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4. ALTERATION HISTORY

List date and write a brief description of any major alterations or additions. This section may also be completed on a separate document.
| Include copies of permits in the nomination packet. Make sure to list any majer alterations for which there are no permits, as well.

| See attachment.

5. EXISTING HISTORIC RESOURCE IDENTIFICATION (if known)

Listed in the National Register of Historic Places

v/ Listed in the California Register of Historical Resources

" Formally determined eligible for the Mational and/or California Registers

| Contributing feature
Non-contributing feature

| Located in an Historic Preservation Overlay Zone (HPOZ)

I Survey Name(s): — B
o Determined eligible for national, state, or local landmark
status by an histaric resources survey(s) SurveylLA, Adelante, MTA LA Eastside Corridor

QOther historical or cultural resource designations:

6. APPLICABLE HISTORIC-CULTURAL MONUMENT CRITERIA

The proposed monument exemplifies the following Cultural Heritage Drdinance Criteria [Section 22.171.7);

W 1. Is identified with important events of national, state, or local history, or exemplifies significant cantributions to the
broad cultural, economic or social history of the nation, state, city or community,

2. Is assoclated with the lives of historic personages important to national, state, city, or local histary.

v 3. Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a style, type, periad, or method of construction; or represents a notable
work of a master designer, builder, or architect whose individual genius influenced his or her age.
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7. WRITTEN STATEMENTS

This section ollows you to discuss at length the significance of the proposed monument and why it should be
designoted an Historic-Cultural Monument, Type your response on separate documents and attach them to this

form.

A. Proposed Monument Description - Describe the proposed monument’s physical characteristics and
relationship to its surrounding environment. Expand on sections 2 and 3 with a more detailed descrip-
tion of the site. Expand an section 4 and discuss the construction/alteration history in detail if that is
necessary to explain the proposed monument's current form. ldentify and describe any character-
defining elements, structures, interior spaces, or landsca pe features.

B. Statement of Significance - Address the proposed monument’s historic, cultural, and/or architec-
tural significance by discussing how it satisfies the HCM criteria you selected in Section 6. You must
support your argument with substantial evidence and analysis. The Statement of Significance is your
main argument for designation so it is important to substantiate any claims you make with supporting
documentation and research.
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{include first construction permits)
3. . Bibliography
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v" Angeles, and understand that permission is granted for use of the photographs and images by the City without any expectation
| of compensation.
'v"’ | acknowledge that | have the right to submit or have obtained the appropriate permission to submit all information contained
in this application.

M. Rosalind Sagara 5-26-20
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Vivian M. Escalante 26 May.2020
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7b. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

A. PROPOSED MONUMENT DESCRIPTION
Property Description

The Nishiyama Residence/Otomisan Japanese Restaurant is located on East First Street between
Mathews and Fickett Streets in the Boyle Heights neighborhood of Los Angeles. The property
includes a single-story commercial building fronting East First Street, followed by a small
surface parking lot, and a one and one-half story Queen Anne style residence located at the rear.
The buildings retain sufficient integrity to convey the property’s significance.

Residence - Exterior (2508 East First Street)

The primary (north) elevation of the one and one-half story Queen Anne style residence faces
East First Street. Situated approximately three feet above grade, the wood-framed residence has
an irregular plan and is clad in clapboard except for the gable ends, which feature fish scale and
sunrise motifs. The building has an intersecting gable and hipped roof sheathed in shingles. The
front porch is raised and recessed. The porch is obscured by a plastic tarp; however, based on
what is visible, a spandrel, spindle work, and turned wood posts are present. The fenestration is
asymmetrical with windows of various sizes and heights present, including tall, one-over-one
double hung sash windows in paired and single placement. All of the visible windows are non-
original with original wood surrounds. The entrance is accessed from the raised porch. A
rectangular transom window is located above the entrance. The door finish is obscured by a non-
original metal security door.

The fenestration on the secondary (east and west) elevations of the building is irregular. Six
windows with wood surrounds of various sizes and heights are present on the east elevation; two
on the first story and four on the second story. The southeast window on the first story has metal
security bars. One window opening to the northeast is boarded up. All but one window on the
east elevation is non-original. The only original window on the second-story has metal security
bars. The second-story window on the northeast is a dormer window with a sunrise motif at the
gable end. There is a slight jog at the center of the east elevation. A non-original window with
wood surrounds and metal security bars is present at the east elevation of the rear portion of the
building. A secondary entry is accessed from a short staircase and single-sided railing. The door
finish at the east elevation of the rear addition is obscured by a non-original metal security door.

The west elevation features a two-story bay window coordinating with the gable roof. A total of
nine windows with wood surrounds of various sizes and heights are present. Five windows are
located at the first story and four at the second story. The window that is on the rear portion of
the building on the first story is boarded up. With the exception of this window, all windows on
the first story have non-original metal security bars.

The rear (south) elevation is one and two-stories high. Two small single-story wood additions are
located at the southwestern and southeastern sections of the rear elevation. The fenestration is
irregularly arranged. There is one non-original window and a secondary entry at the southeastern
addition. Three windows with wood surrounds of various sizes and heights are present at the
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second-story. The dormer window at the center of the second-story has non-original metal
security bars.

Access to the residence was not granted by the owner. The description was developed from
current photographs. Due to the location of the building near the rear (south) property line, only
northwestern and northeastern views of the rear elevation were possible. The interior cannot be
described beyond the changes indicated by the permits.

Commercial building - Exterior (2504-2506%2 East First Street)

The single-story building was built in 1925 in a vernacular style on a block of mostly low-rise
commercial and residential buildings. The building has a rectangular plan and is clad in stucco
with lateral wood siding. The building has three storefronts. The storefront entrances feature
wooden doors, transoms, and display windows. Two projecting signs are located above the
easternmost and middle storefronts. The westernmost storefront features signage that is flush-
mount. A flat roof covers the building.

