are described here as examples 
of the heights his practice and influence 
reached during the 1920s.

Four 
Notable 
Thiene 

Landscapes 

On leveled ground far above the house, 
Thiene built Greystone’s largest formal garden, 
a perfection of green lawns, clipped hedges, 
splashing fountains and blooming flowers, 
all surrounded by Italian balustrades. From 

American Landscape Architect, August 1929.
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Benjamin R. Meyer 
Estate, La Collina  
(Beverly Hills, 1920-24)  

Benjamin R. Meyer was president of the 
Union Bank and Trust Company when he 
commissioned an architect and landscape 
architect to create La Collina, a Beverly Hills 
estate appropriate to his station in business and 
society. A large forecourt with fountain wel-
comed visitors to the imposing home. Inside, a 
long, arched hall made a grand statement while 
custom-designed hardware, light fixtures and 
furniture, hand painted wall art, lavish rugs 
and tapestries signaled wealth and taste.    

Architect Gordon B. Kaufmann (1888-
1949) with the firm Johnson, Kaufmann and 
Coate, designed the L-shaped house, the first 
of his projects with Thiene. When working 
on the La Collina estate, Thiene relied on his 

San Diego exposition experience in dealing 
with rugged terrain and problematic hillside 
planting. Meyer’s narrow and unpromising lot 
of almost eight acres rose 215 feet in elevation 
from street level. Design and site preparation 
for the difficult property began in 1920, with 
construction occurring in 1923-24.

At La Collina Thiene created what was 
described as both an Italian garden and the 
perfect California landscape.197 His design 
and installation were widely praised as set-
ting the standard for the Mediterranean-style 
Southern California hillside garden. At this 
property Thiene preserved existing attri-
butes, including an olive orchard and mature 
California pepper trees, and showed how 
mounds of earth, necessarily excavated to 
create a flat building surface for the house, 
could become landscaped terraces rising 
decoratively behind the structure. 

Above the house, at the top of the elon-
gated lot, there were stables, staff areas, and 

a greenhouse, lath house, potting shed, and 
cut flower garden. Lower on the property 
a film screening building was constructed, 
complete with professional projection equip-
ment and room for a crowd. Tunnels were 
built to connect some of the property levels. 

Thiene turned the increasingly manda-
tory estate swimming pool into an especially 
attractive garden feature. On a lower ter-
race in front of the house, he built a Roman 
garden pavilion with dressing rooms and 
a shaded lounging area. The pool is easily 
mistaken for a decorative reflecting pond, 
exactly as intended. To further the illusion, 
it was surrounded with iris and other bloom-
ing plants.198 A dense forest stretching up the 
hill to the house enfolded the pavilion and 
evoked the spirit of an Italian villa bosco. 
“Mr. Thiene has demonstrated every type of 
gardening here,” one critic wrote, and has 
shown notable success “in the proper treat-
ment of our California hills.”199
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Kaufmann’s work, like the site design, 
was praised as being particularly suited to the 
geographic and climatic setting. La Collina 
was one of the first Beverly Hills residential 
projects designed by a professional team of 
architect and landscape architect. The enthu-
siastic response to this project popularized 
the Mediterranean style and promoted the 
merits of hiring professional makers of houses 
and gardens. A landmark of good taste, La 
Collina was a model for other estates and in 
time became legendary as a representative of 
“a major turning point” in larger architecture 
and landscape trends.200

Over time the Meyer estate was subdivided 
to create multiple building lots and Thiene’s 
long driveway became La Collina Drive, a city 
street. The main house and the gatehouse still 
stand. The house address is 1212 La Collina 
Drive, Beverly Hills. It was part of a $9.69 mil-
lion multi-property sale in 2004.

Opposite: La Collina, the estate 
of Benjamin R. Meyer in Beverly 
Hills, was created on a difficult 
building site that called on Thiene’s 
experience in dealing with Balboa 
Park’s rugged topography. The 
project extended from 1920 
to 1924 and was Thiene’s first 
work with architect Gordon 
B. Kaufmann. La Collina set 
the standard for the Southern 
California hillside garden.  

