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Roxanne Christ-DeWitt, Esq. 
815 S. San Rafael Ave. 
Pasadena, CA 91105 

 
January 5, 2021 
 
Paul Novak, Hearing Officer 
175 Garfield Avenue 
Pasadena, CA 91101 
 
 
Dear Mr. Novak,  
 
I live at 815 S. Rafael Ave, immediately next door to the former Van de Kamp residence, now 
being renovated.  
 
My late husband is Robert (“Bob”) Dewitt.  Bob bought our house in 1973 and lived here until 
he died in 2015.  I have lived here since 1989, when Bob and I married.   
 
The next door project poses a huge risk to something extremely unique and irreplaceable inside 
my house.   I first need to tell you a little about Bob so you can fully understand it.  Please be 
patient. 
 
Bob was a man of intense focus, passion, charm and energy.  He built a successful career as a 
tax lawyer, becoming Managing Partner of Paul Hastings, the law firm he joined out of law 
school and never left.   
 
When not working intense hours at the office, Bob spent his every waking hour on three 
lifelong interests.   
 
Bob’s first great interest was butterflies.  Bob became, in the words of Julian Donahue, 
Assistant Curator Emeritus, Entomology at the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles, an 
extremely accomplished lepidopterist.  There is a room on the east end of our house that was 
built specifically to house Bob’s extensive collection of butterflies that he personally collected 
over a span of 70 years. The butterfly collection will likely be donated to a natural history 
museum’s entomology department or university science department. 
 
Bob’s second great interest was classical music.  Bob had an encyclopedic knowledge of 
classical music and could identify not just composers, but recordings of specific performances 
of conductors and orchestras by ear.  He co-founded the Los Angeles Chamber Orchestra. Bob 
co-chaired the Orchestra Panel of the National Endowment for the Arts and was, at that time, 
the only person who was not a professional musician to serve in this role.  Over a span of 40 
years, Bob assembled a collection over 10,000 compact disks of classical music.  The music 
collection, known for its comprehensiveness, will be donated to the Colburn School.     
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Bob’s third and perhaps greatest lifelong interest was trains, and this is what brings me to write 
you this letter.   
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Bob was born in 1931.  When he was a child, his father took him to see steam, diesel, passenger 
and freight trains passing through various parts of Los Angeles.  He was enthralled.  As soon as 
Bob started his career as a young lawyer and had enough money to buy a train model, he 
started collecting model trains.  And he never stopped.   
 
Over the course of the next 50 years, Bob assembled one of the world’s most extraordinary 
collections of model trains.  It is museum quality, one-of-a-kind and irreplaceable. 
 
This collection, consisting of over 1,700 individual cars, is housed in a converted first-floor guest 
room at the west end of our house (the “train room”).   See photo below.  
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The train room is only about 24 feet away from the spot where the existing guest 
house/playroom is to be demolished to make way for Accessory Structure 3.   
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It’s only 14 feet away from the side yard that the applicant will use to transport its demolition 
and excavation equipment, construction equipment, supplies and everything else to and from 
the proposed staging area, between the applicant’s pool and main house.   
 
 
 
[See architectural layout below.] 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While the collection has value (estimated FMV to be provided separately by counsel if 
requested), the individual models and collection as a whole are irreplaceable.   
 
The individual models were “super-detailed” by Bob.  Most locomotives and passenger train 
cars were “weathered” by Jerry Spoelma, the country’s (if not world’s) most renowned model 
train weathering artist.  
 

Guest house/Playroom
demolition and
Accessory Structure 3 
construction vs train 
room

Tree protection plan

24 feet Path of excavation, demolition,
construction, etc. traffic
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[See close-up of a model below.] 
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Train enthusiasts and manufacturers from all over the world have come to visit the collection.   
I recall coming home from work one evening to find Bob in the train room with the publisher of 
a Japanese model train magazine who had come to photograph and see the collection.   The 
publisher spoke little English and Bob spoke no Japanese, but they understood each other 
perfectly.  A copy and translation of the publisher’s article in attached as an Exhibit. 
 
