
INVENTORY 

IMPROVING IN THE 

$2.5 MILLION TO $4 

MILLION RANGE

by Kate Daly
e always say when 
the daffodils start 
blooming, the buy-

ers come out,” Jayne Williams, a 
Realtor with Alain Pinel, Wood-
side, said. The saying is particu-
larly holding true this spring 
for homes in the $2.5 million to  
$4 million range, where there is 
finally some inventory to pick 
from in this category.

“I think people are starting to 
feel whatever is happening with 
their finances has settled down, 
and they can make decisions,” 
Williams said.

Miles McCormick with Keller 
Williams in Palo Alto describes 
his “average sale price” in this 
range. “This has been the best 
first quarter I’ve ever had in my 
career” of 15 years, he said, call-
ing last year’s real estate scene 
“treacherous.”

John Dore with Coldwell 
Banker’s Menlo Park office also 
sounds optimistic when he said, 
“We’ve been showing a lot of 
property in Los Altos Hills” in 
that range. And he has posted 
a couple of new listings in the 
Lindenwood part of Atherton, 
including a five-bedroom, three-
and-a-half bathroom, 4,530-
square-foot “Hamptons-style” 
home with a pool on .85 acres 
located at 98 Juniper Drive. The 
asking price is $4.1 million.

A quick sale just happened 
in Palo Alto. A classic-looking 
home in Professorville that dates 
back to 1907 but was rebuilt and 
expanded in 2009, sold in just a 
week in the first part of March. 
The four-bedroom, three-and-a-
half bathroom, 3,470-square-foot 
home at 1029 Ramona St. came 
on the market at $3.2 million. 

“We had a very aggressive 
marketing campaign, and had 

(continued on page 36)

In mid-April, higher-end homes on the market 
included (from top) a four-bedroom, three-plus 

bath home at 24716 Olive Tree Court in Los 
Altos Hills, offered at $4.2 million;  

a penthouse condo above an office building at 
260 Homer Ave., Palo Alto, offered at $4  

million; and an historic home at 439 Rincona-
da Court in Los Altos, offered at $3.65 million.
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Prime Crescent Park location 
  charming home

1245 Hamilton Ave, Palo Alto
$2,895,000

Fantastic location
2 Bed/1 Bath Condo

2379 Sharon Road, Menlo Park
$565,000

Atherton, Menlo Park,
 Palo Alto, Portola Valley, Woodside

Sale Pending georgous
New Modern Construction

2001 Sharon Road, Menlo Park
$1,695,000

(represented buyers) 
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228 SAN MATEO DRIVE, MENLO PARK
Bright, Stunning Home in Prime West Menlo

New Listing by SAVIDES REAL ESTATE

STEPHANIE 
SAVIDES
650.464.3581

Introducing

SALE PENDING 
AFTER 2 DAYS

www.SavidesRealEstate.com

Stephanie@
SavidesReal
Estate.com
DRE 01177101

152 Homer Avenue    Palo Alto, CA 94301    License #00673086

FOUNDED IN PALO ALTO OVER 50 YEARS AGO, 

YARKIN REALTY is a locally owned, full- service 
firm specializing in flexible and personal service.

Our market knowledge, extensive real estate 
experience, and cutting edge marketing programs 
provide YARKIN REALTY clients the best possible 
results in their transactions.

 

SPRING REAL ESTATE 2010

hundreds of people at the open 
houses,” listing agent Zach Trailer 
in Coldwell Banker’s Palo Alto of-
fice said. A serious offer surfaced 
within seven days, and he expects 
escrow to close in a month’s time.

“There’s a lot of pent-up demand” 
in what Wendy McPherson, the man-
aging broker for Coldwell Banker’s 
Menlo Park, Woodside and Portola 
Valley offices calls this “middle to 
high range” of single-family home 
sales on the mid-Peninsula.

“People were just scared of the 
market last year, and people now 
realize this is the new normal,” she 
said.

“We’re definitely seeing an up-
tick in the market right now,” she 

said, noting some homes are still go-
ing for less than asking price, but “if 
it’s good and well priced, it’ll move 
right away.” 

In some cases, there will even 
be multiple offers. “The market is 
more robust this spring than last. 
The quality of the inventory today 
is much better than it was a year 
ago, because it was frozen then,” 
she explained, due to a flux in the 
economy.

Realtor Helen Miller with Cold-
well Banker, Woodside, was 
“shocked” when she checked Mul-
tiple Listings Service statistics for 
homes in this price range from Feb. 
1 to March 15, 2009, and compared 
them to the same time period in 
2010.

 “It felt bad back then (in 2009), 
when activity came to a grinding 
halt, but I think the numbers show 
this price range is really back now,” 
she said, expecting to complete a 
sale in the next couple of weeks. 

The inventory numbers she found 
for active, pending and sold single-
family residences in that month and 
a half in 2009 were: zero in Portola 
Valley, zero in Menlo Park, one in 
Atherton, one in Los Altos Hills, 
two in Woodside and three in Palo 
Alto. In 2010, the inventory for the 
same timeframe was: two in Portola 
Valley, eight in Menlo Park, two in 
Atherton, 12 in Los Altos Hills, two 
in Woodside and nine in Palo Alto.

McPherson estimates in the $2.5 

                                          SINGLE FAMILY HOME SALES

City
Median Price
2009

Median Price
2008

% Change
# Homes 
Sold  
2009

# Homes 
Sold
2008

% Change

Atherton $2,790,000 $3,380,000 -17.5% 69 63 9.5%
Los Altos Hills $2,435,000 $2,420,000 .6% 68 61 11.5%
Portola Valley $1,650,000 $2,100,000 -21.4% 54 53 2%
Woodside $1,568,000 $2,050,000 -23.5% 39 48 -19%

*Information provided by the Silicon Valley Association of REALTORS® from MLSListings Inc.

Looking up
(continued from page 33)

This home at 12538 Briones Way, 
Los Altos Hills, was offered in 
mid-April at $2.7 million.

(continued on page 38)D
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million to $4 million range, the 
prices of homes have dipped any-
where from 15 to 25 percent from 
the peak years of 2005 and 2006.

