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To fully appreciate the splendor and beauty of San
Francisco’s very own Petit Trianon at 3800 Washington
Street, you need to turn back the clock and enter the world
of high society in San Francisco at the turn of the 20th
century. On October 7, 1890, the marriage of Marcus
Simon Koshland and Corinne Schweitzer brought together
two prominent Jewish families, who were part of the
pioneering, gold-rush-era merchant class.

Corinne Schweitzer was the daughter of Bernhard
Schweitzer, who arrived in California in 1852 from Europe
and was a founding partner of one of San Francisco’s larger
wholesale firms—Schweitzer, Sachs & Company, a purveyor
of fancy goods and furnishings. In 1909 Corinne became
the heir to a million-dollar estate.
THE FRENCH CONNECTION

In 1900 Corinne, Marcus, their three children—Daniel,
Robert, and Margaret—and a nursemaid embarked on
an arduous journey across land and sea for a European
adventure. It was in France that Corinne fell in love with
the Palace of Versailles, and especially with the Petit
Trianon, a chateau situated on the palace grounds. Built
between 1762 and 1768, the Petit Trianon was built by the
order of Louis XV for his long-term mistress, Madame de
Pompadour. When Madame de Pompadour died before it
was fully completed, the Petit Trianon was then occupied
by her successor, Madame du Barry. Upon his accession
to the throne in 1774, the 20-year-old Louis XVI gave the
chateau and its surrounding park to his 19-year-old queen,
Marie Antoinette, for her exclusive use and enjoyment. She
immediately began an elaborate reworking of the interiors
and gardens.
Channeling her “inner Marie Antoinette”, Corinne, in
similar fashion, hired architect Frank S. Van Trees to bring
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Marcus was the son of Simon Koshland, a prominent San
Francisco wool merchant with a sizeable fortune. The elder
Koshland had arrived from Europe with his brother in 1850
and opened a general merchandise store in Sacramento. In
1862 the Koshlands moved to San Francisco and opened a
wool business, which eventually became Koshland and Sons
and was the leading wool house in America. When Simon
Koshland retired in the 1890s, his sons and sons-in-law
continued the profitable family business.
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the elegance and opulence of France to the sand dunes of
San Francisco. With the gift from her father of the corner
lot at Washington and Maple Streets in Presidio Heights,
Corinne and Mr. Van Trees set out to replicate the Petit
Trianon. Indeed, the Washington Street facade faithfully
replicates the west or garden facade of the French original.
The elegant front entry and four majestic Corinthian
columns are a masterpiece of harmony and elegance.
An October 21, 1902 San Francisco Chronicle article
headlined: “Mansion in the Style of the Petit Trianon” had
an accompanying rendering of the house and the following
description:
“The exterior is after the style of the Petit Trianon at Versailles,
the favorite resort of Queen Marie Antoinette in the days of
her prosperity, and is to be finished in light-colored sandstone.
The interior is modeled on the antique classic, adapted by
Frank S. Van Trees, the architect, to meet the requirements
of a modern home. There is nothing like it in this city, and
on the completion of his house the owner expects to spring a

surprise on his friends, especially as to the interior decorations,
which will be in keeping with the outside magnificence. The
grounds, also, will be elaborately treated, so as to furnish an
appropriate setting for the house.”
Completed in 1904, the Koshland house was nearly
18,000 sq. ft. with a three-story atrium rising in the center
supported by marble columns. The first floor featured
conservatories on either side of the marble rotunda. With
eight fireplaces and over twenty rooms, the Koshland house
was “always a home” according to Daniel Koshland, first
born son of Marcus and Corinne. The three monumental
Art Nouveau stained glass windows on the Maple Street
facade are the work of Bruce Porter, a native San Franciscan
polymath, who was a proponent of the Arts & Crafts
movement, and a working artist, writer, and landscape
designer. Porter created the gardens at Filoli and at the
Bourn estate in Woodside; he painted the murals at Nob
Hill’s Pacific Union Club; and he designed the stained glass
windows for San Francisco’s Swedenborgian Church.
Two years after its completion, the home sustained extensive
damage from the 1906 earthquake, but Marcus Koshland,
ever the optimist, was quoted on the front page of the San
Francisco Call debunking the myth that small homes would
be built as replacements:
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“Yes, I am going to rebuild. I will replace everything just as it
was. This talk of bungalows is foolish. Instead of bungalows
we are to have in San Francisco more magnificent homes than
ever before! I know of several property owners who intend to
build beautiful residences on the heights (Presidio Heights).
The city will recover from this shock in surprisingly quick time.
I have unbounded faith in it and so have all the business men
with whom I have spoken.”

An historic photo of the house just after the 1906 earthquake
shows damage to the structure, in particular the loss of the
Corinthian columns.

