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INTRODUCTION

Nestled in the heart of California’s Silicon
Valley,  Mission  Santa  Clara  de  Asís
stands as a testament to the state’s rich
colonial  past  and  enduring  spiritual
heritage.  It  was  the  eighth  of  the  21
Spanish  missions  establ ished  in
California, and today it uniquely serves
as  both  a  historic  landmark  and  the
spiritual center of Santa Clara University.
Understanding the Santa Clara De Asis
Mission Facts  is  essential  for  anyone
interested  in  Cal i fornia  history,
architecture,  or  the  complex  story  of
Na t i ve  Amer i can  and  Span i sh
interactions.  This  article  explores  the
mission’s  founding,  its  architectural
evolution, pivotal historical events, and
its  vibrant  present-day  life,  offering  a
comprehens i ve  l ook  a t  one  o f
California’s most storied missions.

FOUNDING AND EARLY HISTORY

Founded  on  January  12,  1777,  by
Franciscan  Father  Tomás  de  la  Peña,
Mission Santa Clara de Asís was named
after Saint Clare of Assisi, the founder of
the  Poor  Clares.  The  original  site  was
near the Guadalupe River, but frequent
flooding led to a relocation in 1779 to its
current location in what is now the city
of  Santa  Clara.  The  mission  was
established under the direction of Father
Junípero Serra, though Serra himself did
not personally found it; that honor fell to
Father de la Peña.

The mission’s early years were marked
by the typical challenges of frontier life:
droughts,  conflicts  with  neighboring
tr ibes ,  and  the  arduous  task  of
converting  the  local  Ohlone  people.
Despite  these  obstacles,  by  the  early
1800s, Mission Santa Clara had become
one of the most prosperous missions in
the  chain,  with  thriving  agricultural
fields,  vineyards,  and  livestock  herds.
The Ohlone and other indigenous groups
provided  the  labor  force,  learning
European farming techniques, carpentry,
and  weaving  whi le  enduring  the
disruptions  of  mission  life.  The  Santa
Clara  De  Asis  Mission  Facts  often
highlight the mission’s role as a center of
learning  and  economic  activity  during
the Spanish and Mexican periods.

ARCHITECTURE AND DESIGN

The architecture of Mission Santa Clara
de Asís has undergone dramatic changes
over  the centuries.  The original  adobe
church was replaced multiple times, but
the most iconic structure dates to 1825.
That church featured a classic Spanish
Colonial style with a long, narrow nave, a
flat  roof  supported  by  massive  beams,
and  a  striking  façade  adorned  with  a
simple  cross.  The  bel l  tower,  or
campanario,  held four bells  that called
the  faithful  to  prayer.  However,  the
mission’s architectural crown jewel is the
intricate  altarpiece,  or  retablo,  which
was hand-carved and gilded in  Mexico
and installed in the 1820s.
Tragically,  a  devastating  fire  in  1926
destroyed the original 1825 church. The
current mission church, built from 1926
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to 1929, is a careful replica that follows
the  original  footprint  and  design.  It
incorporates  surviving  elements,
including the original altarpiece, statues,
a n d  s e v e r a l  o f  t h e  b e l l s .  T h e
reconstruction used reinforced concrete
and  steel,  making  it  more  fire-resistant,
but the exterior was finished with adobe-
colored  plaster  to  maintain  historical
authenticity. Visitors today can still see
the  classic  mission  architecture:  thick
walls,  round  arches,  a  long  courtyard,
and a simple but elegant garden. These
Santa Clara De Asis Mission Facts of
architectural resilience demonstrate the
community’s commitment to preserving
their history.

KEY HISTORICAL EVENTS

The 1926 Fire
and
Reconstruction
On  the  night  of  October  12,  1926,  a
catastrophic fire broke out in the mission
church,  likely  caused  by  faulty  wiring.
The  flames  consumed  the  roof,  interior
woodwork,  and  many  irreplaceable
artifacts. The original bells melted in the
heat,  and the roof  collapsed.  The loss
was  a  profound  blow  to  the  local
community  and  to  California  historical
preservationists. However, a remarkable
fundraising campaign led by alumni and
local citizens raised the necessary funds
to  rebuild.  The  reconstructed  church,
completed in 1929, was designed to be
identical  to  the  original,  using  the
surviving altarpiece as the centerpiece.
This event underscores the importance
of  the Santa Clara De Asis Mission
Facts  surrounding  preservation  and

community  spirit.

Transition to
University
In 1851, the mission became the site of
Santa  Clara  College,  now  Santa  Clara
University,  when  the  Jesuit  order  took
over  the  mission  buildings.  This  made
Mission Santa Clara the only California
mission to become the core of a major
university.  The  mission  church  has
served as  the university’s  chapel  ever
since, hosting daily Mass, weddings, and
university  ceremonies.  The  transition
also preserved the mission complex, as
the university maintained and restored
the  buildings  over  time.  Today,  the
mission  is  both  a  functioning  Catholic
parish  and a  historic  site  open to  the
public. This dual role is one of the most
fascinating  Santa  Clara  De  Asis
Mission Facts  and sets  it  apart  from
many  other  missions  that  are  solely
museums or parish churches.

