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HISTORY

The Sunshine Villa’s long legacy

Bu1ld1ng lnsplred Hitchcock movie, survived development ‘

By Calvin Men
newsroom@santacruzsefiinel.com
@CalvinMenAtWork on Twitter

SANTACRUZ » Nestled at the top of
a hill near the Santa Cruz Board-
walk, the Sunshine Villa Assisted
Living and Memory Care sees lit-
tle action compared to the rest of
the Santa Cruz.

In the middle of the Beach Hill
neighborhood, the building has
124 residents roaming its hall-

&5

ways. But unbeknownst them and -

most county residents, the four-
story structure holds more than
people, with a legacy that encom-
passes Hollywood, California pol-
itics and Santa Cruz’s early days.

The villa’s leaders plan to host
an event for residents, their fam-
ilies and friends to celebrate the
assisted living facility’s 25th an-
niversary. Slated for 4:30 to 7:30
p.m. on Oct. 28, the event includes
a rehashing of the buildings his-

tory by Santa Cruz Historian Russ
Gibson.

The building has gone through
several iterations, with its origin
starting in 1867 after it was built

by Dr. Francis Kittredge as a small, -

two-story cottage residence, Gib-
son said. The house passed to
Kittredge’s sister-in-law, who ex-

panded the property to include ad- .

jacent orchards, built an extension
and made it into a hotel.
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Afternoon
light spills
through the
windows
of the
Sunshine
Villa library
in Santa
Cruz on
Thursday.
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It later changed hands,
giving ownership to James
Phillip. Smith, a trolley
line owner who bought

the property to rent out .

rooms to his employees.
While Smith wag known as
a silent man, he earned the
nickname “Sunshine Jim”
and the.building was re-
named the Sunshine Villa
as a result.

That era is one of Gib-
son’s favorite since the
building was repainted
in its yellow and white fa-
cade. From 1890 to 1927,
the building was under
Smith’s care, who also
helped start a Venetian Wa-
ter carnival to jump start
tourism after a fire in 1894.

“It was back in its day
where the building sat in
a parklike setting and peo-
ple could appreciate the
. beauty of the era,” Gibson
said.

One of the more infa-
mous tidbits about the
building was its inspira-
tion for the*master, of sus-
pense, Alfred Hitchcock.
Hitchcock lived in Scotts
Valley during the. 1960s
and, while looking for in-
spiration for a film, came
upon the then dilapidated
building. At the time, cars
were becoming more com-
mon and created a large
availability of hotel rooms.
Because of that, the busi-
ness saw a decline in ten-
ants and, as a result, a de-
cline in care. Known then
as the McCray Hotel, it
had. a stucco exterior and
took on a spooky ambi-
ance, which Hitchcock
drew upon for inspiration
for the fictional Bates Mo-
tel in “Psycho.”

“Looking .up, you can
kind of see what he was
envisioning and get an
idea of what he ended up
reproducing pieces of in
the backlot of Hollywood,”
Gibson said.

In the decades after, it
fell into further disrepair
as it became a sight for
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The parlor at Sunshine Villa in Santa Cruz is one of the historical rooms in the now

assisted living home.

seedy drug deals and was
even across the street from
a brothel, according to Gib-
son. :

But in 1987, Santa Cruz
architect Michael John
O’Hearn took interest in
the building, buying it
with the goal of restoring
it. Gibson, who worked
with and knew O’Hearn
before he died in 2011, said
the architect couldn’t bear
with the theught of some-
one else buying the famed
building and tearing it
down.

" During the restoration
project, the building was
placed onto rollers in 1989
to excavate the basement.
That move likely saved the
building since the 6.9 mag-
nitude Loma Prieta earth-
quake came days later,
wreaking havoc across the
Bay Area.

O’Hearn found funds.

for the project by mak-

-ing it into senior hous-

ing and brought back the
name Sunshine to honor
the time when the build-
ing flourished.

Executive Director Teri
Cilley knows the impor-
tance of history for build-
ing and the staff.

“History is the founda-
tion of what Sunshine Villa
has evolved from,” she said.

ALLAN ALLEN — CONTRIBUTED

The building was known as the McCray Hotel for decades
before it was bought, restored and renamed.

“History brings a founda- pose. I think that’s what’s
tion of stability and pur- " happened for us here.”