Not long before he died, Bob and I met with officials at the California State Railroad Museum in 
Sacramento to discuss donating the collection to put on display.  They were already familiar 
with the collection; one of them had visited it years earlier.  They have expressed interest in 
acquiring it.   
 
The train room contains 7  floor to ceiling cases.  Each case contains 3 to 4 shelves.  Each shelf, 
in turn, contains 5 to 7 rows of train tracks.  The trains sit on these tracks.  The train room has 
only one entry door, which is locked and separately alarmed.  There is only one window in the 
room.  It faces north west, toward the front yard of the 801 San Rafael property.  Most of this 
window is blocked by a train display case.  
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I have put plastic around the part of the window I can reach in an effort to keep out dust from 
the project already underway in the front yard of 801 San Rafael.  Dirt and dust from the 
construction next door, however, has already penetrated through the window.  We can identify 
the source because of the color of the dirt and the fact that most of it has happened on the 
windowed side of the train room. 
 
The models themselves are rarely handled.  Because of their detailed fragile wiring, delicate 
paint and flawless quality, they cannot be taken on and off their tracks without damaging them 
and without the help of several experts over many weeks.  The models will inevitably and 
unavoidably be damaged.  I am attaching a letter from Fred Hill, an expert on model trains and 
model train collections, which describes the collection and risk of damage to it in more detail.  
 
Around April of 2019, I showed Deborah Rachlin-Ross the train room so that she could see for 
herself my concern about these models being damaged.  I showed her how fragile they are and 
explained how they cannot, as a practical matter, be moved without expert help, hundreds of 
man hours, and at great expense.  I told her how even with experts and the time needed to do 
the task, some will be damaged and devalued.   
 
I also explained how dirt and dust devalue the models because it is nearly impossible to clean 
them.  One cannot, for example, just blow them off with compressed air without blowing parts 
loose and ruining their paint job.    
 
I specifically asked Ms. Rachlin to give me plenty of notice if she planned to do any work that 
could generate pounding or shaking or dust near the room so that we could discuss how to 
proceed.  She promised to put a tarp over the west side of my house but never did so.   
 
Some of the models have already been jostled and derailed and knocked over, as illustrated 
below.  These are examples only. 
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I am the trustee of a family trust that, following Bob’s death, now owns the collection.  I have 
both a personal and fiduciary responsibility to safeguard it.    
 
Since I first became aware of the new owners’ plan to renovate the property, I have gone to 
great lengths to gather as much information as I can from the applicant.  She has shared almost 
nothing and refuses to communicate with me directly.   
 
I have visited the city permit center, where I was allowed to review some parts of the 
applicant’s submissions but not make copies or take photographs.  This has hindered my ability 
to respond to the staff report findings and confer with experts.   
 
I have submitted public record requests.  The materials provided have been under inclusive and 
largely non-responsive.  Hence, my lawyer has separately submitted another public records 
request.  
 
I have monitored the online permit center; however, since it was revamped there is much less 
information available to the public, compared to developers who have special access privileges.   
 
I have observed the work underway; however, the applicant has erected netting intended to 
shroud my view of their work. 
 
Despite all my efforts to learn about the project and what is coming, the information that I 
need to assess and, more importantly, share with advisors and experts to help me assess, the 
risks to the train collection --has not been available or provided.  For this reason, my lawyer has 
submitted a continuance request.  
 
For example, there is no demolition plan in the HDP material that I was shown at the permit 
office, and I was told there is none.  Without the information normally contained in a 
demolition plan, I have no idea how the applicant plans to do needed demolition work.   
 
I reviewed a report prepared by Subsurface Designs, Inc. dated September 26, 2019.  The report 
contains two foundation recommendations.  These are for the “guest house” that the applicant 
proposed building in the rear yard from the outset of the project.   The report recommends 
removing and compacting the upper four feet of soil and recompacting the dirt.  This would 
create not only dust but loud, strong concussive forces and vibration that could damage the 
trains.   
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As an alternative, the report recommends extending the foundation into the underlying 
bedrock, resulting in a foundation ranging between four to five feet deep.  This method will also 
likely generate dust, vibration and noise that could reach the train room.  There is no indication 
which or whether the applicant intends to use these methods.  
 