“We had a good number of sellers 
who hadn’t particularly understood 
the pricing,” she said, “but prices 
have dropped and people are com-
ing back into the market. ... We are 
definitely on track to have a lot more 
sales in March.”

At a recent open house in Barron 
Park, she said 150 people stopped 
by to tour a $2.2 million home, 
compared to the 20 or so who would 
usually look on an average day.

Nancy Goldcamp works out of 
Coldwell Banker’s Palo Alto office, 
and just re-listed a home with a new 
lower price. The three-bedroom, 
two-and-a-half-bath rancher located 
at 1105 Trinity Drive, Menlo Park, 
was originally listed in August 2009 
at $2.95 million, and didn’t move.

“We decided to give it a fresh 
look and restaging,” she said, and 
the same property is now back on 
the Multiple Listing Service at $2.6 
million.

Goldcamp is also representing a 
new listing she describes as “very, 
very unique” that recently came on 
the market and is “getting a strong 
response”: two penthouses on the 
top floor of the newly renovated 
Cardinal French Laundry building 
at 260 Homer Ave., Palo Alto. Both 
feature state-of-the-art sleek-look-
ing two bedrooms and two-and-a-
half baths, but one condo is about 
3,500 square feet in size with more 
than 3,800 square feet of outdoor 
terrace and balcony space, whereas 
the other condo has 3,870 square 
feet indoors and more than 1,800 
outdoors. The asking price for each 
penthouse is $3.95 million.

The sales history of a house that 
sold in Woodside in early March 
illustrates the volatility that can 
characterize this price range. An 
Internet search of 3590 Tripp Road, 
a four-bedroom, four-and-a-half-
bathroom, two-story French-style 

home of almost 4,000 square feet, 
built in 2004 on an acre with a pond 
and a vineyard, shows an initial sale 
in April 2004 for $3.7 million and 
another sale in December 2007 for 
$4 million. The property was listed 
for sale again in May 2009, and the 
price was changed in June. In Octo-
ber 2009 a re-listing records an ask-
ing price of $3.7 million, and then in 
March of this year the house sold for 
$3.4 million.

A separate listing in Atherton tells 
a similar story of struggling to find 
the true market value for a higher-
end property. At the end of long 
driveway, a 5,600-square-foot home 
built in 1968 with three bedrooms 
and four-and-a-half bathrooms, 
overlooks a pool and two gazebos 
at 15 Jennings Lane. Public records 
show the house selling in May 2008 
for $3 million, and then being put 
back on the market in September 
2009 at an asking price of $4.3 
million. This March, the price was 
dropped to $4 million.

McPherson said the number of 
days homes remain on the market 
hasn’t changed much when compar-
ing February 2009 to February 2010 
figures in Menlo Park and Portola 
Valley, for example. 

She said her company is seeing 
about twice as many cash sales these 
days, with as many as 30 percent of 
properties going that way at all lev-
els of the price range.

Yet Gus Mendy, vice president and 
mortgage loan officer with Bank of 
America in Palo Alto, said business 
has picked up on his end. “This time 
a year ago, we were burdened by ap-
praisals and policy changes by the 
banks ... but now that the policies 
have stabilized I think the process 
has improved,” he said.

“We learned our lessons through 
default of loans. The bank wants 
to make sure people are qualified. 
... Good documentation is key,” he 
said. 

With everything in order, Mendy 
said his office can now process a 
loan in as few as 14 days, but the av-
erage is 30 days, compared to closer 
to 45 days last year. 

Looking up
(continued from page 36)
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This 4,530-square-foot  
Lindenwood home (from left) 
at 98 Jupiter Drive, Atherton, 
is offered for $4.1 million; 
the renovated and expanded 
Professorville home at 1029 
Ramona St. came on the  
market at $3.2 million in 
March and had a serious  
offer within a week; and one 
of two penthouse condos at 
260 Homer Ave., Palo Alto, 
with extensive terrace space, 
is offered at $4 million.
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by Kris Young
inding a house is hard in Palo Alto. The 
competition gets tougher for houses un-
der $1 million dollars, and even tougher 

if a family wants to fit into that house. While 
other cities in the nation may be flailing, Palo 
Alto’s housing market is pushing entry-level buy-
ers out. 

“Palo Alto is the worst market in the world to 
buy something under a million dollars,” Nancy 
Carlson, a Realtor at Intero Real Estate Services 
in Los Altos, said. Based on information from 
MLS Listings Inc., she said, 19 percent of single-
family homes in Palo Alto were listed for under a 
million in 2010, but only 5 percent sold for under 
a million.

In 2009, the percent listed was the same as in 
2010 but the percent of homes sold under a mil-
lion was higher, at 14 percent — reflecting that 
fewer homes this year are selling in that range.

Compared to 59 percent of Mountain View 
homes and 34 percent of Menlo Park homes that 
have sold under a million in 2010, homebuyers 
might be wondering how much of a bubble could 
have popped in Palo Alto.

“Two years ago, or even a year and a half ago, 
the question buyers would ask me was: ‘Are pric-
es going to go down more?’,” Tim Foy, a bro-
ker and Realtor at Midtown Realty in Palo Alto, 
said. “Now the question is: ‘How do I get a house 
before they go up more?’ It is a whole different 
sentiment.”

Not only are fewer Palo Alto houses selling un-
der a million but the houses that are do not typi-
cally fit the needs of a family. 

A standard entry-level house in Palo Alto — 
three-bedroom, two-bath, on a 5,000-square-foot 
lot — is around a million dollars, and even at that 
price they are oftentimes fixer-uppers, Carlson 
said. Houses priced around $800,000 in Palo Alto 
usually have one or two bedrooms and just one 
bath, are fixer-uppers, and on a street with lots 
of traffic. Additionally, they are usually cottage-
sized lots.

The strong job market, a good community, a lo-
cation in the Bay Area and top-rated schools have 

ARE THERE HOUSES AVAILABLE FOR UNDER A MILLION DOLLARS?

M
ichelle Le

Veronica W
eber

(continued on next page)

This three-bedroom, one-bath home at 101 Blackburn Ave., Menlo Park, in the Willows neighborhood, was listed at $949,000 in mid-April.