THE MISSION TODAY

Santa Clara
University
Mission Santa Clara de Asís is physically
and  spiritually  integrated  into  Santa
Clara University. The mission church sits
at the heart of the campus, surrounded
by modern academic buildings. Students
often walk through the mission garden,
attend  concerts  in  the  church,  or
participate in  the annual  “Mass of  the
Holy Spirit” that marks the beginning of
the  academic  year.  The  mission  also
houses  a  museum  and  archives  that
document its history, including artifacts
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from  the  Ohlone  people  and  early
Spanish  settlers.  The  university’s
commitment to the mission ensures that
its legacy continues to be studied and
celebrated. For those researching Santa
Clara  De  Asis  Mission  Facts,  the
university’s  archive  is  an  invaluable
resource.

Religious and
Cultural
Significance
As an active Roman Catholic parish, the
mission  continues  to  serve  the  local
community  and  the  university.  Daily
masses  are  held,  along  with  special
events such as the Feast of Saint Clare
(August  11)  and  the  annual  Mission
Festival. The mission also hosts concerts,
lectures,  and  interfaith  dialogues,
reflecting  the  diverse  population  of
Silicon Valley. The Ohlone people, whose
ancestors  built  and  worked  at  the
miss ion ,  a re  honored  th rough
educat ional  programs  and  land
acknowledgments. The mission’s garden
is  a  peaceful  space  for  reflection,
featuring  native  plants  and  a  historic
fountain. These ongoing activities show
that the Santa Clara De Asis Mission
Facts  are  not  just  historical  footnotes
but part of a living tradition.

INTERESTING SANTA CLARA DE
ASIS MISSION FACTS

Only mission named after a
woman: While other missions are
named after male saints or the
Holy Cross, Mission Santa Clara is
the only one in the California chain
named after a female saint, Saint

Clare of Assisi.
Unique bell tower: The
campanario (bell tower) originally
held four bells, but after the 1926
fire, only one original bell survived
partially intact. The current bells
are replicas cast from the original
design.
Oldest continuously operating
educational institution: Santa
Clara University, which began in
the mission buildings in 1851,
claims to be the oldest
continuously operating higher-
education institution in California.
The mission garden is a
registered historic landmark:
The mission’s garden and the
original adobe walls are part of the
National Register of Historic
Places.
Ohlone labor and legacy: The
mission’s success relied heavily on
the Ohlone people, who were
forcibly brought to the mission.
Contemporary descendants
maintain cultural ties and
participate in commemorative
events.
The mission’s original site
flooded: The first mission chapel,
built near the Guadalupe River,
was abandoned after repeated
floods. The current site is about
one mile away and sits on higher
ground.
A survivor of multiple
earthquakes: The original adobe
church survived several quakes,
but the 1925 Santa Barbara
earthquake (and the subsequent
1926 fire) finally brought it down.

These  Santa Clara  De Asis  Mission
Facts  offer  a  glimpse  into  both  the
singular and universal experiences of the



4

4 Santa Clara De Asis Mission Facts 2022-11-11

California missions.

VISITING THE MISSION

If  you  plan  to  explore  Mission  Santa
Clara  de  Asís  in  person,  you’ll  find  it  at
500  El  Camino  Real,  Santa  Clara,
California, on the campus of Santa Clara
University. The church is open daily for
self-guided tours, and guided tours are
available  through  the  university’s  de
Saisset  Museum.  Admission  is  free,
though donations are appreciated.  The
museum  features  exhibits  on  Ohlone
culture,  the  mission  period,  and  the
university’s history. The mission garden
is  a popular  spot  for  photography and
quiet contemplation. Parking is available
on campus, but it can be limited during
school  events.  Nearby  attractions
inc lude  the  In te l  Museum,  the
Winchester  Mystery  House,  and  the
many  tech  museums  in  San  Jose.  For
anyone compiling Santa Clara De Asis
Mission  Facts,  a  visit  provides  a

tangible  connection  to  the  past.

CONCLUSION

From its  flood-prone  beginnings  in  1777
to its present role as the spiritual heart
of  a  leading  university,  Mission  Santa
Clara  de  Asís  embodies  the  layered
history  of  California.  The Santa Clara
De Asis Mission Facts reveal a story of
resilience—surviving  fire,  earthquake,
and cultural change—while remaining a
place of worship and learning. Whether
you are a history enthusiast, a student,
or a spiritual seeker, this mission offers a
profound encounter  with  the past  that
continues  to  shape  the  present.  Its
unique  blend  of  Spanish  colonial
heritage,  Ohlone  legacy,  and  Jesuit
education makes it an irreplaceable gem
in  the  mission  chain.  As  you  walk
through its garden and gaze at its iconic
bell  tower,  you  are  stepping  into
centuries of faith, labor, and hope. That
is the enduring legacy of Mission Santa
Clara de Asís.