Below: A quintessential Paul 
Thiene entry court at La Collina 
with a central fountain surrounded 
by an array of potte plants and 
flowers. Courtesy Library of 
Congress.
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Right: The estate of Benjamin R. 
Meyer was featured on the cover 

of California Southland in 1925, 
with a charming watercolor by 

Norman Kennedy.

Below: Benjamin R. Meyer’s 
house at the top of the hillside 
overlooks the pool pavilion at 

his La Collina estate in Beverly 
Hills. Thiene was praised for 

demonstrating “every type of 
gardening” at La Collina as well 
as giving “proper treatment” to 

California’s hillsides. Photograph 
from California Gardens.
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Above: A vine-covered 
pergola looks over a sunken 
garden. Photograph from 
California Gardens.

Left: Inspired by Roman 
reflecting ponds, the 
swimming pool at Benjamin 
R. Meyer’s La Collina estate 
was built on a level below 
the house and surrounded 
with dense planting. From 
American Landscape 
Architect, August 1929.
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Inspired by Roman 
reflecting ponds, the 
swimming pool at 
Benjamin R. Meyer’s 
La Collina estate 
was built on a level 
below the house and 
surrounded with dense 
planting. From American 
Landscape Architect, 
August 1929.
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John L. Severance 
Estate, Westwood  
(San Marino, 
1921–1922)  

Thiene redesigned the grounds of 
Westwood, the property of a leading Ohio 
businessman and philanthropist, John Long 
Severance (1863-1936) who is still remem-
bered for Severance Hall, an acoustical jewel 
box that is home to the Cleveland Orches-
tra. Severance also supported the Cleveland 
Museum of Art and was a financial patron of 
numerous other cultural and medical insti-
tutions. His California winter home was in 
the Oak Knoll area of San Marino. 

Working again with architect Reginald D. 
Johnson of the Jefferson Miraflores project, 
Thiene developed a plan for the Westwood 
grounds in 1921. The plan maintained the 

site’s large grove of native oak trees. Along the 
higher ground opposite the densest stand of 
oaks, Thiene aligned a series of formal gardens 
leading from the house and closely following 
one side of the property line. The first garden, 
immediately to one side of the house, was a 
flat panel of lawn edged on each side by wide 
floral borders and clipped hedges. The next 
gardens led to a peaceful pool of lilies on a 
lower terrace at a back corner of the property. 
Twin pergolas lined the pool which reflected 
a large pavilion modeled on the façade of 
the Pazzi Chapel, located within a cloister of 
Santa Croce in Florence.201 

From the pavilion, Thiene created mean-
dering paths though the oaks, enhancing the 
route with dense informal plantings of tree 
fern, cycad, azalea, bird of paradise, clivia, 
camellia, and other shrubs and flowering 
plants.202 The sound of softly flowing water 
amid the oaks was intended to draw stroll-
ers to an artificial brook that cascaded gently 

Below: At John Strong Severance’s 
Westwood estate in San Marino, 
Thiene led the way to other garden 
features with an inviting panel of 
grass bounded by wide flower 
borders and dual paving stone 
pathways.  



68        Eden: Journal of the California Garden & Landscape History Society

over artfully positioned stones to feed a shady 
lake, man-made in a naturalistic style and sur-
rounded with plants. Garden gnomes might be 
expected to come to life around this picture-
perfect, storybook water feature of the richly 
planted and beautiful Severance garden.   

At a show of more than one thousand 
exhibits by Los Angeles architects in 1922, 
the work of Johnson and Thiene on the 
Severance property commanded an “honor 
award.” Separately, Thiene won in the land-
scape category for projects larger than one 
acre.203 California Southland, writing about 
the Westwood project simply stated: “This 
garden by Paul Thiene is a genuine work 
of art.”204 