In the Sylvan Park neighborhood of Mountain View, this home at 406 Foxborough Drive was listed just under $1 million in 
March, at $989,000.
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kept Palo Alto home prices at a premium, she said.
“No. 1, buyer perception and the fact that the market 

has certainly stabilized and will go up; No. 2, interest 
rates are real low and those are not going to go lower; 
and No. 3, inventory is not high right now. Put those three 
together, that is what is driving the market right now,” 
Foy said.

That push of buyers has kept sales of  Palo Alto homes 
that are priced under $1.5 million high through the usu-
ally slow winter months, according to Alex Wang, a bro-
ker at Rainmaker Properties in Palo Alto. 

In November he sold a three-bed, two-bath home in 
south Palo Alto for the list price of $900,000. Home 
prices have dipped but prices are getting stable and he is 
seeing multiple offers on homes again. “In the heyday it 
would have gone for over a million,” he said.

A competitive housing market can mean homebuyers 
having to scramble for additional cash in bidding wars. A 
common practice in high-demand areas is to price homes 
at lower than their true value to generate demand — one 
reason why houses in Palo Alto are listed under a million 
but go over in the final sale. 

“What we are finding, too, in Palo Alto is a lot of cash 
buyers at under a million,” Carlson said. More and more 
people have come into the housing market since 2009 
with 40 percent down or more in cities such as Palo Alto, 
Los Gatos and Cupertino. 

Sellers will even prefer cash over a higher bidding price 
because there are fewer complications with financing, 
Wang said.

Having more money upfront is also an advantage in 
light of recent regulation changes to the home-appraisal 
process. New rules were created that let lenders control 
the entire process in order to prevent collusion between 
the appraiser and real estate brokers and agents. “The 
intent was honorable but the result has been a headache 
for everybody,” Carlson said. 

Because of the changes, more commonly appraisers, 
who don’t understand the local market, are coming from 
out of the area, resulting in conservative pricing of a 
home that is selling for more.

The bank will only give a loan based on the appraised 
rate so buyers must either come up with additional money 
down, get another appraisal or renegotiate the selling 
price. 

Bidders who offer more cash down will not have a 
problem in these situations, while those with less cash 
lose out, she said.

Homebuyers who don’t have enough money down or 
credit scores that are too low to qualify for today’s strict 
lending requirements can turn to federal and state pro-
grams for assistance. 

Mortgages insured by the Federal Housing Adminis-
tration, called an F.H.A. loan, allow a homebuyer to put 
a minimum of 3.5 percent down on loans up to $729,750 
in Santa Clara and San Mateo counties. 

Last year, 33 percent of the loans Princeton Capital 
underwrote were F.H.A. loans, compared to 5 percent 
three years ago, according to Alan Russell, a loan agent 
at Princeton Capital in Los Altos.

There are also multiple homebuyer credits at federal 
and state levels. To take advantage of the $8,000 federal 
tax credit, homebuyers must be under contract by the 
programs’ close at the end of April, according to Car-
oline Wolf, a loan officer at Princeton Capital in Palo 
Alto. California has also renewed a $10,000 first-time 
homebuyers credit available only for purchases that close 
escrow on or after May 1, 2010. 

“The county is helping out, the federal government is, 
and the state of California is coming back, so things are 
starting to stabilize,” she said. 

In Palo Alto, however, “you can’t compete with an 
F.H.A. loan in a competitive market,” Carlson said.

Entry-level homes in Palo Alto cost about $100,000 
more than a comparable house in Mountain View, Wang 
said. The average price for a single-family home sell-
ing under a million in the last three months is $775,000, 
based on information from MLS Listings Inc.

The inventory for townhomes and condominiums is 
a lot larger than homes, even in Palo Alto. There are 
currently 80 on the market with two or more bedrooms 
in Palo Alto, Mountain View and Menlo Park available 
under $850,000, Foy said.

“Traditionally they have appreciated and people have 
made money on them,” he said. “It is a great way to get 
into the market because you own something.” 

Entry-level
(continued from previous page)
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This home at 537 Driscoll Place in Barron Park was offered at $919,000 in April, close to entry level in Palo Alto.
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To answer that question you first have to start 

back a few years.  Common perception is that 

the starting point for changes to local real estate 

was when the national financial crisis became 

more evident, around September 2008. In reality, 

however, segments of our local real estate market 

were being affected in 2007. Our high-end local 

real estate, in great part driven by stock market 

gains,  overshadowed it all-- while at the other 

end, interest rates, employment concerns, and 

skyrocketing prices were forcing a slow down in 

our entry level homes. Still, a slow down in our area 

was miniscule in comparison to what already was 

taking place across many other areas of California 

and the nation as a whole.

There are always exceptions in real estate 

sales, but to be a successful seller or buyer in 

2010 it will be important to keep in mind that 

the real estate market is always governed by 

the norms, not the exceptions. This overview 

relates to the norms.

 As mentioned in the Special Real Estate Edition 

2009*, in prior years the longer commutes from out-

er Bay Areas, the Central Valley for instance, were the 

trade off for the lower housing prices -- the “Delta 

delta.” Eventually, though, the extensive number of 

foreclosures in those areas, along with the effect of 

job losses throughout all areas, affected us directly 

as the falling-price virus went full blown. When 

homes are foreclosed they first affect that immedi-

ate neighborhood, then the surrounding neighbor-

hoods and eventually the surrounding cities. The 

dominoes keep falling. Fortunately, the number of 

homes being foreclosed has decreased. Banks have 

taken back and resold thousands of highly leveraged 

properties, temporarily halted foreclosure activity, 

or worked out loan modifications to stabilize their 

own portfolios. This is not to say that working with 

a bank to modify a loan or find a responsible person 

with which to work is by any means easy. Although 

difficult, the process is slowly grinding along. For-

tunately, sub-prime loans and their effect on the 

overall market are no longer the primary focus on 

our housing market

The new media attention seems to be the num-

ber of non sub-prime “traditional” loans that are 

purported to be in trouble and the four million 

homes nationally “underwater” and lurking as 

“shadow inventory” to come on the market. This 

is validated by the increased number of Notices of 

Default filed in the Abstracts of Title for both San 

Mateo and Santa Clara Counties. But before anyone 

starts to warn that the sky is falling, there is a major 

difference to acknowledge locally. This relates to 

the price ranges at which our homes were sold and 

which, thus, generated different financing.  These 

homes required larger down payment dollars even 

prior to any subsequent equity growth that ensued. 

