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Belated

sense of

history

Long Beach: Many
surprised to hear 11
buildings on former
naval station qualify
for national register.

By Bill Hillburg
Staff writer

LONG BEACH — The former

Long Beach: Naval Station, all
but signed, sealed and delivered
to the Port of Long Beach for a
container terminal, has devel-
oped a belated sense of history
that could alter plans for its
reuse.
_Several Long Beach officials
and members of preservation
groups say they were surprised
in January when the Navy noti-
fied them that 11 buildings and
other facilities on the 104-acre
base qualify for inclusion in the
National Register of Historic
Places.

The finding, based on federally
mandated studies completed by
the Navy in 1992 and 1994, cited
the structures’ association with
historic events dating from
World War IL

The reports noted that the
station’s major buildings were
designed in 1940 by Los Angeles
architect Paul Revere Williams.
One of America’s most acclaimed
designers, Williams was also a
pioneering leader of the South-
land’s ican-American com-
munity.

Those findings mean that a
40-acre portion of the station,
designated as the Roosevelt Base
Historic District, could be pre-
served and placed under the
control of the National Park
Service. A request for inclusion
in the National Register of His-
toric Places would have to be
made hy the city of Long Beach,
which now controls the property.

City officials say they don’t
plan such a request. But preser-
vationists are concerned that the
Navy waited until this year, lon
after reuse plans for the site ha
been decided, to share their

inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places.

historical findings..

Residents panel

After the Navy declared in
1992 that it planned to close the
base in 1994, an appointed panel
of Long Beach residents hegan

studying reuse options and solic-
iting input from the public.
Based on that panel’s recom-
mendations, the City Council
voted in 1993 to turn the base
property over to the Port of Long
Beach for a container terminal.
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.The Long Beach Naval Station’s recreation center is one of 11 buildings that qualifies for
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“We flagged the property for
historical assessment in 1992
and then did a further study in
1994, says Lowell Martin, an
official with the Naval Facilities
Engineering Command in San
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Diego.

“I have no idea why Long Beach
officials were unaware of that
information. I suspect that part of
the problem is the fact that many of
the Navy people who were involved
in the reuse process have since
scattered.”

Port officials plan to raze the
entire base site starting late this

ear and build a container terminal.
%’he terminal, expected to open in
1998, has already been leased for 10
years to China Ocean S}uc'fsping Co,,
a cargo earrier owne lge the
wernment of the People’s Repub-

ic of China.

“We found out about all this
when everyone else in town did,”
says Geraldine Knatz, director of

lanning for the Port of Long
geach. “The Navy requested that
we do a Historical American Build-
ings Survey (HABS) of the base.”

That survey will catalog archi-
tectural and historic aspects of base
buildings, preserving data about
theerg after they've been demol-
ish

Gouncil concern

The historic designation has
caused two City Council members
to consider revising plans for the
site.
“I would hope we could revisit
our reuse plans,” says Vice Mayor
Doug Drummond. “When we voted
on this plan, we didn't know a thing
about historic buildings. Maybe we
ean come up with a plan where both
Ea}](: city an the port can have their

(N

Drummond sees the Navy's lack
of communication as another ex-
ample of its piecemeal retreat from
Long Beach.

“T still get so irritated that the
Navy is walking away {rom one of
the best facilities on the West
Coast,” he says. “And, all through
the &rucess, the Navy kept chang-
ing the rules on us. First, they were

ing to give up only a portion of
their property. Then they an-
nounced they were pulling out
oomEletely. It was hard to keep
track of their plans.”

Drummond suggests historie
base buildings might be used to
house the Long Beach Police Acade-
my, which will be displaced by
commercial development of the
former Navy hospital site in north-
east Long Beach.

He also sees a possible home for
the Police Athletic League, a youth
program, in the base's massive
recreation center. The complex,
which includes a gymnasium, swim-
ming pool, bowling center and

laying fields, is included in the
gl&vy’s inventory of historic base
buildings.

“This project is pretty far down
the road,” says Councilman Alan
Lowenthal, “‘Perhaps we could find
some alternate uses for parts of the
base. But I'd also like to know why
we were never told about all of this
before we voted on the current
plan ”n

Ruled incompatible

Knatz, the port’s planner, rules
out any multiple uses of the base
property. . )

“A container yard is basically &
big parking lot with storage and
lot of transportation activity,” she
says. “And port terminals ave
secure locations that would limit
access. Noncompatible land uses
would be in confliet.”

“I'm dismayed that we're getting
into the picture so late,” says Peter
Devereaux, an architect and mem-
ber of Long Beach Heritage, a
nonprofit preservation group that
was alerted to the base’s historic
status in January and asked Lo
provide input.