In 1957 a new house replaced the Sev-
erance home on the five-plus acres of the 
former Westwood estate at 1100 Oak Grove 
Avenue, San Marino, California. Aerial views 
of the property in 2023 show that elements 
of Thiene’s original landscape design have 
been preserved. The elongated formal gar-
dens along the property line are clearly 
recognizable as are the twin pergolas lining 
the pool in its original location. A substantial 
area of the grounds is still populated with 
native oak trees. 
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Opposite, top: Ohio businessman 
and philanthropist John Strong 
Severance engaged Thiene in 1921 
to redesign the oak strewn grounds 
of Westwood, his San Marino estate. 
The plan maintained a dense grove 
of native trees and placed formal 
garden features along the opposite 
property line. Thiene’s landscaping 
at Westwood was praised as a 
genuine work of art and it won a 
1922 architecture award in Los 
Angeles.  Photographs from California 
Southland, January 1921.

Opposite, bottom: At John Strong 
Severance’s Westwood estate in 
San Marino, Thiene led the way 
to other garden features with an 
inviting panel of grass bounded by 
wide flower borders and dual paving 
stone pathways. Photographs from 
California Southland, January 1921.

Above: Like a prize awaiting 
discovery, a lily pool flanked by twin 
pergolas is the last of a series of 
garden features along a property 
line at Westwood, the John Strong 
Severance estate in San Marino. 
For design inspiration on the large 
pavilion at one end of the pool, 
Thiene looked to Pazzi Chapel in 
Florence, Italy. Photographs from 
California Southland, January 1921. 

Left: The five-acre Westwood estate 
of John Strong Severance in San 
Marino was home to many native 
oak trees, enhanced by Thiene with 
understory planting and winding 
pathways leading to a carefully 
constructed, but naturalistic lake, 
complete with a decorous cascade 
fed by an artificial brook. Photograph 
from California Gardens.
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Milton E. Getz Estate, 
Beverly House (Beverly 
Hills, 1926–1928)  

Executive Milton E. Getz propelled the 
Union Bank and Trust Company into one of 
the most successful businesses in Southern 
California. He purchased an 8.25-acre Bev-
erly Hills lot in 1926 upon which to build a 
home that reflected his wealth and success. 
The oddly shaped lot was three blocks from 
Sunset Boulevard and close to other lavish 
new homes, including La Collina, the estate 
of his brother-in-law, Benjamin R. Meyer. 
Getz consulted the architectural firm of 
Johnson, Kaufmann and Coate, tenants in 
his downtown Union Bank building, and 
Gordon Kaufmann was selected to design 
the house. Thiene was commissioned to 
handle the landscape design, reassembling 
the team that won lavish praise for the La 
Collina project. 205

	 Kaufmann designed an H-shaped resi-
dence of 37,000 square feet, taking as his 
inspiration the Italian and French villas 
lining the Riviera. The exterior was terra-
cotta colored stucco. Inside there were 

murals, decorative ceilings, great fireplaces, 
French doors, floor-to-ceiling windows 
and paneled and carved wood. A barrel-
vaulted ceiling in the ballroom, also used as 
a screening room, rose two floors, as did the 
handsome, wood-paneled Italianate library 
where a cantilevered gallery of books ran 
along three walls. Mrs. Getz, the former 
Estell Cohn, was a recognized rare book 
collector.  

Thiene’s landscape matched the gran-
deur of the house. The layout of the 
property again demonstrated the skill of 
Thiene and Kaufmann in making advanta-
geous use of a difficult site. The Getz lot had 
five sides. The longest side gently curved 
up from Beverly Drive to the top of the lot. 
The upper part of the property was shaped 
like a wide triangle. The house was built 
on this high ground far above the street. 
The longest possible approach drive was 
created and lined on each side with dense 
tree plantings. The drive followed the long 
side of the property line and curved up 
into the peak of the triangle before turn-
ing back toward the front entrance court 
of the house. At 800 feet in length, it was 
described as one of the longest private 
driveways in Los Angeles. 

Below: Banking executive Milton 
E. Getz commissioned the well-

regarded team of architect Gordon B. 
Kaufmann and landscape architect 

Thiene in 1926 to design a house and 
grounds on eight acres in Beverly 

Hills. For landscape features close 
to the symmetrical H-shaped house, 

Thiene established a central axis 
from front to back. He placed an 

elongated pool in the arrival court, 
aligned directly with the front door. 

