
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
Herbert Hoover became a geotechnical engineer who, after 
graduating from Stanford University, traveled in Russia to work 
on projects discovering ore prior to his public life and service as 
the 31st President of the United States. Herbert Hoover’s wife 
acquired title in 1912 to the steep rocky hillside of compressed 
shale at 2901 Broadway from Kate Duer Stoney. It is said that 
Hoover understood just how difficult it was to build on this site 
in the 1920’s.   
 
He sold the lot to fellow student Milton S. Ray in 1925, a 
mechanical engineer.  Ray’s company basically caused the 
redesign of steamship engines, which heretofore had been steam 
driven, by devising the Ray oil burner, a piston pump that 
revolutionized shipping worldwide.  A friend of Herbert Hoover 
from Stanford, Joseph B. Strauss, a structural engineer, was the 
visionary of the Golden Gate Bridge, completed in 1937. It is 

said that the three engineers discussed and developed a method 
to build on the 2901 Broadway site. 
 
Ray commissioned famed architect Henry Clay Smith to design 
and carry out the cantilevered engineering plan for the house, 
there being a canyon of sorts under the tennis court, between the 
first and second rock outcroppings.  Smith became known as the 
“hilltop architect”.  Original plans, permit application and 
materials booklet, “The Work of Henry C. Smith”, remain in the 
possession of the current owners. West Coast Nursery Company 
and Landscape Engineers, formerly of 526 Powell Street, 
supplied the landscape design and the owners still have the 
original planting list for the Ray family, including variety and 
number of plants to be used.   
  
Henry C. Smith, originally of San Jose, attended college at the 
University of Pennsylvania, and was first employed by the firm 
of Windrun & Sons in Philadelphia as a draftsman for four 
years.  He returned to the bay area at the turn of the century, 
procuring his architectural license in 1901.  He then joined Louis 
S. Stone of San Francisco as a junior partner.  Going on to 
design hundreds of schools, libraries and other public buildings, 
he was awarded the Gold Medal for public school architecture in 
1915 at the Panama Pacific International Exposition.  Some of 
his residential designs can be viewed today in San Francisco, 
primarily in the north side neighborhoods of Pacific Heights 
(2700 Vallejo. 2255 Vallejo) and Presidio Heights (3401 
Washington, 6 Presidio Terrace) , Nob Hill (1234 Washington, 
790 California) and Russian Hill (2115 Hyde, 899 Green, 1450 
Greenwich) as well as downtown (245 Leavenworth).  2901 
Broadway is mentioned in Woodbridge's "S F Architecture" 
1992 as "An example of determined Neoclassicism". 
 
Milton Ray’s career went on to include leading his father’s 
business, but he was also a renowned oologist and ornithologist, 
given access for research encampments on the Farallon Islands 
and other distant islands.  He was a published poet, his 
experiences in natural habitats the subject of his verses.  Ray had 
two theatres installed at 2901 Broadway for his four daughters, 
who had interests in the arts; one situated on the mezzanine and 
the second, where the main library is today.  His books of poetry 
are dedicated to them. 
 
 
The book “San Francisco Since 1872” 1946, by Oscar Lewis and 
Milton S. Ray, is a pictorial history of seven decades, with 
photographs and poems from the collection of Ray, and was 
published to commemorate the 75th anniversary of the founding 
of the Ray Company, a copy of which is available for viewing. 
(The Ray Oil Burner Company metal plate cover is still present 
on the driveway deck at 2901 Broadway and there was on site an 
old piston pump which was used for the old oil burner 
furnace. This pump is to be donated to the Smithsonian. The 
storage tank has since been removed.)  
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The Mitchell’s father, Mitchel L. Mitchell was a farm boy from 
Fresno whose parents came to the US from Yugoslavia. 
Apprenticed as a young lad of seventeen to a German 
pharmacist, he advanced in his career becoming a manager for 
Sontag’s at their first store in Northern California.  He opened a 
total of five pharmacies in San Francisco, one is now Walgreen’s 
on Powell Street. 
  