As a result, if payments for whatever unfortunate 

reasons are not kept current -- job loss or business 

downturn usually -- these properties typically do 

not reach foreclosure in the non-sub-prime loan 

categories. Instead, the property comes on the 

market and is sold to preserve whatever amount of 

equity remains over and above the loan. Although 

there certainly will be short sales at all prices, loans in 

default may be a reflection of the overall state of the 

economy, but not one in itself that is a determining 

factor for what to expect locally in 2010.  

The first five months of 2009 were identified 

by most agents as the worst local real estate 

market we have experienced in many decades.  

But as many agents thought would happen, that all 

began to change by the third quarter of 2009.  Buy-

ers and sellers only wait so long to figure out what 

they need to do.  The Spring Market actually did 

happen, except that it was during October through 

December.  Transitions throughout the year took 

place between excessively high seller expectations 

and excessively low buyer expectations. Market 

value was often somewhere in between. Those 

who adjusted quickly did well.  Those who did not 

-- did not. “Right price -- wrong year,” may say 

that best. Many would-be buyers lost out on 

great houses by over-analyzing the market, as 

did many sellers who failed to sell when they 

had locked on to a price expectation from a 

previously higher market. (There has always been 

a direct relationship -- an inverse ratio --between 

the length of time a house is on the market and its 

resultant sales price. The longer on the market, the 

lower the resultant sales price.)

“Lies, damned lies, and statistics.” So said Mark 

Twain, as well as a friend of mine who likes to remind 

me that all the statistical charts in the world can be 

manipulated to reflect a writer’s message.  Compari-

sons of number of homes sold, average sales prices, 

median sales prices one year over another, and the 

myriad of other charts are good data points,  but 

always need to be put into a more individualized 

context. These charts may make for great general-

izations and headlines, “Average Sales Prices Down” 

“More Foreclosures on the Way” “Volume Up -- Prices 

Down” -- but usually don’t reflect the complete 

picture.  In particular, they usually don’t reflect what 

happens within any area’s micro market neighbor-

hoods, or take into account the price ranges that are 

selling or the inventory counts for that immediate 

time period.  Even now as we approach the Spring 

Market -- already delayed due to the heavy rains of 

this past winter -- the current low inventory levels 

favorably affect the response time to homes on the 

market. This, too, is fluid and needs to be watched 

closely for when it changes.  

Likewise, acknowledging that prices have adjusted 

down by approximately 17-18% for the entire gen-

eral market area since the start of the financial crisis, 

would appear to be the consensus among real estate 

professionals.  This is where the charts come in handy. 

But as said many times in the past with regards to 

real estate, “One size does not fit all.” Some of our 

areas have experienced less adjustment and some 

have experienced more. Some areas have started 

to see price growth and others are still adjusting. 

The price range within which a home falls is always 

a major determinant for that adjustment including, 

but not limited to, the ability to finance the amount 

of loan being sought in the transaction, the lack or 

excess of inventory, school district demand, and the 

specific location within that city. 

If you were to diagram the adjustments to our local 

housing market as a very wide letter “L” -- a large 

drop at the start and then remaining fairly flat while 

the economy improves -- that would be a fairly 

accurate description of what most experts are fore-

casting for our area over the next several years. As 

venture capital funds slowly return to the pipelines 

and companies begin to hire, we in turn should see 

that correlating to real estate sales.  That appears 

to be where we are at present --no quick upturn, 

but price creep is once again starting to appear 

at certain price points. Will it be 2%, 3%, 5%  for 

the year? It is hard to tell just yet but the firming of 

the general market appears to have taken place with 

only a few areas and price points still adjusting. 

The danger though in any analysis is in taking the 

general market picture and believing it holds true 

everywhere. It doesn’t always work.  Unfortunately, 

it is not uncommon to see one or two home sales 

sited as an example of the overall market. If the 

example is an exception, rather than the norm, it 

can be misleading. 

 

If an area, Woodside locally for example, has had 

very little in sales activity then a market forecast or 

observation based only on a few completed sales 

does not reflect a real picture of the prices to expect 

in that area. The open market will do that. If in Ather-

ton for another example, one segment of a town’s 

price point did well in 2009 and another did not 

fare as well, then that is another important piece of 

data and an observation to keep in mind.  The same 

holds true in Los Altos, Palo Alto, Menlo Park, etc. The 

price range may have much more to do with why 

one great home in one price point sells and another 

great home in a different price point does not. Each 

situation is different and needs to be analyzed in 

its specific market context as general statistical 

data might not apply. 

One particular chart (left) for the general market 

that I do like is an internal document from Coldwell 

Banker charting our local Average Coldwell Banker 

Sales Price against the NASDAQ. This is a macro 

look at the market for Northern California taking 

in divergent towns and areas. Yet the comparison 

clearly shows that as goes the stock market, so goes 

our local housing prices.  It is not perfect, but it is 

one of the best observation points for us locally. So 

much of what makes up a good real estate market 

-- including the underlying issue of buyer confi-

dence -- is tied directly, as well as indirectly, with job 

security, personal stock portfolios, or stock vested 

in company interests. 

For 2010 the indications are that the market is 

returning to a period of stability. We are not 

yet on a clear open road, though. Price creep 

is starting to show up in some price ranges and 

specific locales, while others should be expected 

to adjust further.  Consumer confidence in many 

segments of our economy, including job secu-

rity, is also starting to increase ever so gently. Yet, 

because our home prices and the loans needed to 

purchase them most often are outside the finance 

instruments associated with Fannie Mae and Fred-

die Mac, financing and appraisals have become 

key factors that can make or break a transaction. 