From American Landscape Architect, 
August 1929.

Opposite page: At the Milton E. Getz 
estate in Beverly Hills, Thiene’s central 

design axis ran indivisibly though the 
house, crossed the crazy-paved patio 

and, on a lower terrace, determined 
the placement of a center aligned 

wall fountain feeding a tiled pool and 
reflecting pond. Top: Photograph 
from California Gardens. Bottom: 

From American Landscape Architect, 
August 1929.
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Thiene established an axis straight 
through the middle of the house and cen-
tered formal landscape features at the front 
and back. In an entry court framed by the 
front wings of the house, he installed a 
fountain sitting within an elongated oval 
reflecting pool aligned with the front door. 
Restrained planting softened the stone and 
stucco surroundings. This water feature 
was a modest introduction to the elaborate 
Italian-inspired installation that dropped 
away from the terrace loggia at the back 
of the house. On the central axis, Thiene 
created a long and wide shallowly stepped 
cascade fed by a pool next to the house. 
Water made its way in gentle falls to a 
lower basin. The cascade was lined at 
each side with a wide border of mixed 
plants and twin stairways. The water-
course, plant borders and stairs were then 
enclosed within a double row of mature 
Washingtonia robusta palms, all retaining 
their rustling skirts of old fronds.206 In 
Italy the plant choice surely would have 
been stately cypress trees, but in Southern 

California, tall palms were called upon to 
lend a suggestion of established grandeur 
to this new house. 

On each side of this spectacular feature, 
Thiene installed formal gardens. Down the 
hill and closer to Beverly Drive, he built 
a retreat for swimming and enjoying the 
sun, interposing it into an existing orchard. 
The pool was a long oval with some extra 
curves, giving it an unusual shape. It may, 
in fact, be the first biomorphic-shaped 
swimming pool in California.207 A large flat 
lawn next to the pool invited sunbathing 
or a game of croquet. Across the lawn, a 
semicircular pergola shielded a row of ten 
dressing rooms. A distinctive stone walk-
way surrounded it all and led into each side 
of the pergola. This pool area was accorded 
its own page in a 1929 issue of Architectural 
Digest.208 

As had been the case with La Collina, 
the work of Thiene and Kaufmann at the 
Getz Estate won extravagant praise. The 
house was featured in Architectural Digest 
in 1929,209 but fame for this property was 
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in its infancy. The house and grounds 
were purchased by actress Marion Davies 
in 1946 and the estate was renamed Bev-
erly House. She lived there with William 
Randolph Hearst until his death in 1951. 
Davies stayed on in the house until her own 
passing in 1961.210 Meanwhile, John and 
Jackie Kennedy honeymooned at the home 
in 1953 and Kennedy had presidential cam-
paign offices there in 1960. 

Although the grounds were subdivided in 
the 1960s and Paul Theine’s landscape was 
lamentably altered, the house and its reduced 
acreage gained added fame as a film location, 
notably for “The Godfather” and “The Body 
Guard.” It was a location for Beyoncé’s 2020 
visual album “Black Is King.”  

The property now includes just over 
three and one-half acres at 1011 N. Bev-
erly Drive, Beverly Hills, California. When 
offered for sale over the years, the very high 
listing prices—once $196 million—have 
made news. In 2021 the property was sold 
for $63.1 million in a real estate auction 
forced by a bankruptcy.211 

Opposite: Thiene’s glorious landscape 
statement at the Milton E. Getz estate in 
Beverly Hills was designed on a central 
axis, established at the front of the house. 
As the land falls away behind the house, 
Theine’s shallow, stepped cascade delivers 
water to a lower pool. Steps, paths and 
flower borders line the cascade, along with 
rows of stately palms meant to add a sense 
of established grandeur to this new garden. 
Photograph from California Gardens.