The primary (north) elevation faces First Street. The building is three bays wide with three
partially-glazed wood framed entrances with transoms that lead to each individual business. Each
business has a retractable security gate. Otomisan Restaurant, the easternmost storefront, features
two picture windows with a single light above on both sides of its entrance. Otomisan has a
wood awning and its storefront windows are partially covered with exterior wooden screens. The
middle storefront, Koinonia Café, features one large picture window to the east of its entrance.
Both Otomisan Restaurant and Koinonia Café have projecting illuminated signage. Signage
above the Debt Defenders business is modern and flush-mount.

At the secondary (east and west) and rear (south) elevations the building is stucco. Over the
years, there have been a number of additions at the rear (south) elevation that abut the original
building. The roof at the additions are downward sloping and covered with asphalt shingles.

Two visible doors and a non-original window with security gates are present at the rear facade of
the addition. At the rear addition directly behind Otomisan Restaurant, the roof is slightly higher
than the adjacent addition. This portion is enclosed by a six-foot wooden fence.

Otomisan Japanese Restaurant — Interior (2506 ¥ East First Street)

Three red button tufted booths are located along the western wall and a short counter with five
stools face the eastern wall. Built-in wood cabinets are present along the eastern wall. A doorway
at the south wall leads to the kitchen and a bathroom. The ceiling and walls are finished in
smooth plaster. Laminate wood paneling is present on the lower portion of the walls and the base
of the restaurant counter.
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Character-Defining Features

Two-story residence - Exterior (2508 East First Street)

e Intersecting gable and hipped roof

e Wood clapboard siding

e Dormer windows

e Fish scale and sunrise motifs at gable ends

o Two-story bay window coordinating with gable roof
® Recessed entrance

e Front porch supported by wood colonettes

Single-story commercial building - Exterior (2504-2506%2 East First Street)

Wood screens at storefront windows of Otomisan Restaurant
Projecting plexiglass signage for Otomisan Japanese Restaurant
Three individual entrances at lot line

[ J
°
[ J
e Street-facing storefront windows
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ALTERATION HISTORY

12/08/1924

02/03/1925

04/15/1925

02/19/1927

04/27/1929

05/31/1929

11/19/1937

03/06/1946

04/20/1951

06/04/1951

05/15/1967

04/04/1979

08/26/1985

Construct one-story one-room commercial building.

Move two-story residence to rear of parcel.

Add stores and install two toilets to commercial building.
Change flooring in commercial building from cement to wood.
Add interior partitions to commercial building.

Add room to rear of commercial building.

Add private storage room to commercial building.

Remove interior partitions in commercial building; change steel folding
gates to glass swinging doors; add glass panels to storefront.

Add wall to convert one store into two for a total of three businesses
within the commercial building. Bathroom and window in bathroom added
to commercial building.

Add stucco to front and one end of commercial building.

Add storage room to the southeast (rear) elevation of commercial building.

Install a 3/8 double-faced plexiglass projecting sign for Otomisan
Japanese Restaurant.

Re-roof commercial building with rigid built-up Class B material
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7B. Statement of Significance

The subject property at 2504-2508 East First Street consists of a one and one-half story Queen
Anne style residence and a one-story vernacular commercial building. The property is significant
for its association with early Japanese American settlement patterns in Boyle Heights and for its
association with commercial development along the East First Street streetcar line in the 1920s.

In 1925, Ryohei Nishiyama moved the residence to the rear of the lot and constructed a one-story
commercial building facing East First Street. By doing so, he created economic mobility for
Japanese and Japanese Americans in Los Angeles during a time when their opportunities were
restricted due to land ownership, housing, and job discrimination.

The subject property narrates the story of Japanese American entrepreneurship before and after
World War II in Boyle Heights. The commercial building originally housed a Japanese-operated
grocery store, and later included a Japanese-operated florist shop and barber shop. In the 1950s,
the grocery store was converted to a food establishment. In 1956, Otemo Sushi Café (now called
Otomisan Japanese Restaurant) opened in the easternmost storefront of the commercial building.
Todays, it is the last remaining Japanese restaurant in the neighborhood and believed to be one of
the oldest continuously-operating Japanese restaurants in Los Angeles. The buildings and
signage at 2504-2508 East First Street represent multiple layers of historical and cultural
significance, including early residential development in Boyle Heights, streetcar commercial
development, and Japanese American commercial development in Boyle Heights.

The subject property meets Criterion 1 for designation as a Los Angeles Historic-Cultural
Monument:

It is identified with important events of national, state, or local history, or exemplifies
significant contributions to the broad cultural, economic or social history of the nation,
state, city or community.

The subject property also meets Criterion 3:

It embodies the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural-type specimen,
inherently valuable for study of a period, style or method of construction.

The subject property meets the registration requirements outlined for:

e SurveyLA’s Citywide Historic Context Statement: Residential Development and
Suburbanization, 1880-1980: Early Residential Development, 1880-1930

e SurveyLA’s Citywide Historic Context Statement: Commercial Development, 1859-1980:
Commercial Identity, 1850-1980 and Neighborhood Commercial Development, 1880-
1980 (Subtheme: Streetcar Commercial Development, 1880-1934 and Subtheme:
Restaurants, 1880-1980)

e SurveyLA’s Citywide Historic Context Statement: Japanese Americans in Los Angeles,
1869-1970: Property Types Associated with Business and Commerce
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Historical Background

Japanese American Development in Los Angeles
In 1910, Los Angeles was home to the largest Issei population in the United States.'

The city’s expansion in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
combined with its fertile rural environs, made the city attractive to a diverse range
of immigrants. The San Francisco earthquake also played a pivotal role in Los
Angeles’ ultimate dominance over northern California as home to the state’s
Japanese population. On the other hand, isolationist political leanings,
immigration laws, and restrictive residential policies aimed at Asians challenged
Los Angeles’ Issei.”