A potential speed bump that may crimp a few 

shock absorbers will be whether or not the 

effect of Fannie Mae stopping the purchase of 

Mortgage Backed Securities (loans) as of March 

31st will cause interest rates to move more than 

moderately upward. If the government does not 

buy back the loans that lenders have issued to 

borrowers, then lenders need to look to private 

investors, pension plans, insurance companies, 

etc. to purchase  those loans in order to get them 

off the bank’s balance sheets and be able to issue 

new loans. If the loans are not readily purchased, 

the ability to finance a home sale becomes even 

more restrictive.  Likewise, a question to ask might 

be, “Why would  private investment entities pur-

chase an investment with risk (a mortgage) if it is 

at the same rate or close to the return they can get 

from investments of typically less risk (e.g. 10 Year 

Treasury Bills)? They won’t. More than likely, then, 

the pressure will be on lenders to raise the rate of 

return on the loans so that investors will purchase 

them. Translate that into a possible increase in 

interest rates as we move through the year. AB 183, 

the newly signed California first time and/or new 

construction buyer tax credit (effective May 1st) 

may help to offset a rate increase at the entry level, 

but the best antidote for a rise in interest rates 

at any level is always a well-priced home. Even 

right now, if a home comes on the market and is 

perceived as good value --at any price range -- the 

buyers are right there. Nothing hyper-giddy as in a 

few years past, but definitely a solid feeling -- and 

every realistic seller should have their property on 

the market sooner rather than later in 2010. The 

current shortages of good quality inventory, along 

with those homes that have been well-priced for 

the market, are assisting in improving the overall 

market.  And as another client once said to me, “If 

you incorrectly price  a home in our area, it’s not like 

you miss it by a little. You just miss it.”  The home 

does not sell until adjusted to where a buyer steps 

forward. That cannot be any truer than the current 

market. Conversely, buyers who think that sellers 

are desperate or that prices are soft and coming 

down across the board are misinterpreting the 

demand side of our local market and will end up 

missing the market.  “Right price -- wrong year,” 

once again.  

“Conscientious optimism” is the lens, then, 

through which to look at our local market as 

we move forward. There certainly will be doubts 

and probably a few air bumps along the journey. 

There may even be some schizophrenic activity of 

one week selling well and another in the doldrums.  

Barring any major catastrophic events, though, 

the worst appears to be over. Buyers and sellers 

should feel free to -- cautiously -- move around 

the cabin once again. 

This is an overview and as I have said many times in 

the past, our area benefits by many professional and 

well-informed real estate agents that can guide you 

in accomplishing your goals. That may be the one 

constant factor that does not change in our local 

market. If I may be of assistance to you person-

ally, now or in the future, I would welcome the 

opportunity to do so.  

STEVE 
BELLUMORI

Consistently Successful Results for Clients in over 800 Home and Property Sales
850

LOCAL REAL ESTATE 2010 – ARE WE STABLE, YET?  

“D
o you think we are stable, yet?”  That is not the usual 

sort of question ascribed to our local real estate 

market, but with the onset of the “Spring Market” it 

appears to be the one being asked -- especially by real estate 

agents of one another or buyers and sellers of their agents.   

So, where are we?

International President’s Premier  

Top 1%  Coldwell Banker - Worldwide 

(650) 752-0826
SBELLUMORI@CBNORCAL.COM

Best of Indoor-Outdoor California Living! 

Ladera Community. Hi-quality 2004 remodel, 

expansion, and updating of this beautifully 

appointed 4 Bedroom, 2.5 Bathroom 

home. Cherry and granite custom Family 

Kitchen. Award winning Las Lomitas and 

Menlo-Atherton High Schools! Beautifully 

landscaped gardens and large front sun deck 

for summer entertaining!                                                                           

Lovely West Menlo Park one-level home 

situated on a sought after cul de sac and 

complemented by excellent Menlo Park City 

Schools! Long-term owner now offering this 

appealing 4 Bedroom, 2.5 Bath home with 

large swimmer’s pool in private back yard. 

Large family room adjacent to the 2006 

kitchen with classic white cabinetry.

New Listings!
321 La Cuesta Drive, Portola Valley 1350 Delfino Way, Menlo Park

* Average Sale Price is calculated from the combined Closed Unit Volume and Closed Sides for the San Francisco Bay Area, 
Peninsula and Silicon Valley / Monterey Divisions (Price is based off of Coldwell Banker Residential Sales only / one month lag.) 
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Steve Bellumori
www.SteveBellumori.com  

4/5/2010

SALE PENDING
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*Archived copies at www.TheAlmanacOnline.com; www.PaloAltoOnline.com/Weekly; www.SBellumori.com or email SBellumori@CBnorcal.com to receive a copy directly.
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by Mike Lata
ust off El Camino Real in 
Menlo Park is a neighbor-
hood hidden away from the 

public’s eyes, but once spotted 
there is something magical wait-
ing to be discovered.

Park Forest residents live in 
townhouses of various styles 
and architectures, but the magic 
lies in what is on the other side 
of the homes — not visible to the 
outside observer. Each back yard 
leads outside to a communal area 
filled with a swimming pool and 
surrounded by redwoods, oaks 
and maples, in a tucked-away pri-
vate world.

“I feel like I live in a redwood 
forest, which I love,” said Martin 
Mazner, treasurer of Park Forest 
3. “It is a hidden and beautiful 
oasis.”

Comprised of three streets 
(Stone Pine Lane, Buckthorn Way 
and Forest Lane), the neighbor-
hood has three different associa-
tions: Park Forest 1, 2 and 3.

“I think of these as open doll 
houses,” Kathy Hamilton, Park 
Forest 3 board of directors mem-
ber and resident said. “The nice 
thing about being here is if we see 
people outside and you are home 
we join each other and have a 
good time.”

Potlucks, game-nights, com-
munal parties and barbecues in 
the summer all take place in Park 
Forest, she said. There was even a 
“Hawaiian” luau recently, with lit 

torches and singing mariachis.
“One requirement we have for 

people here is to have a good taste 
in wine,” Mazner said jokingly.

Going outside to the communal 
area for a glass of wine in the eve-
ning and joining a neighbor for a 
stimulating conversation is some-
thing he values about Park Forest, 
he said. There is also a sense of 
community, of people looking out 
for one another.

“The tranquility here is amaz-
ing,” he said.

Almost all of the townhouses 
are three stories high and average 
2,500 square feet, said Debbie 
Koelling, Park Forest 3 president. 
The insides vary among the town-
houses even more than the outer 
appearance.

“The insides are very individu-
alistic,” she said. “The trend now 
is to expand.”

Hamilton recently finished 
a two-year project to make her 
home more open and contempo-
rary. She also previously expand-
ed her kitchen, enclosing a front 
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(continued on page 48)
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Architecturally, façades vary on 
Stone Pine Lane in the Park  
Forest neighborhood.