Below: Amid an orchard downhill from 
the main house on the Milton E. Getz 
Beverly Hills estate, a large inviting pool 
awaits bathers. It is believed to be the 
first biomorphic-shaped pool in California. 
Paved pathways lead to the circular 
pergola that offers some privacy to the 
dressing rooms. From American Landscape 
Architect, August 1929.
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Doheny Estate, 
Greystone (Beverly 
Hills, 1926-1928)

Mexican and California oil made Los 
Angeles resident Edward Laurence Doheny 
(1856-1935) one of the wealthiest men in the 
United States by the early twentieth century. 
Seeking a country retreat, he quietly bought 
up ten different lots of land several miles 
west of Los Angeles in sleepy Beverly Hills. 
By 1914, Doheny had assembled a ranch of 
429 acres. In that same year, his only surviv-
ing child, “Ned,” Edward Laurence Doheny, 
Jr. (1893-1929), married and began a family 
that grew to five children by 1926. 

The senior Dohenys decided to build a 
new home on the ranch for their son and 
his family. Mrs. Carrie Doheny admired La 
Collina, the house built for Benjamin R. 
Meyer. Although the Dohenys did not want 
to repeat the Mediterranean styling of the 
Meyer house, they commissioned the same 
professionals who had created it, architect 
Gordon Kaufmann, now working inde-
pendently and in constant demand, and 
landscape architect Paul G. Thiene. 

Kaufmann designed a fifty-five-room, 

Tudor-style residence of 46,000 square feet 
sitting amid nineteen acres of opulently 
landscaped grounds. When completed in 
1928 it was the most expensive home built 
in California to that date. Inside, distinctive 
handcrafted stairways rose from checkered 
marble floors, walls were paneled, and the 
fireplaces oversized. Dazzling chandeliers 
hung from carved and coffered ceilings. The 
Indiana limestone used to clad the house 
and applied to massive retaining walls on 
the property inspired the name Greystone. 
Ownership of the house and landscaped 
grounds, along with the remaining 410 acres 
of the Doheny Ranch, was transferred by his 
parents to Ned Doheny for the token sum 
of $10. 

Projected to 2023 dollars, Greystone was 
a $54,652,800 project. Offered the prover-
bial free hand and full purse, Thiene did not 
shy away from the opportunity presented. 
Landscape architect Alfred C. Kuehl,212 
then working as a designer for Thiene, later 
said “the sky was the limit,” on the Doheny 
place. When Kuehl asked what the clients 
might want, Thiene reputedly said “give 
them everything.”213 And, indeed, a multi-
tude of landscape features were created on 
the rough canyon-riven acres surrounding 

Below: The oil-rich Edward Lawrence 
Doheny quietly accumulated more 

than 400 acres in sleepy Beverly Hills 
and used some of the land  to build 

a new home for his son’s growing 
family. Architect Gordon B. Kaufmann 

and Thiene were commissioned 
to design the house and grounds. 

When completed in 1928, Greystone, 
named after its imported Indian 

limestone, was the most expensive 
house ever built in California.  Credit 

From American Landscape Architect, 
August 1929.
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Above: At Greystone, Thiene created some 
standard Italianate features with formal and 
restrained planting. A more relaxed recent 
approach to this feature embraces plentiful 
planting and added garden art. Credit 
Courtesy Susan Rosewood, Wikimedia 
Commons.
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the mansion. The total cost of landscap-
ing was listed in a 1929 report as more 
than $600,000. Paul Thiene earned fees of 
$114,017 for landscaping the residence and 
several thousand dollars more for his work 
around outbuildings, pools, pavilions, tennis 
courts, and other estate structures. In all, 
Thiene earned the 2023 equivalent of almost 
$2 million dollars for his work at Greystone.  

Thiene described Greystone’s gardens in 
the August 1929 issue of American Land-
scape Architect by leading readers on an 
imaginary tour of the estate. More than 
twenty images illustrate his article detailing 
features of the garden in which “the minutest 
detail has not been overlooked.”214 Thiene 
described the initial preparation of the site 
as a huge undertaking. Due to poor soil 
and layers of hardpan, Theine employed 
dynamite as an essential landscaping tool at 
Greystone, much as he had years before in 
Balboa Park when developing the San Diego 
exposition grounds. So much earth had to 
be moved that an adjacent canyon was pur-
chased to hold all the transferred soil. When 
filled, the canyon’s new flat surface became 
a meadow playground used by the Doheny 
children. 