The West Sixth Street and East First Street neighborhoods served as the primary residential and
commercial neighborhoods for Japanese immigrants in Los Angeles in the early 1900s.” The
population around West Sixth Street developed due to the presence of several boarding houses
that catered to Japanese immigrants as well as employment agencies that brokered Japanese
immigrants as day laborers.* By 1906, the East First Street area became known as Little Tokyo
and had a high concentration of Japanese businesses and residences east of Alameda Street.”
European American owners leased space to Japanese residential and commercial tenants.® Extant
examples include 606 East First Street (1913; architects Morgan & Walls) and 620 East First
Street (1911; architect J.E. Lacey). Both buildings had retail operations on the first floor and
furnished rooms on the second floor that catered to the Japanese American community.” Some of
the Japanese-operated businesses in Little Tokyo included pool halls, restaurants, bookstores,
and barbershops. According to SurveyLA, the first known sushi bar was opened by Gentario
Isoygaya on Weller Street.® Many of the early buildings that housed Japanese-operated
businesses in Little Tokyo were lost due to urban renewal projects in later decades.” However, a
portion of the neighborhood, the Little Tokyo Historic District, roughly bounded by 301-349
East First Street, 110-120 Judge John Aiso Street, and 119 Central Avenue, was preserved and
designated a National Historic Landmark in 1995.

From 1908 to 1920, 20,000 Japanese “picture brides” traveled to Hawai’i and to the continental
U.S. to join their spouses.'® With the influx of women and new marriages, there was an increase

! SurveyLA, Japanese Americans in Los Angeles, 1869-1970, 11. The term Issei refers to the first-generation of
Japanese immigrants to North America.

? Ibid., 12.

* Ibid., 18.

*Ibid., 17.

* Ibid.

®Ibid., 21

7 Ibid.

® Ibid.

® Ibid.

1% Erika Lee, The Making of Asian America: A History (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015), 113. The term
“picture bride” was used to describe an arranged marriage made by parents or matchmakers based on photographs.
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in Japanese American children and families in Los Angeles. This impacted settlement patterns of
Japanese Americans in Los Angeles and ushered in a period of community stabilization. Despite
restrictive immigration and land ownership laws as well as discriminatory housing practices
across t1h16 city, the Japanese community in Los Angeles flourished during the years before World
War II.

In 1915, Los Angeles’ first Japanese American nurse, Mary Akita, opened her small home at
Turner and Alameda streets, just east of Little Tokyo, as a maternity hospital for Issei

women. 2 According to the Historic-Cultural Monument nomination for the Japanese Hospital,
“By the 1910s, the increase in the birth rate within the Japanese community, along with the
deleterious effects of the 1918 Influenza pandemic signified the need for more substantive
medical care since mainstream health care facilities often discriminated against ethnic
minorities.” " In the years following the pandemic, Japanese medical professionals began to
think about how they could establish a facility that would better address the needs of the
community. '

The pioneering Issei generation recognized early on that they had to rely on their own efforts to
meet the social, cultural, and educational needs of the community. Japanese formed kenjinkai
(prefectural associations) and various merchant groups. '>In 1905, the Los Angeles Japanese
Association was established to further the rights and privileges of Japanese residing in the city.
After several moves, the organization settled at an office at 117 N. San Pedro Street (not extant).
The Association was membership-based and included 2,500 Japanese-born members. In addition
to the Japanese Association, there were organizations of all the trades in which Japanese worked.
The creation of these organizations reflected the need of community members to work together
for protections and to promote common interests.

After World War I, anti-Japanese sentiment and policies in the U.S. intensified. The California
Alien Land Law of 1913 (also known as the Webb-Haney Act) prohibited “aliens ineligible for
citizenship” from owning agricultural land or possessing leases longer than three years. This law
affected Chinese, Indian, Japanese, and Korean immigrant farmers in California. By 1920,
lawmakers placed more limits to the Alien Land Law, prohibiting Japanese nationals from
leasing land, barred corporations in which Japanese held a majority stock from purchasing land,
and guardians or agents of ineligible aliens were required to submit an annual report on their
activities. Further restrictions included the Cable Act of 1922, and the Immigration Act of 1924.
The Cable Act decreed anyone marrying an alien ineligible for citizenship would lose their

" SurveyLA, Japanese Americans in Los Angeles, 38.

12 Cecilia Rasmussen, “Hospital a Pillar to Japanese Americans,” Los Angeles Times, 1 February 1998.

B Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument nomination, Japanese Hospital, 8.

“Ibid., 11.

!> Ichiro Mike Murase, Little Tokyo: One Hundred Years in Pictures (Los Angeles: Visual Communications, 1983);
Kenjinkai were based on common prefectural origin and functioned as employment agencies, social welfare
providers, and mutual aid groups. They also fostered a system of collective savings accounts from which
withdrawals could be made for individual and group expenditures. The groups are also remembered for their lavish
annual picnics and New Year celebrations. By 1924, the number of kenjinkai grew to more than two dozen
organizations.
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citizenship. ' The Immigration Act of 1924 (also known as the Johnson-Reid Act) was aimed at
curtailing emigration of Jews, Italians, Slavs, and Greeks, and it targeted Japanese whose entry
was previously regulated through non-legislative means including the Gentlemen’s Agreement.'’