‘I feel like I live in 
a redwood forest, 
which I love.’
— Martin Mazner,  
resident of Park Forest 3
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180 FOX HOLLOW ROAD
W O O D S I D E

GAS UP AT HOME!
NATURAL GAS 
HONDA CIVIC 
WITH THE PROPERTY

5 bedrooms + 2 cottages
4+ bathrooms

4,030 sq. ft.
133,990 sq. ft. lot
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Exclusive Buyers Only
OPEN HOUSE:  

Sunday, April 11 from 3-6 pm

(650) 949-1909 $7,280,000

13841 Robleda Road - Los Altos Hills

BRAN D N EW  “Old World Estate”  
Amidst tree sheltered lush surroundings 

Walk to the downtown Village 

Charming 
single-story 

Guest House 

balcony.
The neighborhood draws a mix 

of ages and families as well as pro-
fessions but many here are retirees 
who downsized from larger homes 
and don’t want to hassle with tak-
ing care of a house or gardening, 
Mazner said.

“When (their) kids finish college 
they don’t want to deal with the 
maintenance.”

The pool and each communal area 
is taken care of by the associations.

The neighborhood is also a 10- to 

15-minute walk from downtown 
Menlo Park, and the train station 
in Menlo Park is about 10 minutes 
away, Hamilton said. Bicyclists 
are commonly seen here as well as 
people strolling with their pets on 
walks. 

Unlike other nearby neighbor-
hoods, there are people out here at 
various times of the day and some-
one always to talk to, Mazner said. 
Many of his neighbors are retirees 
or work from home.

Although most residents here are 
“empty-nesters,” young families 
starting out are also living here, he 
said. 

FACTS
CHILD CARE & PRESCHOOLS: The Playschool, Holbrook-Palmer Park, 150 Watkins Ave., Atherton; Trin-
ity School Early Childhood Program at Holy Trinity Church, 330 Ravenswood Ave., Menlo Park
FIRE STATION: 700 Oak Grove Ave., Menlo Park
LOCATION: El Camino Real to Southern Pacific railroad tracks; Buckthorn to Stone Pine lanes
PARK: Holbrook-Palmer Park, 150 Watkins Ave., Atherton
NEIGHBORHOOD ASSOCIATION: Park Forest 1 Homeowners Association, Sagal Patel, president, 650-
326-9010; Park Forest 2 Homeowners Association, Kim Wisckol, president, 650-322-1828; Park Forest 3 
Homeowners Association, Debbie Koelling, president, 650-327-7047
PUBLIC SCHOOLS:
Menlo Park City Elementary School District —  Laurel School, 95 Edge Road, Atherton; Encinal School, 
195 Encinal Ave., Menlo Park; Hillview Middle School, 1100 Elder Ave., Menlo Park
Sequoia Union High School District — 
Menlo-Atherton High School, 555 Middlefield Road, Atherton
SHOPPING: Downtown Menlo Park, Stone Pine Center

Park Forest
(continued from page 46)
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Kathy Hamilton, a member of the Park Forest 3 board of directors, relaxes in her private  
patio where she grows red camellias and white impatiens.

The façade of the townhouse at 161 Forest Lane leans more to the modern.
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www.CarolAndNicole.com

1550 El Camino Real     Menlo Park, CA  94025

When choosing a Realtor, it’s...
Reputation, Reputation, Reputation. 
Carol and Nicole have made OVER 450 sales in Palo Alto.

Impressive results. Superlative service. Unmatched integrity.
Put their experience to work for you.

When it comes to Real Estate, it’s...
Location, Location, Location. 

T :: 650.543.1195
F :: 650.462.1199

E :: carolandnicole@apr.com

DRE #s: 00946687, 00952657
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by Kris Young
s the local housing market 
regains its foothold, lend-
ers are beginning to loosen 

some of the restrictions that were 
created after the mortgage crisis in 
2007 and 2008.

Additional regulations are still 
trickling in, however, including a 
revision to the Good Faith Estimate 
form at the beginning of the year, 
Nikki James, a mortgage advisor 
with Opes Advisors in Palo Alto, 
said.

A mortgage lender or broker must 
now use the document to inform a 
customer of rates, fees and terms 
that have been approved for a spe-
cific loan. It has also pushed the av-
erage time lenders could close a loan 
out to 30 days for purchases and 45 
days for refinances on homes.

The document also has some “real 
teeth,” according to Matt Rohrbach, 
a private mortgage banker at Wells 
Fargo in Palo Alto. If the quoted 
rate “changes more than an eighth 
of a point higher 10 days previous 
to close, everything stops and we 
redisclose,” he said. Or the lender 
has to pay the difference.

“Underwriting standards have 
gotten much tighter than they were 
and so now you are ending up with 
higher quality loans — people with 
real money, real assets and loans 
that are less than the homes are 
worth,” he said. 

Getting through lending regula-

tions may be difficult, but interest 
rates and banks are more willing to 
lend than in recent years. “Loan-to-
value is getting a little bit easier, the 
jumbo market is opening up a little 
bit. We have more investors than we 
used to have,” James said.

Along with relaxation of the lend-
ing market has been a rebound in 

local home prices, Ken DeLeon, a 
broker at Keller Williams in Palo 
Alto, said. Based on information for 
MLS Listings Inc., the average Palo 
Alto sales price for a single-family 
home in 2009 was $1.516 million, a 
decline of about 14 percent from the 
previous year. For the month of Feb-
ruary 2010, that number has moved 
up to $1.635 million.

“Everybody was waiting and then 
finally people in the valley got the 
sense that the bottom has been hit, 
and this area recovered quickly,” he 
said. 

When homebuyers get approved 
for a loan the bank takes into ac-
count income, how much down pay-
ment they can afford, credit score 
and the house as collateral. The 
better each of these numbers are the 
more money a borrower can get with 
greater flexibility from the lender, 
James said. 

Qualifications and interest rates 
are determined by how much a bor-
rower needs and what type of loan 
they choose.