Thiene gamely refers to making an “old 

English garden” for the Tudor-style house 
without calling attention to the Italianate 
bones plainly on view. In keeping with the 
notion of a landscape appropriate for an 
English Tutor-style home, Thiene leveled 
a sloping area in front of the house for a 
sweeping grass lawn of five acres. Garden 
art was imported from England. Two water 
features close to the house were formal and 
restrained. The entry court was decorated 
with a simple circular fountain surrounded 
by low plantings. At one side of the house a 
long reflecting lily pond was fed by a deco-
rative fountain. Farther up the rising land, 
the largest of the formal terrace gardens was 
laid out. It has neat lawns, clipped hedges, 
flower borders and a large fountain. The bal-
ustrades are Italian style as is the twin curved 
stairways that move off this level to a lower 
garden where another fountain introduces 
a long allée of Italian cypress trees running 
parallel to the tall retaining wall of the upper 
terrace.215 

The multiple levels and terraces of the 
grounds received landscape treatment suit-
able to their use as stables, tennis courts, 
swimming pool, rose garden, cutting garden, 
orchid house, guest house, entry gates, and 
service buildings. There was extensive 

Opposite: Greystone was built 
among hills and canyons. The 
site required massive amounts of 
earthmoving and fill, but Thiene also 
tamed the land and created garden 
space with the use of tall and sturdy 
retaining walls. From American 
Landscape Architect, August 1929.

Below: On leveled ground far above 
the house, Thiene built Greystone’s 
largest formal garden, a perfection 
of green lawns, clipped hedges, 
splashing fountains and blooming 
flowers, all surrounded by Italian 
balustrades. From American 
Landscape Architect, August 1929.
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outdoor lighting and a private water supply 
with an extensive and up-to-date irrigation 
system. Thiene created two artificial lakes 
(one fully stocked with trout), two brooks and 
two waterfalls, one of which cascaded eighty 
feet down a hillside, spilling over carefully 
placed hand-hewn stone slabs. The cascade 
operated with an on-off switch. Thiene’s 
characteristic dense tree planting was used 
to camouflage or enhance, as the situation 
demanded, and was particularly effective in 
shrouding the naturalistic artificial lakes in 
a forest setting. Numerous mature specimen 
trees were transplanted onto the property 
and one hillside was planted with peaches, 
almonds and genestra for soft spring color. 
A staff of ten workers cared for the gardens 
once they were completed.216

In addition to its public notoriety for 
ostentation, Greystone is associated with a 
tragic scandal and unresolved mystery. On 
February 16, 1929, just months after settling 
into the new house, Ned Doheny and his 
secretary, Hugh Plunkett, were found fatally 
shot in a guest bedroom. Which of them 

committed murder and which suicide is an 
ongoing subject of speculation. Three years 
later, Ned’s widow, Lucy Doheny, married 
investment banker Leigh McMaster Batt-
son. They raised her children at Greystone, 
remaining until 1955 when the house and 
ranch land were sold to real estate developer 
Paul Trousdale. With his persuasion, the City 
of Beverly Hills annexed the property and 
Trousdale created 532 lots on the former 
ranch land.217 

	 Greystone mansion and sixteen sur-
rounding acres were sold to a wealthy 
Chicago buyer who eventually decided to 
demolish the house and subdivide the prop-
erty. The City of Beverly Hills prevented the 
destruction of Greystone by purchasing it in 
1965. From 1969 until 1982 the American 
Film Institute occupied the house. The estate 
became a city park on September 16, 1971. 
In 1976 it was added to the National Register 
of Historic Places. Today the property is open 
to the public and may be rented for wed-
dings and other events. Dozens of movies 
and television shows have been filmed there. 
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Opposite: On leveled ground 
far above the house, Thiene 
built Greystone’s largest formal 
garden, a perfection of green 
lawns, clipped hedges, splashing 
fountains and blooming flowers, 
all surrounded by Italian 
balustrades. From American 
Landscape Architect, August 
1929.