Japanese Americans in Boyle Heights

In the early 20th century, the population of Boyle Heights began diversifying as large numbers of
Eastern European Jews, Russians, Mexicans, Japanese, and African Americans moved into the
area. Historian Wendy Elliott-Scheinberg writes, “A review of federal census records for 1880
through 1920 and school yearbooks for 1923-1939, provides an overview of this ethnically
mixed community, showing conclusively that every block, street, and school contained a
culturally diverse blend.”'®

Japanese families began settling in Boyle Heights in the 1920s. They found the neighborhood to
be welcoming to working class immigrants and free of discriminatory de facto and de jure
housing practices prevalent in other neighborhoods of Los Angeles. In addition to access to
housing, proximity to Little Tokyo, and the development of religious and cultural institutions
were important factors driving Japanese settlement in Boyle Heights.

In 1927, Koyoshi Uono mapped the presence of Japanese Americans in Los Angeles, including
in the Evergreen District, an area in Boyle Heights roughly bounded by Lanfanco Street to the
south, Brooklyn Avenue (now East Cesar E. Chavez Avenue) to the north, Chicago Street to the
west, and Lorena Street to the east. Uono found 350 residences occupied by Japanese families in
the Evergreen District in 1927." He further estimated that 1400 Japanese residents lived in the
district, making it one of the largest concentrations of Japanese in Los Angeles at the time.*’
George Kikuta, born in Boyle Heights in 1942, recalls that many Japanese Americans lived on
East First Street, along the streetcar route.?' Uono’s study and city directories confirm a Japanese
presence on the north and south side of East First Street between Mathews and Mott Streets as
early as the 1920s. Extant examples of the homes where Japanese American families resided
include the subject property at 2508 East First Street (1890), 2612 East First Street (1897), 2620
East First Street (1905), and 2630 East First Street (1895).%* In addition to East First Street,
Japanese lived near Savannah and East Second Street and in other areas in Boyle Heights.23

16 SurveyLA, Japanese Americans in Los Angeles, 37.

Y Ibid.

*® Ibid., 54.

19 Koyoshi Uono, “The Factors Affecting the Geographical Aggregation and Dispersion of the Japanese Residences
in the City of Los Angeles: a Thesis Presented to the Department of Sociology, University of Southern California,”
June 1929, 133.

% Ibid.

*! Richard Potashin, “George Kikuta Interview,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2008 by Richard Potashin,
Manzanar National Historic Site Collection, Densho Digital Archive,

http://ddr.densho.org/ddr-manz-1-40/, 2008, p 4, July 18, 2008.

221927 City of Los Angeles Directory and zimas.lacity.org

2 Gretchen Tuthill, “A Study of the Japanese in the City of Los Angeles: a Thesis Presented to the Department of
Sociology, University of Southern California,” June 1924, 27. Uono, 132.
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According to Uono, the first Japanese pioneer of Evergreen District was Reverend Junjyo
Izumida.** In 1911, Izumida’s Rafu Bukkyokai (Los Angeles Buddhist Mission) bought two lots
at 209 South Savannah Street and built a large three-story wooden temple, which was later used
as a hall for a city playground.? In 1921, the temple was renamed Higashi Honganji (East
Honganj 1).%° In 1926, the congregation moved to 118 North Mott Street where they built a
second temple building and remained for the next fifty years.?’

The idea of creating a much-needed health facility for the Japanese community came into
fruition in Boyle Heights in 1926. Doctor Kikuwo Tashiro and a group of Japanese doctors
(Daishiro Luroiwa, Fusataro Nayaka, Toru Ozasa, and Matsuta Takahashi) combined their
savings to lease a property at East First and Fickett Streets to build the Japanese Hospital (HCM
No. 1131).%® Despite the rejection of their application to incorporate the hospital, the Japanese
doctors prevailed in the Supreme Court of California, and held a groundbreaking ceremony on
June 19, 1929. Architect Yos Hirose, whose life and work were rooted in Boyle Heights and
Little Tokyo, was selected as the architect for the project.?

As documented in SurveyLLA’s Japanese Americans in Los Angeles, significant religious
institutions continued to be developed in the late 1920s and 1930s. In addition to meeting the
spiritual needs of the community, Japanese temples and churches were community anchors,
providing education, social services, and fellowship for members of the community. Extant
examples include Tenrikyo Junior Church of America at 2727 East First Street (1937-1939;
architect Yos Hirose), Konko Church at 2924 East First Street (1937-1938; architect Yos
Hirose), and the Japanese Baptist Church at 2923 East Second Street (1926-1929, extant/altered),
built by the Los Angeles City Baptist Missionary Society.*

Schools and cultural institutions played an important role in the lives of Japanese Americans in
Boyle Heights before and after World War II. The Rafu Chuo Gakuen Japanese Language
School at 204 North Saratoga Street (1938; architect Yos Hirose) is a rare remaining example of
an institutional building associated with Japanese Americans still in operation. When it opened,
Rafu Chuo Gakuen was one of over 200 Japanese schools in Southern California, and considered
one of the most prestigious.®’ Japanese American students like Bruce Kaji, who grew up in
Boyle Heights in the 1930s, walked over to Rafu Chuo Gakuen after school to attend one hour of

?* Reverend Izumida established the first Buddhist temple in Los Angeles in 1904 at 229 !5 East Fourth Street (not
extant).

2 Uono, 87.

2 Higashi Honganji, “Centennial History,” accessed February 25, 2020, http://hhbt-la.org/?page id=1110.

%’ Ibid. In 1976, a new building was constructed at its present day location on Third Street and Central Avenue.

%8 Because their articles of incorporation were rejected by the California Secretary of State Frank C. Jordan, Dr.

Tashiro and the other doctors enlisted legal services to fight their case. On May 21, 1927, the California State
Supreme Court ruled in favor of the doctors.

2 According to the Historic-Cultural Monument application for the Japanese Hospital, Hirose designed Tenrikyo

Junior Church of America at 2727 East First Street, two blocks from the Japanese Hospital and where he lived on
2607 Gleason Avenue.

