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Introduction

The US Grant Hotel is an iconic landmark, distinguished by its presidential connection, its
prominent full-block footprint in downtown San Diego a few blocks from the Pacific Ocean
and its grand, embracing facade. A century after original construction, the hotel's concrete
facade exhibited deterioration and distress, and it had lost some of its distinctive original
detailing.

The US Grant Hotel was constructed in 1910 by architect Harrison Albright and Ulysses S.
Grant]Jr., in honor of Ulysses S. Grant, president of the United States (1869-1877). The 11-
story, 270-room historic property is owned by the Sycuan Band of the Kumeyaay Nation
and operated by Marriott Hotels & Resorts. The building has been in continuous use as a
hotel since 1910 and was listed in the National Register of Historic Places in 1979.

The hotel was constructed of cast-in-place concrete over a steel structural frame, and the
exterior facade was finished with a plaster parge coat. Neoclassical and Beaux-Arts
details, including the cornice and projecting elements, defined the hotel's character. Over
time, the building was painted with architectural coatings in various colors, including gold
detailing at the four-story archway.

The recent rehabilitation project (Image 1) originated with concerns about the visible
deterioration and distress at the concrete fagade, including cracking, spalling and
potential overhead hazards from falling debris. Through a highly collaborative effort
between the design and construction team, the hotel's facade was restored to its original
grandeur.

Rehabilitation Approach

As the property is listed in the National Register of Historic Places, the rehabilitation and
repair approach was developed in conformance with the Secretary of the Interior’s
Standards for Rehabilitation.1 The period of significance was determined to be soon after
original construction in 1910. Preservation of the character-defining architectural
components while extending the service life of the facade were primary goals of the
project.



The first step in the development of the repair approach was a condition assessment that
included identification of characterdefining architectural features to be preserved. Areas
of distress were identified visually and supplemented with limited nondestructive testing.

As part of original construction, a variety of reinforcement systems were in use: twisted
square bars, smooth round bars, deformed square bars and thick-gage sheet metal
straps. The metal straps were used to tie projecting elements, such as dentils and the belt
course, back to the structure. Assessment determined that corrosion of steel
reinforcement was the main contributor to the distress. The deteriorated architectural
coating, with its localized failures, and carbonation of the concrete also contributed to the
deterioration (Image 2).
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Image 1:Partial view of the landmarked US Grant Hotel in downtown San Diego, showing the south wing during the

rehabilitation project. »?



Image 2 Severe concrete distress at the balusters located above the main entrance to the building >

Image 3: Repairs at the dentils after demolition and following removal of formwork showing

the historic reinforcement and the reestablishment of the architectural character of the

cornice. »



Image 4: Before and after photos of a reconstructed balconette. »
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Image 5 Progression of the restoration of the pergola tails showing the metal covers, severe

distress, installed new precast tails and repaired tails, and the view of the ornate architectural

detail from the streetfollowing the restoration »

The repair approach was developed to address the mechanisms of deterioration and
distress to the facade elements and to match the aesthetic of the existing concrete
elements in geometry and finish. Special care and attention were taken to ensure that



features of the building significant to its historic, architectural and cultural values were
preserved during the rehabilitation work.

To extend the service life of both the original concrete and the repaired areas, installation
of a new protection system was included in the project. The hotel took this opportunity to
change the existing facade color scheme to emphasize the hotel's presidential reference,
while recalling its original 1910 grandeur. Based on the color analysis completed during
the condition assessment and a review of historic documentation, a new color scheme
was developed by the design team, which included a historic architect.

Concrete Rehabilitation Process

The rehabilitation project included technical and logistical challenges. Technical
challenges included variations in detailing due to the age of the structure, and challenges
in placing concrete repairs to match original ornate detailing. The primary logistical
challenge was to keep the hotel open and operating as it has been since 1910.

Given the unique reinforcement conditions and the need for high-level craftsmanship, a
series of mock-ups were completed (Image 3). Unforeseen conditions from original
construction were exposed during this initial mock-up phase — specifically how the
original reinforcement engaged with projecting elements and the discovery of additional
layers of a parge coating of varying thicknesses. Given access challenges and jurisdictional
requirements, surface preparation methods as well as formwork design and concrete
placement procedures were determined during the mock-up phase. Collaboration among
the project team during this mock-up phase facilitated a smooth project.

Once the methods of removal, surface preparation, formwork and placement were
established in the mock-up phase, concrete repairs began and utilized repair methods
and processes as described in ACl and ICRI guidelines. Methods of cleaning included
mechanical abrasion and the use of a needle scaler and compressed air to clean and
prepare the reinforcement and concrete surfaces.

Restoration of Historical Features

During the rehabilitation, the project team was able to restore unique historical features
that had been lost or hidden over time, namely the balconettes and the ornate pergola
tails.

The original construction of the hotel included two distinctive balconettes at the main
elevation. The balconettes had previously been removed and later reconstructed using
wood and fiberglass. Review of historic documentation and comparison with other
balconies and balconettes at the hotel indicated that the replacement balconettes were
not consistent with their original design. This rehabilitation elected to rebuild the
balconettes using concrete to match the originals. The project team engineered a design
for the new balconettes to attach to the original concrete columns and beams (Image 4).



Image 6 :Overall view of the US Grant Hotel upon completion of the facade rehabilitation project. »

At some point, the pergola tails located over the main entrance had been encased in
metal cladding, hiding their original distinctive motif. Once exposed, the original concrete
exhibited varying levels of deterioration.

In alignment with the rehabilitation goal, it was decided that the original design motif
would be restored. At all existing pergola tails, the metal cladding and loose and spalled
concrete were removed; some pergola tails were repaired, while others were replaced
with new precast tails with geometry to match the original design (Image 5).

Rehabilitation Completion

Despite project challenges that included the unique existing reinforcement, unforeseen
conditions and continued hotel operations, the rehabilitation project at the US Grant was
completed successfully. The hotel facade has been returned to its original 1910 grandeur
(Image 6).
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