Below: Cypress allee. One level 
below the Italianate garden is 
a long Italian cypress allee with 
flagstone path. Courtesy Susan 
Rosewood, Wikimedia Commons. 

The house and grounds have received exten-
sive refurbishment in recent years, led by the 
City of Beverly Hills and a nonprofit orga-
nization, Friends of Greystone.218 Although 
most of Thiene’s sumptuous water installa-
tions are gone, those garden features that 
have been retained and restored faithfully 
represent Thiene’s original design intent and 
are rare publicly accessible examples of his 
work. Greystone is located at 905 Loma Vista 
Drive, Beverly Hills. 

With this commission for the Doheny 
family, Paul G. Thiene reached the pin-
nacle of his career in terms of financial 
reward and project prestige. He was the 
landscape architect for the most expensive 
home ever built in California to that date 
and had been selected by a family wealthy 
enough to hire any landscape architect in 
the world. Yet, the Doheny estate and the 
three other notable projects described here 
are only highlights of Thiene’s busy and 
broad-ranging practice. 
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Opposite: Among the many water features 
Thiene installed at the Doheny’s Greystone 

estate, one of the most dazzling was this 
cascading waterfall, tumbling 80 feet down 

a hillside though carefully placed hand-hewn 
stone slabs. From American Landscape 

Architect, August 1929.

Endnotes
1  Paul G. Thiene, “Exposition Flora,” The Official Guide 
Book of the Panama-California Exposition San Diego 1915, 
55-79. A regional garden publication informed its readers 
that Thiene would supply them with a copy of his plant 
list at cost (twenty-five cents). “Tales of a Traveler—San 
Diego Exposition,” Pacific Garden 8, no. 8 (July 1915), 5-6.

2  Carleton Monroe Winslow, et al., The Architecture and 
the Gardens of the San Diego Exposition (San Francisco: Paul 
Elder and Co., 1916); Eugen Neuhaus, The San Diego Garden 
Fair (San Francisco: Paul Elder and Co., 1916). Despite 
the titles of these books, both provide scant descriptions 
of the exposition gardens and neither names an exposition 
landscape architect. In a single mention in the Winslow 
book, Paul Thiene is credited on page 130 with planting 
the exposition’s Botanical Building. No individual is cred-
ited with the exposition landscape in Neuhaus’ book and 
Thiene’s name does not appear. 

3  Robert L. Horn of Harlan Batholomew & Associates 
wrote a history of Balboa Park when his planning firm was 
commissioned to create a park master plan. It was serialized 
in issues of California Garden (50, no, 4; 51, nos. 1-4; 52, 
no. 1, 1959-61). Gregory Montes published a three-part 
history of Balboa Park’s earliest years in the Journal of San 
Diego History (23, no 2; 25, no. 1; 28, no.1, 1977-82), but 
ends his story in 1911, just as Thiene was hired at the park 
exposition nursery. Richard Amero wrote on many aspects of 
the park’s history, compiled a voluminous archive of Balboa 
Park information (now housed at the San Diego History 
Center Research Library), and published one book on the 
exposition. Thiene’s name appears a few times in Amero’s 
works, but with scant elaboration. Richard Amero, Balboa 
Park and the 1915 Exposition, ed. Michael Kelly. (Charleston: 
The History Press, 2013), 55. A later work mentions Thiene 
only as someone assisting Frank P. Allen, Jr. at the 1915 
exposition but does include Thiene’s name in the book 
index. Roger M. Showley, Balboa Park A Millennium History 
(Carlsbad, CA: Heritage Media Corp., 2000), 58. Some 
authors were uncertain about who created the exposition 
landscape. The son of exposition architect Carleton Winslow 
enigmatically wrote that Frank P. Allen, Jr., the director of 
works to whom Thiene reported, was “credited with much 
of the planting and landscaping as distinct from the general 
landscape design.”