Loan amounts are tiered into 
three levels. The lower two are se-
cured by government-backed Fannie 
Mae and Freddie Mac, and require 
a minimum of 10 percent down. 
A conforming loan is capped at 
$417,000, and a high-balance con-
forming loan is capped at $729,750. 
Any loan higher than $729,750 is a 
jumbo loan and requires a minimum 
of 20 percent down, but can require 

additional down the greater the loan 
amount gets.

Dependent on the lending bank, a 
conforming loan’s interest rate starts 
at the low end of 5 percent, moves 
up .25 percent for a high-balancing 
conforming, and another .25 percent 
for a jumbo, Rohrbach said.

In the jumbo loan how much a 
bank will lend is also dependent on 
how strong the county housing mar-
ket is, Richard Kelly, a mortgage 
broker at VestaOne in Palo Alto, 
said. Santa Clara County is rated 
lower than San Mateo and “affects 
the loan-to-value that you can get, 
which is a big issue in Palo Alto and 
Menlo Park because the homes are 
so expensive,” he said.

Loan-to-value is the ratio of mon-
ey a borrower takes for a mortgage 
compared to the value of the prop-
erty. The greater the loan-to-value 
the less a homebuyer needs to put 
down. 

In Palo Alto, lenders will typical-
ly allow a maximum of 70 percent 
loan-to-value on larger jumbo loans. 
“In other words, on a $2 million 
loan they will loan you $1.4 million 
because it is a C-market. Whereas if 
you are in an A-market, like parts of 
Menlo Park, they will loan 80 per-
cent and so you can get the full $1.6 
million,” he said.

James speculates that because 
Palo Alto shares the same county 
as a city such as San Jose, where 
the housing market is lagging, that 
Santa Clara County is rated lower. 

“The county restrictions on loan-
to-value guidelines have loosened 
up with some investors, not with 
all,” she said. 

Loan payments are determined 
by two main categories, Adjustable-
Rate Mortgage (ARM) or fixed. 
ARMs initially have a fixed interest 
rate for a period of time before the 
rate begins to float with the current 
market trends, and are capped at 5 

percent of the initial rate. A fixed-
interest rate loan is one interest rate 
for the lifetime of the loan.

Within each category is the op-
tion to begin paying off the loan 
and interest immediately, called 
amortization, or pay interest-only 
for a period before starting to pay 
off the loan. Interest-only loans have 
a higher rate because banks perceive 
the loan as a greater risk, Rohrbach 
said. 

In today’s conservative market 
most people prefer the safety of a 
30-year fixed mortgage. However, 
there has been a renewed interest in 
ARMs because their current rate is 
in the high-3 range, about 1.5 per-
cent lower than a fixed, Kelly said. 

ARMs and interest-only loans are 
used mainly as cash-flow options, 
since the borrower has the flexibil-
ity to pay just the interest on the loan 
or put additional cash in to pay off 
the loan. 

“It really depends on your appetite 
for risk and what your plans are over 
the long term,” Kelly said. Typically 
borrowers will go that route when 
they only plan on living in a house 
for a short time and don’t need the 
security of a 30-year fixed loan.

But rates are so good right now, 
Rohrbach said, that he is seeing peo-
ple come out of ARMs and refinanc-
ing into 30-year fixed loans. Even 
people whose rates have dropped 
from 4.5 to 3.5 percent are willing 
to refinance into the 5s because they 
want the security for the duration of 
their loan.

“Rates are very good right now, 
and the uncertainty is there. We 
don’t know how the economy is go-
ing to do, we don’t know if the fed 
is going to get out, we don’t know if 
second investors are going to come 
back in. It is kind of like a bird in 
the hand — get it while the getting 
is good,” he said. 

BORROWERS QUALIFYING FOR MORE LOANS
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Tighter underwriting standards led to higher quality loans, according to Matt Rohrbach, a private mortgage banker at Wells 
Fargo, Palo Alto.

Nikki James, a mortgage advisor with Opes Advisors, 
Palo Alto, sees the jumbo market easing up.

M
arcus Lam

, O
pes Advisors

— Matt Rohrbach,  
private mortgage banker, 
Wells Fargo, Palo Alto

‘Rates are 
very good right 
now, and the 
uncertainty is 
there. ... It is kind 
of like a bird in 
the hand — get it 
while the getting 
is good.’
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Luxury for Less.

MOUNTAIN VIEW
141 E. El Camino Real
650.964.7212

DANVILLE
1901-F Camino Ramon 
925.866.6164

SAN MATEO
1888 So. Norfolk St.
650.577.8979

CORTE MADERA
801 Tamalpais
415.924.6691

SARATOGA
600 El Paseo De Saratoga
408.871.8890

ADDITIONAL LOCATIONS:
Yorba Linda, Laguna Niguel, Las Vegas, 
Folsom, Foothill Ranch, Roseville, 
Newport Beach, Austin

“Because It’s Consigned!”
Beautiful Designer Furniture at Consignment Prices
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SPRING REAL ESTATE 2010

by Martin Eichner

Q After weeks of viewing po-
tential apartments, my boy-
friend and I finally found a 

place we both love. After we paid 
the application fees and turned in 
our application, the local rental 
agent threw a wrench into the pro-
cess. He said that because we were 
not married, each of our incomes 
would have to be equivalent to or 
greater than three times the rent in 
order to qualify. 

I tried to point out that this re-
quirement was unfair, but the rental 
agent said company policy was very 
clear for unmarried couples. He said 
they had learned the hard way that 
unmarried couples could break up at 
anytime, which justified this policy. 
We don’t want to lose this apart-
ment, but I still want to know if this 
policy is legal.

A Under California law, it is not 
legal for a landlord to have 
different income requirements 

for married and unmarried couples. 
The California Fair Employment 
and Housing Act (FEHA) prohib-
its landlords, real estate agents, 
home sellers and banks from dis-
criminating based on marital status. 
This means that housing providers 
cannot refuse to deal with or im-

pose differ-
ent terms or 
conditions to 
people based 
on whether 
they are mar-
ried, separat-
ed, divorced, 
or single.

If the company wants to enforce a 
policy requiring that the household 
income of applicants equal three 
times the rent, that policy must be 
enforced for all applicants, regard-
less of their marital status. 

Q I moved to California three 
years ago to take a high-tech 
job. I was well paid and could 

easily afford a luxury apartment un-
til I was laid off last year. 