“Our group wants to be sensitive
to the economic needs of the
community that will be met by the
port,” says Devereaux. “But we're
also concerned about an important
part of our history.”

That history began in 1940, when
the Navy condemned 104 acres of
Terminal Island and began con-
struction of Roosevelt Base. Politi-
cal and diplomatic considerations
by the base's namesake, President
Franklin D. Roosevelt, helped
shape its design.

In 1940, America was still bound
by the Neutrality Act of 1935,
which barred a military buildup
and involvement in foreign con-
flicts. Roosevelt Base was designed
to be an administrative and recre-
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Club: Built in 1942,
renovated in 1980s.
Includes tennis complex
with six courts.

(2] Gymnasium: Built in 1942,

249,967 sq. ft. Adjacent field,

originally used as drill field,

includes four lit baseball
diamonds.

e Outdoor swimming
pool: Builtin 1842,
renovated in 1989.
Olympic size with diving
facility and locker rooms.

| @ Enlisted Men's Club: Built

in 1942, renovated in 1990.
63,061 sq. ft,
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€ Main Gate: Built in 1942,

Mariners Park: Built in 1942 for
outdoor gatherings, including
homecomings for ships' crews.
Includes bandshell for concerts,

Fleet Landing Center: Built in
1942, renovated in 1980s.
28,353 sq. ft. Qriginally used as
debarkation and arrival center for
ships' crews. Later used as Chief
Petty Officers Glub and child care
center.

Administration Building: Built
in 1942 as base headquarters,
66,864 sq. ft. Features
seven-story tower with command
bridge that was used to direct
docking operations.

Includes two small office
buildings and entry gate with
ormate pylons. No longer in use.
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Ronald Leis. left, of the California Preservation Foundation,

Palty Moore and Peter Devereaux of Long Beach Heritage, and -
Jefl Samudio of the Society of Architectural Historians, tour the

Administration Building.

ation center for the Navy's Pacific
Fleet, not a fortress.

However, with war on the hori-
zon, architect Williams was ordeved
by the Navy to bolster his buildings
with thick, homb-proof walls.

International style

Williams designed Roosevelt Base
in the International Style, popular
in Furope and America in the
1930s. His huildings feature sleek
styling, ribboned windows and
built-in landscaping planters. He
clustered them around a long,
rectangular mall filled with trees
and lawns.
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His major works at the base
include the Administration Build-
ing, with a seven-story tower
topped with a bridge-like command
center that once divected ships in
port, At the far end of his mall,
Williams designed the recreation
center, including a gymmasium,
swimming pool and the Allen Cen-
ter Officers Club.

Roosevelt Base was rushed to
completion in 1942 following Amer-
iea’s entry into World War II on
Dec. 7, 1941. Temporary structures
were built to meet wartime needs,
and alterations were made to other
buildings. But all 11 of Williams'
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Building at LAX.

[Era: African American
fought prejudice to
'become world famous
larchitect.

By, ey

Status symbols abound in up-
scale  Southland communities
such as Beverly Hills, Bel Air,
Brentwood, Pacific Palisades
and La Canada Flintridge. And
one of the most prized symbols is
ownership of a home designed by
Los Angeles architect Paul Re-
vere Williams.

That's quite a tribute for an
African American who was born
into poverty in Los Angeles in
1894 and who pursued his pro-
fession in an era marked by
widespread racial prejudice.

But Williams was a man whose
dreams and talents would not be
denied.

From the 1920s until his death
in 1980, Williams designed hun-
dreds of landmark Southland
homes, commercial structures
and government complexes, in-
tluding the major buildings at
the former Long Beach l&aval
Station.

His most familiar works in-
clude the Saks Fifth Avenue
store in Beverly Hills (built in

Architect Paul Revere Williams in 1960 with one of his most familiar creations, the hema
* Rizzoli Intarnational Publicationa, 1993

Williams key in L.A. design

“Paul R. Willlams, Architeet,”

1939), an extensive remodeling

“of the Beverly Hills Hotel and

Polo Lounge (1947), the Los
Angeles County Courthouse
(1955) and the Theme Building
at Los Angeles International
Airport (1960).

Williams also became known
as the “architect to the stars,”
designing dozens of homes for
such Hollywood luminaries as
Frank Sinatra and Lucille Ball.

After graduating from Los An-
geles Paif'technic High Sehool in
1912, Williams trained at the Los
Angeles School of Art and the
Beaux Arts Institute of Design in
Los Angeles. He became Califor-
nia's first licensed African-
American architect in 1915.

Williams recalled his early
drive to suceceed in a 1963 Ebony
magazine article: .