4  John Blocker, “Paul Thiene,” email to Nancy Carol Carter, 
December 16, 2013.

5  Nancy Carol Carter, “Balboa Park: The Lasting Influ-
ence of the Panama-California Exposition of 1915,” Pacific 
Horticulture 76, no.1 (Winter 2015), 29-34; Nancy Carol 
Carter, “Balboa Park Transformed: The Panama-California 
Exposition Landscape,” Journal of San Diego History 61, no. 
1 (Winter 2015), 279-298; Nancy Carol Carter, “The Acci-
dental Landscapers of San Diego’s 1915 Panama-California 
Exposition,” Eden 18, no. 3 (2015), 3-9. 

6  Nancy Carol Carter, “Introduction to Exposition Land-
scapes,” in Balboa Park Exposition Designers 1915-1935, 
ed. Martina Schimitschek (San Diego: Our Heritage Press, 
2015), vii-x. This book was published in conjunction with 
the exhibition, “Balboa Park: Exposition Designers 1915-
1935, The Making of the Dream City,” mounted at the 
Marston House Museum and Gardens in Balboa Park by 
Save Our Heritage Organisation, San Diego.

7  Balboa Park Committee of One Hundred, “Board of 
Directors Minutes of Annual Meeting, Friday, May 27, 
2016,”   https://c100.org/bod/minutes/2016-05-27.pdf 
(accessed June 1, 2018). The award was presented at a May 
27, 2016, luncheon to a granddaughter of Paul G. Thiene, 
Maya Redwitz, attending with her husband Tom Redwitz 
both of Laguna Beach.

8  “Country Place Era,” The Cultural Landscape Foundation, 
https://www.tclf.org/category/designed-landscape-types/
garden-and-estate/country-place-era-gardenCountry Place 
Era Garden, accessed April 7, 2023. Robin Karson wrote 
about landscapes of the era and their creators in A Genius for 
Place: American Landscape of the Country Place Era (Amherst, 
MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2007). 

9  Victoria Padilla, Southern California Gardens (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1961), 106.

10  The one institutional documentary collection of Thiene 
materials is limited to photographs and scrapbooks. No 
personal or business papers are included. Paul Thiene Col-
lection, (1962-1), Environmental Design Archives. College 
of Environmental Design. University of California, Berkeley. 
Berkeley, California 

11  Private and personal papers belonging to Thiene were 
originally found in an unprocessed collection of munici-
pal documents from the period of the Panama-California 
Exposition. That collection, located at the San Diego Public 
Library, was subsequently processed and transferred to the 
San Diego City Clerk’s Archive.

12  Frederick “Fritz” Thiene was born August 26, 1877, 
three years before his younger brother Paul. Six years after 
Paul Thiene came to the United States, Fritz followed, arriv-
ing in New York on November 30, 1909. He lived with Paul 
in San Diego in 1910. After becoming a supervisor at the 
Panama-California Exposition, Paul secured a job for his 
brother at the exposition nursery. The 1920 Census of the 
United States counted a Fred Thiene of the right age living 
as a lodger in Los Angeles and working as a gardener for 
a “moving picture company.” The 1930 Census lists Fred 
Thiene in San Francisco, noting that he was single, living 
as a lodger and working as a gardener. Fritz died under 
mysterious circumstances in San Francisco on June 23, 
1933. The funeral record includes an instruction to “mail 
copy of inquest to Brother.” 

13  James J. Lucas, “Paul G. Thiene: A Biographical Research 
Paper,” Department of Landscape Architecture, University 
of California, January 2, 1962 [5]. Environmental Design 
Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

14  Christian Deegen (1797-1888) established a commer-
cial dahlia growing business in 1824, thereby founding “a 
dahlia dynasty in Kostritz that remains unrivaled to this 
day. While his own nursery no longer exists, no fewer than 
thirteen nurseries call Bad Köstritz home.” Martin Král, Of 
Dahlia Myths and Aztec Mythology—the Dahlia in History. 
Seattle, 2014, 16, www.pugetsounddahlias.org/DahliaMyth 
(accessed November 23, 2015). 

15  Johann Sieckmann, a former estate head gardener with 
long experience in growing dahlias, became Deegen’s first 
rival, opening his dahlia hybridizing business in Köstritz in 
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