My problem is that I had just 
signed a one-year lease three 
months before the layoff. I informed 
the management company for my 
community that I could not afford 
the lease. I did some research and 
learned I was responsible for the 
remainder of the lease term, unless 
the unit was re-rented, so I have 
been watching the rental ads to see 
if my unit is still vacant. 

Recently I was very surprised to 
see that my apartment is still on the 

market, and that the asking rental 
price is $300 more than I was pay-
ing. In today’s rental market I know 
the unit will never rent at that price. 
Am I still responsible for the rent 
due under the lease?

A  A landlord can continue to 
hold a tenant responsible for 
the rental due for the remain-

der of a lease term, if the landlord 
has made a reasonable effort to 
mitigate the tenant’s damages. In 
this context, mitigation requires 
the landlord to make reasonable 
attempts to find a replacement ten-
ant. 

If the landlord fails to conduct a 
diligent search, or unreasonably re-
jects a qualified replacement tenant 
who has applied for the unit, your 
financial liability ceases. The ques-
tion here is whether seeking a higher 
replacement rent is consistent with a 
reasonable effort to find a replace-
ment. In today’s rental market, the 
rental rates in many communities 
have fallen, and landlords have of-
fered reduced rents or move-in “bo-
nuses” to attract potential tenants. 

We would suggest you research 
the rates being advertised for vacan-
cies in similar apartments in your 
local area. If you can document that 
prospective tenants would be priced 
out of your former rental unit by the 
higher rental rate, you would have 
a strong argument that the landlord 
has failed to mitigate.

Q Up until this year, my father 
owned two homes. He lived 
in one of them and rented the 

other to me and my family. My fa-

ther and I had a written two-year 
lease and I paid him a reasonable 
rent, with cancelled checks to prove 
it. 

Unfortunately, my father lost 
both homes to foreclosure this fall. 
In December, a Realtor came to my 
door to tell me I had to leave. When 
I told her I had a lease, she handed 
me a 3-day notice to quit the prem-
ises. There was no way we could 
leave that quickly, and a friend told 
me the bank that took the house had 
to honor my lease. 

Now I have been served with a 
summons and complaint for unlaw-
ful detainer. I have filed an answer 
alleging that I have a valid lease, but 
I am wondering whether I will win 
this case. What is your opinion?

A In May 2009, Congress passed 
the Protecting Tenants At 
Foreclosure Act, Public Law 

111-22. This law provided important 
new protections for tenants who are 
innocent victims when their rental 
property is sold at foreclosure. 

Tenants in foreclosed proper-
ties must be given at least 90 days 
written notice to vacate by the new 
owner, and if a tenant has a valid 
lease, the new owner must honor the 
term of that lease unless the owner 
intends to personally occupy the 
property. Where the new owner in-
tends to occupy, the current tenant is 
still entitled to a 90-day notice. 

However, to utilize these protec-
tions the current tenant must be 
“bona fide.” The rental agreement 
must be at the fair market value for 
the rental property and must be the 
result of an “arms-length” transac-

tion. There should be documented 
evidence that rent was actually paid, 
for example by means of cancelled 
checks. 

As applied to your case, the law 
also specifically excludes the child, 
spouse or parent of the prior owner. 
Since your father was the prior own-
er, it looks like the new Act will not 
protect you.

Assuming you are not protected 
by the new law, the current owner 
need only serve a 3-day notice for 
you to vacate the premises. It would 
have been an important benefit to 
your ability to qualify as a tenant 
when you apply for replacement 
housing in future if you had left the 
property before the eviction case 
was filed. 

Now that you are already in court, 
you should consider negotiating a 
voluntary move-out agreement with 
the attorney who filed the case. In 
some cases, the current owner will 
be flexible on monetary damages 
in exchange for a voluntary move-
out that avoids the further court and 
sheriff fees that would otherwise be 
incurred.

Martin Eichner edits RentWatch 
for Project Sentinel, an organiza-
tion founded in 1974 that provides 
landlord tenant dispute resolu-
tion and fair housing services in 
Northern California and admin-
isters rental-housing mediation 
programs in Palo Alto, Los Altos 
and Mountain View. Call 650-
856-4062 for dispute resolution or 
650-321-6291 for fair housing or 
e-mail mediate4us@projsen.org. 

IS IT LEGAL TO HAVE DIFFERENT 
REQUIREMENTS FOR MARRIED 
OR UNMARRIED COUPLES?
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71 Ralston Road
A T H E R T O N

Offered at $7,750,000

Shown by appointment only

p.m.

Skip Cashin
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Leannah Hunt & Laurel Hunt Robinson
Your team for Mid-Peninsula Real Estate

New Listings Coming Soon:

Proven community and professional leadership.
Unmatched knowledge of Mid-Peninsula neighborhoods.

Exceptional, personal service.

Leannah & Laurel are both residents of Old Palo Alto

Top 100 Coldwell Banker Realtors in Northern California

www.LeannahandLaurel.com
 Leannah Hunt ...  o: 650.752.0730  h: 650.327.1009  e: lhunt@cbnorcal.com
 Laurel Hunt Robinson ...  o: 650.752.0735  c: 650.269.7266  e: laurel.robinson@cbnorcal.com

Tulip blossoms & daffodils signal the start of the spring selling season, 
which is the best time of year for both buyers & sellers alike. The 

current inventory is great for buyers and sellers when many families are 
actively looking for their next home. Call us to discuss how you can take 

advantage of real estate´s most fl ourishing time of the year.

Leannah Laurel 
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Villa Serena
Los Altos Hills

Additional information available at: www.VillaSerenaEstate.com

Information deemed reliable, but not guaranteed. Sq. ft. and/or acreage information contained herein has been received from seller, existing reports, appraisals, public records and/or other sources deemed reliable.
However, neither seller nor listing agent has verified this information. If this information is important to buyer in determining whether to buy or the purchase price, buyer should conduct buyer’s own investigation.

www.Gullixson.com

BRENT GULLIXSON
650.543.1194

bgullixson@apr.com
DRE# 01329216

MARY GULLIXSON
650.888.0860

mgullixson@apr.com
DRE# 00373961

LINDA TATUM
310.994.3625

Linda@L2consultants.com
DRE# 01233773
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