“‘Why do you want to be an
architect? Why don’t you study
to be a doctor or a lawyer?’ This
was the first question the stu-
dent advisor asked me when [
entered high school,” Williams
wrote. “I told him [ had heard of
only one Negro architect in
America, and 1 was sure this
country could use at least one or
two more. It was this challenge
that decided my future.”

In a 1936 article titled “I am a
Negro,” Williams told of his
struggle to overcome vacial prej-

udice.

“Naturally, I encountered
many discouragements and re-
buffs, most of which were predi-
cated upon my color,” he wrote.
“But I do not regret those
difficulties, for I think that I am
a far better craftsman today than
}‘ would be had my course heen
Tee,”

Williams won international ac-
claim for his works, a fact that
has led architects and preserva-
tionists to focus on saving his
Navy buildings in Long Beach,

He was also deeply involved in
civic work, where he recorded a
number of African-American
firsts, They included his appoint-
ment to the Los Angeles Plan-
ning Commission (1920-28) and
the Los Angeles Housing Com-
mission (1933-41), During World
War I1, he served as a Na
architect, designing new instal-
lations.

Williams summed up his g
proach to his craft in a 19
speech:

“Good planning, good design
and good construction are the
three essentials necessary to
fight obsolescence,” he said.
“And it is the quality of our
designing today that will defi-
nitely stamp this decade as being
one of good taste.”

The Administration Building at the Long Beach Naval Station
has a seven-story tower topped with a bridge-like command cen-

terthat once directed ships in port.

wirks maintain their architectural
integrity.

“We feel that because it was
never accessible, most people are
unaware of what is on the base,”
says Patti Moore, president of Long
Beach Heritage. “It's a beautiful
place with really elegant buildings.
People need to see it.”

long Beach Heritage plans to
rertedy that lack of access on
Saturday, when it will host guided
public tours of the base.

{’I’he base’s historic and architec-
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tural attributes have also drawn the
attention of state and regional
preservation groups,

“This site is really significant,”
says Jeff Samudio, a Hollywood
architect and president of the Soci-
ety of Architectural Historians. He
says the group is alerting preserva-
tion officials in Sacramento and
Washington.

Both Samudio and Ren Lewis, a
board member of the Oakland-
based California Preservation
Foundation, raised other concerns

Naval Station tours

Long Beach Heritage will host
free guided tours of the Long
Beach Naval Station’s historic
buildings and facilities on
Saturday, beginning at

10 am.

Tours will start at Building
One, the former base
headquarters building.
Visitars should enter the base
through Gate 2 of the Long
Beach Naval Shipyard, at
Qcean Boulevard and the
Terminal Island (47) Freeway.
All visitors must show a
driver's license or other photo
identification card to enter,

For more information, call
Long Beach Heritage at (310)
493-7019.

during a recent tour of the base.

“It’s hard to understand why all
of this needs o be razed,” says
Lewis, a Pasadena resident and a
student of Williams® architecture.
“There must be other uses com-
patible with presevvation.”

“It's seems like such a waste,”
says Samudio. “As a taxpayer, I'm
really mad about this, much less as
a preservationist.”

Naval shipyard, civilian workers prepare for looming shutdown

Operations: Many employees have secured jobs at other
military facilities while final ship work nears completion.

LONG BEACH - Signs of the looming  stands at 2,000, 1t will be 600 by
1997 shutdown already shound at the

former Long Beach Naval Station and the

adjacent naval shipyard.

Spokesman Ernest McBride says the
shipyard’s civilian work force, which
topped 5,000 in the mid-1980s, now

September.

More than 400 of the yard’s workers
bave recently secured jobs at other
military installations, MeBride says. And
320 of the yard's remaining employees
have accepted a separation pay incentive

and will leave July 1.

Work is under way on the shipyard’s
three final projects. The carvier USS
Boxer is scheduled to leave May 10, and
work on the destroyer USS Kineaid will
end in mid-June. Work an the yard’s last
Navy customer, the destroyer USS David
Ray, will be completed in July.

The 600 employees who remain after
September will be removing machinery

and materials that will be shipped to other
Navy installations. McBride says many of
the shutdown crew are veteran employees
who plan to retire when the yard officially
closes in September 1997,

McBride says the Navy Commissary
and Navy Exchange, which offer discount
shopping to the 80,000 active and retired
military personnel and dependents in the
Long Beach area, will close in November

and move to the Los Alamitos Armed
Forces Reserve Center.

Since the naval station was decommis-
sioned on Sept. 30, 1994, it has operated
as an annex of the shipyard. Recreation,
housing and other facilities have mainly
been used by crews of ships under repair,
Most hase facilities will be shut down in
September,

- Bill Hillburg
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