30 SurveyLA, Japanese Americans in Los Angeles, 38.
*! Mike Sonksen, “Japanese Boyle Heights in the 21st Century,” Los Angeles Times, 8 August 2014.
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Japanese language instruction.’” Kaji remembers, “In the evenings, they had activities. I recall
either Wednesday or Thursday, one day was judo and the other day was kendo, and Fridays was
Boy Scout [sic]. So they got me involved in kendo...The same applied to the other boys in the
area. They went to kendo or judo.”*?

The Japanese Young Women’s Christian Association arranged cooking, sewing, and millinery
classes at the Magnolia House at 2616 East Third Street, which opened in 1922 as a boarding
house for girls of European and Japanese descent.”* Through its programs and services directed
at immigrant women and children, the International Institute of Los Angeles at 435 South Boyle
Avenue (1931; architects Webber & Spaulding) had a mission to promote better understanding
between citizens and new immigrants. For many of its early years, Japanese women and children
were the Institute’s largest client base. During World War 11, the Institute protested the unfair
treatment and incarceration of Japanese and Japanese Americans. After the war, the Institute and
others assisted in the resettlement of Japanese immigrants and Japanese Americans.>> The
Institute continued to support Japanese cultural activities and opened its doors to Japanese
American clubs and social gatherings into the 1960s and 1970s.

East First Streetcar Commercial Development

By the late 1800s, continued residential and commercial growth in Boyle Heights was spurred by
advances in inter-urban transportation, which transformed the sparsely-populated area into a
more urbanized streetcar suburb.?’

In 1889, the horse-drawn streetcar line that served Boyle Heights was replaced by
a cable rail line that was operated by the Los Angeles Cable Railway and ran
down First Street; the cable car line, in turn, was replaced by a more modern and
efficient electric streetcar line in the 1890s. An additional electric streetcar line
was constructed on Brooklyn Avenue in 1899 to accommodate an increase in
ridership, and by the early twentieth century streetcars traversed almost every
major thoroughfare in the area.”®

From 1900 to 1930, Los Angeles had one of the most extensive streetcar networks of any city in
the county.®” Los Angeles was served by the Los Angeles Railway and the Pacific Electric

%2 Martha Nakagawa, “Bruce T. Kaji Interview I,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2010 by Martha
Nakagawa, Densho Visual History Collection, Densho Digital Archive, http://ddr.densho.org/media/ddr-densho-
1000/ddr-densho-1000-289-transcript-76f2303633.htm, p 5, July 28, 2010.

33 1y
Ibid.

3 According to SurveyL A, the Queen Anne style residence was built for Los Angeles City Councilman E.L.

Blanchard and is also a significant example of an intact late nineteenth century residence in Boyle Heights.

*> The National Register Forsythe Memorial School for Girls at 506 North Evergreen Avenue, originally a boarding

school for girls, was reopened as the Evergreen Hostel in 1945 to provide short-term accomodations to Japanese
Americans who returned to Boyle Heights after incarceration.

3 SurveyLA, Japanese Americans in Los Angeles, 72.
7 SurveyL A, Boyle Heights Community Plan Area, 11.
38 1.

Ibid.
39 SurveyL A, Commercial Development, 1859-1980, 19.
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Railway Company. The Los Angeles Railway trolleys were known as “yellow cars” and carried
more riders than the Pacific Electric’s “red cars.” According to SurveyLA, “There are relatively
few intact examples of streetcar-oriented neighborhood commercial architecture left, particularly
in concentrations dense enough to qualify as districts.”*°

Boyle Heights had matured into a bustling streetcar suburb by the 1920s, with the majority of
commercial development located along the neighborhood’s two principal streetcar routes, East
First Street and Brooklyn Avenue (now East Cesar E. Chavez Avenue Boulevard).*' In 1920, the
Los Angeles Railway’s Pico Heights Line was through-routed with the East First Street branch
of the Boyle Heights and West 7" Street Line and renamed the West Pico and East First Street
Line, or more popularly known as the “P” Line.** The rail service continued through 1963.*

According to Uono, of ninety randomly selected business owners in Little Tokyo, at least half
lived in Boyle Heights.** But there were also Japanese-operated businesses in Boyle Heights. In
1927, Boyle Heights had at least four Japanese-operated grocery stores (including the subject
property at 2506 East First Street), a fish market, and a barbershop.* These businesses were
concentrated on the south side of East First Street east of Breed Street and west of Evergreen
Avenue, along the P-Line, and catered primarily to local Japanese residents.

Japanese-operated grocery stores and restaurants in Los Angeles were largely located on
streetcar routes. *® In 1927, there were 237 Japanese-operated grocery/fruit stands and 250
hotels/rooming houses in Los Angeles.*” While the number of hotels/rooming house operators
increased steadily from 1917 to 1927, the increase in Japanese-operated grocery/fruit stands
increased threefold in the same period. According to Uono, this was due to grocery/fruit stand
operators having access to quality produce. He added anecdotally that Jewish and white grocers
did not allow the customers to select the vegetables, whereas Japanese grocers did.*

By 1937, there were more than thirty Japanese-operated businesses along East First Street,
roughly between Mariachi Plaza and Evergreen Cemetery.*’ They included grocery stores,
restaurants, fish markets, florist shops, liquor stores, retail stores, a tofu manufacturer, and a tea
shop. These businesses served local Japanese residents.

The building located at 2504-2506"% East First Street is a rare example of 1920s streetcar
commercial development along East First Street in Boyle Heights. Built by Ryohei Nishiyama,
the single-story commercial building originally housed a Japanese-operated grocery store, and

** Ibid.

* SurveyLA, Boyle Heights Community Plan Area, 11-12.

*2 The Electric Railway Historical Association of Southern California, “West Pico and East First Street,” accessed
March 20, 2020, http://www.erha.org/lary p.htm

* Ibid.

4 Uono, 50.

* Ibid., 133.

*® Ibid., 55.

7 Ibid., 54.

a8 Uono, 60.