A PASSION FOR MUSIC, SOCIETY, AND PHILANTHROPY

The Koshlands enjoyed opening their home for social events,
elaborate parties, and concerts. After a 1912 renovation
that added an elaborate ground floor ballroom, Corinne
and Marcus hosted an eighteenth century themed soirée
in celebration of a visit from Boston relatives. The San
Francisco Chronicle described the event in its society section:
“. . . Their handsome
Washington Street
residence was decorated
to resemble the court
of Louis Quinze. The
halls were transformed
into a forest of potted
trees and box bordered
walks. The walls of the
reception rooms were
lined with hedges of
vines and greens, which
were overgrown with
roses in different shades
The February 13, 1913 San Francisco
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statues and playing
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marble fountains
completed the decorative scheme. Mr. and Mrs. Koshland
received their guests attired as King Louis and Queen Marie
Antoinette, Mr. Koshland wearing the royal purple and
Mrs. Koshland in white brocade with a cloak and train of
Marie Antoinette blue. Dan and Robert Koshland, dressed
as courtiers of the day in green and lavender, assisted their
parents in receiving. About 500 guests attired in eighteenth
century costumes enjoyed the affair, which was among the
most elaborate of the winter’s entertainments.”
As founder of the San Francisco Symphony Association
and one of the first directors of the San Francisco Opera
Company, Corinne Koshland promoted her passion for
music and loved to share her home as a stage for many
prominent musicians. Igor Stravinsky, Jascha Heifetz, and
Leonard Bernstein all played within the home’s central
atrium, where over 100 guests could comfortably sit. Yehudi
Menuhin and Isaac Stern both had their childhood musical
debut at the Koshland house. Corinne was one of several
sponsors of Stern’s musical education, money well spent,
as Stern later became a world-renowned violinist and arts
activist, saving Carnegie Hall from demolition in the 1960s
and helping establish the National Endowment for the Arts
in 1964. Stern later mentored other young artists including
Yo-Yo Ma and Itzhak Perlman.
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Although music was perhaps Corinne’s greatest passion,
she also contributed both time and money to many other
causes. She was one of the founders and for many years
was a director of the Garden Nursing Home. Additionally,
the Pacific Hebrew Orphanage and Home Society, the
Hebrew Home for the Aged and Disabled, and the EmanuEl Residence Club benefited from her philanthropy, as did
the Community Chest. The beauty of nature was also one
of her great loves, and the city’s gardener John McLaren
considered her to be his good right hand in developing park
and garden projects throught the city.

The purchase by Renne was reported in Herb Caen’s
San Francisco Chronicle column.

THE END OF AN ERA

On October 14, 1953, at the age of 86, Corinne Koshland
died, having outlived her husband by twenty-eight years.
With her passing the City lost one of its most beloved
grande dames, who had been a positive force in the city’s
cultural life for more than sixty years.
The Koshland residence then passed to another San
Francisco socialite, Walter E. Buck, who purchased the
home for $100,000 in March of 1955. Buck was a financier
who sat on the board of directors of San Francisco Bank, the
First Western Bank, the Anglo-California National Bank,
the North American and El Dorado Oil Companies, the
Transamerica Holding Corp., the American Distilling Co.,
the National Ice and Cold Storage Co., the Pacific National
Life Insurance
Co., and Matson
Navigation Co.
His father had
helped found
Matson. Buck
also once served
as president of the
California Palace
of the Legion of
Honor. Apparently
he was fond of
“royal” residences—
he commissioned
a magnificent
summer home
in Woodside that
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was modeled after
England’s Hampton Court Palace, the residence of Henry
VIII. In 1983 the Buck family was listed by Forbes as one of
the 400 wealthiest in America.
¦

Walter Buck remained in the home until 1977 when the
house was purchased by attorney Paul Renne for $525,000.
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The house changed hands again before being owned by Joe
and Heide Betz and, later, by internet pioneer Halsey Minor,
who lost it in a bankruptcy sale. It recently sold after a long
vacancy for a reported $15.75 million.
This is the second time that the house at 3800 Washington
Street has served as a venue for the San Francisco Decorator
Showcase. It was also transformed by a talented group of
designers in 1982, which was just the fifth Showcase. The
chair that year was Margaret Kaufman.
In 2019, thirty-seven years later, the home has again been
transformed by a talented group of designers and is open to
the public for this year’s San Francisco Decorator Showcase.
As you stroll through the halls, rooms, and gardens of this
exquisite San Francisco landmark, imagine what it was like
to live here in the early twentieth century; listen for the
sounds of clinking champagne glasses, soaring arias, sweeping
violin strings, twinkling piano keys, and elaborate orchestral
harmonies.
– Kamala Mostert

Kamala Mostert, mother of Leila Sulentic, class of ’21, is
a California licensed architect and principal at Mostert
Architecture & Interior Design.
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