Is the applicant going to demolish the asphalt driveway that runs all the way from the street to 
the rear yard along our shared property line and, if so, how and when will she go about it?  
There is so much information that I need to know—information which we all know exists-- but 
which the applicant (and thus city) refuses to share.    
 
Making matters worse, evidently the applicant never conveyed my concerns about the train 
room to the city.  When I did so, I was told the train collection is nothing but a “set of 
valuables” – the risk to which need not be addressed in any way other than if and what the 
municipal code already provides to prevent, for example, neighboring house foundations from 
cracking.   
 
It’s clear to me the city doesn’t appreciate or understand the museum-like nature of the train 
collection or room containing it.  
 
I am asking you to please look at my situation differently. 
 
First, I would like you to require the applicant and/or city to give me all the information I need 
in order to protect the collection, and to do so in writing so I can share the information with 
those whose expertise I need.   
 
Second, I would like you to give me adequate time to get the input I need from experts once I 
have the information from the applicant and/or city. 
 
Third, if and before you approve the HDP application, I would like you to impose conditions to 
address my concerns. Please be aware that my description of these conditions is without the 
help of expert input.  It is merely what I, as a layperson, have deduced from researching what I 
can find on the internet about how to protect museum-like items.   
 
My understanding is that the greatest source of damage is likely to be pounding, shaking and 
dust.  However, as I’ve mentioned, given the limited notice of the hearing, pandemic and 
holidays, I have not been able to locate and hire the experts I need in order to tell me exactly 
how to limit these risks.   
 
With those caveats, I believe the applicant needs to provide an overall plan for handling 
vibration and dust risk and that the plan needs to include at least the following:   
 

1. Performing a pre-work inspection of the collection to establish a baseline for the 
existing condition of the collection.  

2. Outlining base precautions to be taken to prevent damage.  
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3. Limiting vibration from the work to 0.12 inches per second.  That is, cap ground motion 
velocity (PPV-peak particle velocity) at 0.12.  

4. Installing a vibration monitor that measures the PPV continuously and sends a message 
to the developer and me whenever the cap is exceeded.  The monitor should be 
installed on our shared property line closest to the train room.    

5. An immediate work stoppage when the 1.2 PPV is exceeded.  
6. Keeping dumpsters well-away from the train room and shielding them from the train 

room. 
7. Keeping dumpsters covered and spray water mist to keep debris wet at all time.  
8. Covering all trucks carrying demo debris or other material off-site. 
9. Erecting effective dust barriers.  
10. Using wet saws for brick and masonry cutting.  For re-pointing work, remove mortar 

with hand tools, and avoid mechanical grinding.   
11. Identifying and reviewing excavation and demolition methods for impact on the train 

room. 
12. A system for compensating the trust that owns the collection for damage in a way that 

does not require litigation or judgment enforcement (e.g, performance bond or letter of 
credit).  

 
 
In closing and to summarize,  
 
A. I do not believe finding #4 can be made given the risk of damage to my world class, 
museum quality train collection.   
B. I ask that the Hearing Officer continue the hearing to give me time to engage and 
consult with needed sound, vibration and dust risk experts, and unless and until my concerns 
are addressed to my reasonable satisfaction.   
C If the Hearing Officer chooses nonetheless to proceed, then I ask that he deny the 
application on the basis that finding #4 cannot be made.   
 
D. If the Hearing Officer nevertheless approves the application, then without waiving my 
right to challenge that approval, I ask that the conditions listed above be imposed.  
 
I thank you for taking the time to read this letter, understand the nature of this extraordinary 
collection assembled by my extraordinary husband, and factor in the risk of damage to my 
property as you evaluate the HDP application.   
 
Sincerely,  
 
/ Roxanne Christ-DeWitt/ 
 
Roxanne Christ-DeWitt   
 