* Rafu Shimpo’s Yearbook and Directory, 1937-1938 (Los Angeles: L.A. Japanese Daily News, 1938).
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later included a Japanese-operated florist shop and barber shop. In the 1950s, the grocery store
was converted to a food establishment and initially housed a confectionary and later a Japanese
restaurant.

Vernacular in style, the building was constructed of wood and flush with the sidewalk, with a
small parking lot at the rear. Since its construction, 2504-2506"2 East First Street has been in use
as a commercial property and helps narrate the story of the neighborhood’s development as a
streetcar suburb and Japanese Americans in Boyle Heights.

Historical Background on the Nishiyama Family and the Development of 2504-2508 East
First Street

Ryohei Nishiyama was born in Shizuoka, Japan in 1887.>° He immigrated to the U.S. in 1906.”!
In 1914, he married Koto Ishikawa who would join him in America later that year. The couple
had three sons: Miki born in 1915, Hideki born in 1919, and Takeo born in 1924,

Nishiyama is believed to have worked as a farm laborer in eastern Los Angeles County in his
early years in the U.S.”? By the 1920s, he became involved in various business ventures in Little
Tokyo. From 1921 to 1923, he operated a grocery store at 208 North Alameda Street (not
extant).” A year later he went into business with K. Kai, renting furnished rooms at 128 East
First Street (not extant), where he and his family also took residence.’® During this time, he also
operated a confectionery store at 129 East First Street (not extant).”

A 1924 building permit is the earliest known record identifying Ryohei Nishiyama as the owner
of the one and one-half story Queen Anne style residence at 2508 East First Street. The residence
is believed to have been built for Mrs. Anna E. Littleboy, at the height of Boyle Heights’ early
period of development.®® According to a Sanborn Fire Insurance map, there were nine homes on

* The National Archives at Washington, D.C.; Washington, D.C.; Passenger Lists of Vessels Arriving at San
Pedro/Wilmington/Los Angeles, California; NAI Number: 4486355; Record Group Title: Records of the
Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1787-2004; Record Group Number: 85.

*! The National Archives at Washington, D.C.; Washington, D.C.; Passenger Lists of Vessels Arriving at San
Francisco, California; NAI Number: 4498993; Record Group Title: Records of the Immigration and Naturalization
Service, 1787-2004; Record Group Number: 85. Over 30,000 Japanese came to the U.S. in 1907, making them the
largest number ever to immigrate to the U.S. in a single year. The following year, the Gentlemen’s Agreement was
negotiated and the Meiji government agreed not to allow any more laborers to emigrate to the U.S. See Ichiro Mike
Murase, Little Tokyo: One Hundred Years in Pictures, 7-8.

> Year: 1930; Census Place: Los Angeles, Los Angeles, California; Page: 22A; Enumeration District: 0728; FHL
microfilm: 2339899; Ancestry.com.

>31921-1923 City of Los Angeles Directories.

> 1924 City of Los Angeles Directory.

> Ibid.

*® Anna (Sindell) Littleboy was a pioneer drug store owner and widow of deceased Union Army officer William
Littleboy. The 1891 Los Angeles City Directory listed Anna Littleboy’s residence as 2508 East First Street and the
1900 U.S. Federal Census confirmed her as the owner of the property. In 2001, an Intensive Survey for the Los
Angeles County Metropolitan Transit Authority (MTA) Los Angeles Eastside Corridor generated a DPR form for
the residence, recording Martha Sindell as the first documented occupant of the residence in 1897. Research for this
Historic-Cultural Monument application found Martha Sindell to be Anna Littleboy’s mother. The earliest document
identifying the subject property as their shared place of residence was the 1891 Los Angeles City Directory.
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East First Street between Mathews and Fickett Streets in 1894.°” By 1906, all but one of sixteen
parcels between Mathews and Fickett Streets on East First Street had been developed.™®

Nishiyama was one of at least four property owners along East First Street between Mathews and
Fickett who added a commercial component to their property in the 1920s.>" In 1924, J.
Taniguchi was contracted to build a one-story commercial building in front of the Nishiyama
residence. Within a few months, the residence, which had originally fronted East First Street,
was moved to the rear (south) property line. Nishiyama continued to develop his property in the
next few years. By 1927, he added a three-unit Spanish Colonial Revival-style bungalow court
near the eastern property line.

The first documented tenant to occupy the commercial building with the new address of 2506
East First Street is believed to have been Masao Sato. Beginning in 1926 through 1929, the Sato
family operated a grocery store from this location.®® In 1929, partitions were added to the interior
of the one room commercial building, providing space for an additional tenant at 2504 East First
Street, barber Tanezo Masunaga. In the same year, Masunaga added a small sleeping room
behind his barbershop. Through the early 1950s, the commercial building housed a neighborhood
grocery store and barbershop.®’

In 1939, Mr. and Mrs. T. Aoki ran an advertisement in the Rafu Shimpo urging readers, “Don’t
Be Handicapped. The mastering of practical Japanese language and etiquette is a necessity in
social life and business.”®> The Aokis offered night classes twice a week for $2.00 monthly fee at
Yoshin Gakuen at 2508 East First Street, the Nishiyama family’s 1890 residence. Indeed, the
historical record suggests the subject property functioned primarily as an income property for the
Nishiyama family.® Years earlier in 1935, in an annual report filed by Ryohei Nishiyama on
behalf of his son Miki Nishiyama in accordance with the California Alien Land Law of 1920, the
document affirms associated buildings on the Nishiyama property generated income: 2504, 2506,
2508, 2512, 2512 %, and 2514 East First Street.**

The bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 8, 1941 dramatically altered life for Japanese and
Japanese Americans in Boyle Heights, including the Nishiyama family. By February 19, 1942,
President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, which forced Japanese and

>’ Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of Los Angeles, 1894-1900, Vol. 2 (1894), Sheet 90b.

>% Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of Los Angeles, 1867-1970, Vol.4 (1906), Sheet 468.

> See zimas.lacity.org

% 1926 City of Los Angeles Directory and 1927 Kelts’ Geographic Directory of Los Angeles.

o1 According to city directories, Tanezo Masunaga operated his barbershop for at least twenty years at 2504 East
First Street. His residence was one block away from his barbershop at 2514 Gleason Avenue.

®2 Rafu Shimpo advertisement, 1 February 1939.

® Los Angeles city directories and U.S. Census records list 128 East First Street as the family’s place of residence
between 1924 to 1930. Ten years later in 1940, Miki Nishiyama and his mother Koto resided at an apartment hotel
at 443 Crocker Street in Los Angeles, where Koto worked as the manageress and Miki as a hotel worker. According
to building permits and city directories, various members of the Nishiyama family list 2508, 2510%, 2512%, and
2514 East First Street as their place of residence at different times during the 1920s through the 1960s.

64 Ancestry.com. California, Alien Land Ownership Records, 1921-1952 [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA:
Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2014.



HCM Application — Nishiyama Residence/Otomisan Japanese Restaurant — 2504-2508 East First StreetWritten Statement:

14
Japanese Americans into temporary assembly centers before being transported to one of ten
incarceration camps. City directories of 1941 and 1942 indicate that the grocery store owned by
the Nishiyamas at 2506 East First Street was leased to Max Gordon, but it is not known if the
family leased all of the buildings at the subject property through the duration of war.

The Nishiyama family was incarcerated at Gila River Concentration Camp in Arizona from July
1942 to October 1943. Following the loyalty questionnaire that was administered in 1943 to
incarcerees, the Nishiyamas were sent to Tule Lake Concentration Camp in Siskiyou County in
California with other incarcerees who were unjustly labeled as disloyal. Beginning in November
1945 through March 1946, the Nishiyamas were released from Tule Lake Concentration Camp.®

According to the Final Accountability Rosters of Evacuees at Relocation Centers, the
Nishiyamas returned to Los Angeles following incarceration during World War II. In December
1946, the Rafu Shimpo reported that 25,000 Japanese and Japanese Americans resettled in Los
Angeles to an acute housing shortage.®® Some Japanese returned to find their properties
vandalized or burned, while others who had sold their properties before the war had nothing to
go back to. Hostels and other shelters were set up by local church and civic organizations to
provide returnees a place to live as they began to rebuild their lives.

The Nishiyamas were fortunate to have retained the subject property during the war. In time,
they continued to develop it in the 1940s and 1950s, creating a third storefront to the commercial
building at 2504-2506"2 East First Street, which housed Masunaga’s barber shop, Kenzo “Kai”
Akahoshi’s Boyle Heights Florist, and Inaba Grocery. Interior renovations in the early 1950s
converted the easternmost storefront to a food establishment, making way for a restaurant tenant.
In 1950, the Nishiyamas built a second commercial building at 2512 East First Street.®” The
building fronted East First Street and was located in front of their bungalow court, and directly
east of 2504-2506% East First Street.

Ryohei Nishiyama died in 1967 at the age of 80. This was the last year sons Miki and Takeo
Nishiyama respectively listed their address as 2508 and 2508 East First Street. In 2000, eldest
son Miki Nishiyama died and was laid to rest in Evergreen Cemetery in Boyle Heights. Shortly
thereafter, the Nishiyama Family sold the subject property to the Seino Family, the owners and
operators of Otomisan Japanese Restaurant. In 2006, Leo Hayashi, owner of longtime Hayashi
Realty in Boyle Heights, purchased the subject property from Tomi Seino.

Otemo Sushi Cafe/Otomisan Japanese Restaurant

& According to Final Accountability Rosters of Evacuees at Relocation Centers, eldest son Miki Nishiyama was
separated from his wife Tomie and 2/ year old daughter Masako and sent to Fort Lincoln Detention Center in
Bismarck, North Dakota in February 1945. 650 Japanese Americans arrived at Fort Lincoln Detention Center from a
Department of Justice camp in New Mexico and from Tule Lake. They had renounced their U.S. citizenship in
protest to the incarceration of Japanese and Japanese Americans during World War II. At the time of this writing, it
is not known when Miki Nishiyama was released. Ryohei Nishiyama was released from Tule Lake Concentration
camp in November 1945. Koto Nishiyama was released in January 1946. Tomie and Masako Nishiyama were
released in March 1946. Ancestry.com. U.S., Final Accountability Rosters of Evacuees at Relocation Centers, 1942-
1946 [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2013.

%8 Scott Tsuchiya, “25,000 Resettled in L.A.,” Rafu Shimpo, 21 December 1946.

% See zimas.lacity.org.
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Otemo Sushi Cafe (now Otomisan Japanese Restaurant) opened at 2506 2 East First Street in
1956.%® The restaurant has had three owners: the Seto Family (1956 to early 1970s), the Seino
Family (early 1970s to 2005), and Yayoi Watanabe (2005 to present).

Otemo Sushi Cafe/Otomisan Restaurant is part of a larger history of Japanese Americans and
commercial development in Boyle Heights and Los Angeles. Restaurants were the main business
of Japanese immigrants who first settled in Los Angeles before 1900, creating what has been
called “the restaurant era” of the Los Angeles Japanese.® The first restaurant to serve Japanese-
style cooking (name unknown) was opened in 1896 on New High Street in present-day
Chinatown. In the same year, restaurant operator Tsuruhei Yamashita rented a residential house
at 227 Boyd Street (not extant), where his employees also lodged. The building is believed to be
the first Japanese residence in Los Angeles and an indicator that his restaurant business was
successful.”° Fifty-two restaurants operated by Japanese made 13% of the total income generated
by Japanese businesses in 1917. Other than farming, Japanese-operated restaurants generated
more income than any other Japanese-operated business that year. By 1927, there were 146
Japanese-operated restaurants in Los Angeles.”'