Mr. & Mrs. Mitchell met in Europe, Mrs. Mitchell on a buying 
trip for her shop back east, and divorced from her first husband, 
Holbrook Mitchell’s father. The new family moved to Marin in 
1940, where Gladyne was born.  He was the block warden in 
‘41-’42.  They then purchased a home in Sea Cliff at 632 El 
Camino Del Mar and moved to San Francisco.  Mr. Mitchell had 
observed the house on Broadway during its construction, 
admired its design and had always wanted to own the home.  He 
discovered that it might be available in 1944, even though it was 
not on the market and went to visit the owner and tour the home 
with Holbrook in tow. Holbrook, then 16, remembered meeting 
the daughters and viewing the collections, but Mr. Mitchell and 
Mr. Ray could not come to terms over the price of the home.   
 
Holbrook remembers celebrating VJ Day in 1945 at the family’s 
Sea Cliff residence. A year later, Mitchell received a call from 
Mrs. Ray, her husband having just passed in 1946, and was 
informed that a note in his safe deposit box instructed her to 
offer the house to the Mitchells prior to listing it on the open 
market.  The price they settled upon was $93,000. One condition 
was that a home be found for the egg collection prior to 
occupancy.  When the Mitchells moved into 2901 Broadway, the 
Curio room, the upstairs northwest sitting room, was still filled 
with his collections of eggs.  Some were, until recently, 
displayed in the lower level children’s library and office, where 
the young Mitchell children used to play and study next to their 
father’s home workplace. Holbrook was in the first year of 
college when they moved to the house. At 21 he biked across the 
country, and finally moved away when he married in 1954. 
Shortly afterwards, Mr. Mitchell gave his wife, an avid reader, a 
“jewel box”, the main library, in which to house her collection of 
approximately 30,000 books.   
 
In April of 1962, Mitchell was interviewed for the San Francisco 
Sunday issue of the Chronicle.  The byline read “Mystery Man’s 
Success Story; A Portrait of S. F.’s Shyest Millionaire”. At that 
time he had recently purchased the upper half block of Powell 
Street between Ellis and O’Farrell on the east side of the street.  
“Give me a year”, he said, “and I’ll be able to do something 
really nice with it.”  Around this time he also created a new 
shopping center in an old section of downtown Healdsburg.  He 
related his thoughts about this development, “The modern 
shopping center is really a present day version of the old general 
store... the center of the community’s commercial life. The 
difference is that the towns were built for horse and buggy 
shoppers.  Auto traffic then strangled the downtown area, and 

the commercial life died.  It is this that I hope to change.”  When 
asked by the interviewer, “How does a man in our time with no 
financial help from family make it?, he replied, “It is harder for a 
young man now.  The opportunities are so limited, so many big 
firms, you see? But, it can be done, anything is possible. There is 
only the indispensable ingredient of hard work... and more hard 
work.”  Then he added, “And, perhaps a touch of good luck.”  
San Francisco Beautiful recognized him in 1972 for his 
individual contributions toward enhancement of the city.   
 
Mitchel L Mitchell passed away in 1987, his wife Emma having 
preceded him in 1986.  Mrs. Mitchell was born in Pennsylvania 
and grew up a quaker, later converting to Catholicism.  She was 
of English, French, German and Welsh ancestry. 
  
Gladyne, the Mitchell’s only daughter, and current owner of 
2901 Broadway, attended many schools, including her first two 
years of primary school in Switzerland.  She later attended 
Burke’s School and Sacred Heart.  She spent many years living 
in Italy.  She speaks English, French, German and Italian, living 
quietly among her neighbors. She has called 2901 Broadway her 
home for 60 years.  It is her desire that the next family 
appreciate and treasure the uniqueness of this lovely residence as 
has her family. 
 


