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Hotel San Diego checks out

By Maureen Magee and Greg Moran
STAFF WRITERS 

April 16, 2006
Whether it was to witness big destruction or bid farewell to a piece of history, hundreds of people were lured out of bed early yesterday to watch the dramatic implosion of the 92-year-old Hotel San Diego. 

The seven-story downtown landmark collapsed to rubble and dust about 8 a.m. in mere seconds after 358 pounds of explosives brought down the once-grand building.
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Hundreds of pounds of explosives demolished the 92-year-old Hotel San Diego yesterday morning. The downtown site will be used for a courthouse.


Crowds began lining up outside a 500-foot safety zone some two hours in advance. 

Beneath rainy skies, spectators of all ages cheered during the anticipated booms. Some videotaped the spectacle. Others clung to their memories as the hotel collapsed onto itself and giant billows of brown and orange dust filled the streets.

The hotel on Broadway, between Union and State streets, was built in 1914 by John D. Spreckels, who made his fortune in the sugar and shipping businesses.

The venue has set the scene for wedding receptions, proms and other milestones over the years. But the hotel had long lost its elegance and most recently served as housing for low-income tenants and senior citizens.

As a child in the 1950s, Laura Salmon-Lester recalled riding the bus with her mother from their Logan Heights home to visit her father, who worked as a chef at the hotel.

“It was really something back then,” said Salmon-Lester, who lives in Lakeside. “I had to come see this. It was amazing. But it's sad. The whole town is changing so much.”

Nine-year-olds Lucas Wright and Erik Woods of Mission Hills set their alarm clocks extra early so they could see the implosion. But they were not interested in history or nostalgia.

“A building exploding into a million pieces is really cool,” Lucas said. “Plus, I've never seen dynamite explode before.” 

As the crowd counted down the seconds before the implosion, Erik was ready. In his hands was a homemade “launch box,” complete with a button loaded with bubble wrap to pop at the right moment.

“I can pretend it was me,” Erik said.

In fact, U.S. District Judge John S. Rhoades, who helped lead the effort for a new courthouse on Broadway, was chosen to push the detonation button.

The $3 million implosion went as planned, said Mark Loizeaux, president of Controled Demolition, a Baltimore firm.

“The building actually broke up better than expected. And the rain helped mitigate the dust,” Loizeaux said.
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Steven Burton, 3, wore a dust mask while perched on father Glenn's shoulders. Many spectators Hundreds of pounds of explosives demolished the 92-year-old Hotel San Diego yesterday morning. The downtown site will used for a courthouse.


The whole thing was witnessed from high above street level by about three dozen people settled into a condominium on the 17th floor of the Meridian on F and Front streets. 

The party was hosted by Nancy and Chris Taylor, attended by friends, family and many of their neighbors – all of whom represent downtown's new era of high-rise condo living.

The idea for the “implosion party” was hatched about two weeks ago, Nancy Taylor said. With an eagle's-eye view of the back of the hotel from the condo balcony, having a party was a perfect way to get together with neighbors, she said.

“It's something that probably isn't going to happen again,” Chris Taylor said as the minutes before the detonation ticked away. “We decided to combine a historic event like this with a party. Seemed perfect.”

Guests gathered on the balcony, munching on quiche, sipping coffee, mimosas and selected other libations. A flat-screen television inside was tuned to television coverage of the blast.

As the building collapsed, and the dust cloud emerged, cheers arose from the balcony and guests.

“OK, let's go back to bed!” someone shouted.

Instead they gazed upon the huge dust cloud rising from the site, then wafting away. For a while it looked like the cloud was heading toward the Meridian, but it instead hugged the back of the federal building and floated along F Street and other streets before dissipating.

“It was incredible,” Bobbie Polehonka said as she looked out on the pile of rubble where the hotel once stood.

Down on Broadway, Ricardo Ramos, a former busboy at the hotel, said his goodbyes in a decidedly quieter way.

“A lot of memories in that hotel,” said Ramos, who lives in a downtown senior citizen complex. “That's where I met my wife. She was a waitress.”

The hotel lasted longer that Ramos' marriage, which he said was annulled.

“Now, they are both history,” he said with a smile. “They were both kind of fun, though.”
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