Otemo Sushi Cafe’s original owners were Toshiro and Yetsuko Seto. Both were born in
Northern California; Toshiro in San Francisco in 1915 and Yetsuko in Ukiah in 1914.7 At the
time of this writing, it is unknown why, or when the Setos arrived in Los Angeles. On November
7, 1959, Toshiro Seto’s Otemo Sushi Cafe and Kenzo Akahoshi’s neighboring business Boyle
Heights Florist made the front page of the Rafu Shimpo when a P-car hit Seto and his passenger
Hitsubun Morita, while Seto was turning into the restaurant’s parking lot. The P-car sent Seto’s
vehicle into Akahoshi’s Boyle Heights Florist, shattering its storefront window, but not
Akahoshi’s valuable showcase and other display items.”

In the 1950s, Patsy Duncan, who grew up two blocks away from Otemo Sushi Cafe at 2520 East
Third Street (1895), remembers her family used to walk to the restaurant to buy sushi as omiyage
(gift) to bring to relatives in Riverside. During this time, the restaurant made hundreds of bento
box lunches for kenjinkai (prefectural) meetings of local Japanese that were held on the
weekends at local parks such as Griffith Park and Elysian Park.”* “In the old days, it was pretty
busy. So you’d see people sitting inside or standing outside waiting to get in,” said Reverend
Alfred Tsuyuki, a former patron.”

®8 Hector Becerra, “Eastside Sushi? Si,” Los Angeles Times, 25 August 2007.

%1897 City of Los Angeles Directory.

70 Uono, 30. Prior to 1900, few Japanese immigrants could afford a home, but rather rented rooms in small
Japanese-operated boarding houses, rooming houses run by whites, or lived in the back part of their shops.

" bid.

72 City directories and business advertisements placed from 1959 to 1969 in The Rafu Shimpo confirm that the
restaurant located at 2506 2 East First Street was called Otemo Sushi Cafe, and not Otomi Cafe, as published
erroneously in several contemporary newspaper articles and SurveyLA’s Japanese American Historic Context.
73 “Tram strikes car rear to set off chain reaction,” Rafu Shimpo, 7 November 1959.

7 Hector Becerra, “Eastside Sushi? Si,” Los Angeles Times, 25 August 2007.

7 Ibid.
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In the early 1970s, the Setos sold the business to Akira and Tomi Seino, who changed the name
to Otomisan.’® The Seinos installed a double-faced projecting sign in front of the restaurant that
read Otomisan Japanese Restaurant in 1979.”” A family friend confirms that Tomi Seino was
called “Tomi-san,” or “Otomi-san” by all.”® The Seinos lived close to the restaurant at 2627
Gleason Avenue, near the corner of Mott Street and Gleason Avenue.”” In the 1970s, there were
still several Japanese families who lived on Gleason Avenue, including the Akahoshis, who ran
the Boyle Heights Florist, located in the storefront next to Otomisan, and the Masunagas, whose
father (now deceased) had operated his barbershop at the westernmost storefront of the building.
By the 1970s, the neighborhood’s demographic was shifting. Many of the early immigrant
groups of Boyle Heights, including Japanese, had moved to other areas in Los Angeles, and the
neighborhood began to emerge as a predominantly Mexican American neighborhood.

According to customers, Akira Seino was the sole cook and Tomi Seino took care of everything
else at Otomisan.®® “[Tomi] greeted, served, set the tables, and cleaned up everything outside of
the kitchen,” recalled family friends.® Otomisan’s menu comprised of traditional Japanese
homestyle dishes, including tonkatsu, oyakodon, sukiyaki, tempura, miso soup, and noodles
(soba and somen). They also made sushi, sashimi, and to-go bento boxes. The Seinos made small
adjustments to reflect its broader customer base.** Family friends of the Seinos recall there was a
bottle of Tapatio hot sauce on every table in the restaurant because many customers liked
Japanese food to be spicy.®

In 2005, when Akira Seino passed away, Otomisan closed for six months. Yayoi Watanabe, a
Boyle Heights resident and owner of a nearby dry cleaning business on 4th and Fresno streets,
convinced Tomi Seino to sell the restaurant to her. Watanabe did not want Otomisan to suffer the
same fate as Fuji Cafe, another longstanding Japanese restaurant in Boyle Heights that
disappeared after one of its owners died.**

Otomisan remains largely unchanged since the days of Otemo Sushi Cafe, according to longtime
residents. The cozy interior includes three red button tufted booths and a short counter with five
stools. Built-in wood cabinets and the cash register could be found behind the counter. A
doorway beyond the counter leads to a small kitchen.

Watanabe and cook Yukishige Hamada have kept Akira Seino’s old recipes and his notes on
customers’ suggestions for ingredients, which continue a legacy of Japanese homestyle cooking
in Boyle Heights.* In 2006, Councilmember Jose Huizar bestowed Otomisan with a certificate

’® Ibid; According to a July 1973 City of Los Angeles Directory, the restaurant still bore the name of Otemo Cafe.
77 Building permit for sign, April 1979. It is not known when the Seinos changed the restaurant’s name to Otomisan.
78 Marlon Okazaki, email message to Andrea Griego and Rosalind Sagara, February 18, 2020.

" Ibid.

8 Hector Becerra. “Eastside Sushi? Si,” Los Angeles Times, 25 August 2007.

# Marlon Okazaki, email message to Andrea Griego and Rosalind Sagara, February 18, 2020.

% Ibid.

% Ibid.

# Mike Sonksen, “Otomisan: The Last Japanese Restaurant in Boyle Heights,” KCET Departures, July 31, 2012.

% Ibid.
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