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RECOMMENDATION That the Cultural Heritage Commission:

1. Declare the subject property an Historic-Cultural Monument per Los Angeles
Administrative Code Chapter 9, Division 22, Article 1, Section 22.171.7.

2. Adopt the staff report and findings.

VINCENT P. BERTONI, AICP
Director of Planning

[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE] [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]

Ken Bernstein, AICP, Principal City Planner Shannon Ryan, Senior City Planner
Office of Historic Resources Office of Historic Resources

[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE] [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]
Lambert M. Giessinger, Preservation Architect Melissa Jones, City Planning Associate
Office of Historic Resources Office of Historic Resources
Attachments: Commission/Staff Site Visit Photos— June 30, 2022

Historic-Cultural Monument Application
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FINDINGS

e The Cornelius Johnson Residence and Olympic Oak “is associated with the lives of historic
personages important to national, state, city, or local history” as the residence of Cornelius
Johnson, two-time Olympic athlete and gold medalist in the high jump in the 1936 Olympics
in Berlin, Germany, for which he received the oak tree planted in the rear yard.

CRITERIA

The criterion is the Cultural Heritage Ordinance which defines a historical or cultural monument as
any site (including significant trees or other plant life located thereon), building or structure of
particular historic or cultural significance to the City of Los Angeles if it meets at least one of the
following criteria:

1. Isidentified 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;

2. Is associated with the lives of historic personages important to national, state, city, or local
history; or

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

SUMMARY

The Cornelius Johnson Residence and Olympic Oak is a one-story single-family residence and oak
tree located on the corner of S. Hobart Boulevard and W. 12th Street in the Olympic Park
neighborhood of Los Angeles. Constructed in 1903, the residence was designed in the Craftsman
architectural style for Shadreak and Pearl Johnson and their family. Shadreak, a professional
plasterer, constructed the residence, which appears to be one of the earliest extant residences built
and lived in by an African American family in Los Angeles. Shadreak and Pearl’s son, Olympic track
and field athlete, Cornelius Cooper Johnson (1913-1946), planted in the rear yard an oak tree he
was gifted by the German government after winning a gold medal in the 1936 Summer Olympic
games in Berlin. Cornelius resided at the subject property until 1945, one year prior to his passing,
and the Johnson family continued to live at the residence until it was sold in 1994. The oak tree is
one of 25 known remaining oaks worldwide that the German Olympic Committee presented to all
129 gold medalists at the 1936 Olympics.

Irregular in plan, the single-family residence is of wood-frame construction with horizontal wood
siding and has a combination hipped and gabled roof with composition shingles and exposed rafter
tails. The primary, front fagcade faces west towards Hobart Boulevard and features three bays, a
projecting front porch with a flat roof that is accessed by concrete stairs, and the main entrance
flanked by partial-height sidelites. The northern bay has a gabled roof with a gable vent and
fenestration consisting of a fixed window and two double-hung windows. The southern bay has
plaster cladding and a fixed transom window. Fronting W. 12th Street, the south-facing elevation
features varied fenestration that includes divided-lite transom windows, casement windows, and
double-hung windows. At the rear of the residence is the Olympic oak and a small shed. There is a
low concrete wall topped with a chain-link fence that bounds the property on the south and east.

Cornelius Johnson was born in Los Angeles in 1913 and attended Berendo Junior High School,
where he first competed in organized track and field events. While a junior at Los Angeles High
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School, he competed statewide in sprinting and the high jump, and his success earned him a
position on the 1932 United States Olympic team. One of four Black athletes representing the
United States in track and field at the Olympic Games, Johnson placed fourth in the high jump after
a tie break. In 1933, he graduated high school and entered Compton Junior College in Pasadena,
where he won Amateur Athletic Union high jump championship titles for four straight years, from
1933 to 1936. Becoming the first Black American to set a world record in the high jump and
qualifying for the 1936 Olympic team, Johnson went on to win the gold medal in the high jump at
the Olympic Games in Berlin, Germany. Although Jesse Owens won four gold medals at the
Games, Johnson was the first Black athlete on the United States team to win a gold medal. For that
reason, contrary to popular memory, it was not Jesse Owens who was famously snubbed by Adolf
Hitler at the 1936 Games, but rather, Cornelius Johnson. Chancellor Hitler personally congratulated
German and Finnish champions going before him in his private box, but, after Johnson won the
gold medal in the high jump, he was informed that Chancellor Hitler had left the stands. In response,
Cornelius Johnson coordinated with his fellow American medalists in the high jump— David Albritton,
who won silver, and Delos Thurber, bronze medalist — to rebuke the Chancellor’'s snub by saluting
the United States flag with a palm-out salute also known as the Bellamy salute during the playing
of the national anthem. At the Olympic medal ceremony, Johnson received a potted, one-foot-tall
living German oak sapling (Quercus robur) in a ceramic pot inscribed with the words “Grow to honor
the victory—Call out to further action,” which he planted at his family home, the subject property,
upon his return to Los Angeles. Later, he became a mail carrier for the United States Postal Service
in Los Angeles, and in 1945, Johnson joined the United States Merchant Marines as a ship cook
on the Santa Cruz. A year later, in 1946, he developed bronchopneumonia while aboard the ship
and passed away. Johnson was posthumously inducted into the national USA Track and Field Hall
of Fame in 1994, and the California Community College Track Coaches Hall of Fame in 1998.

Based on permit records, the subject property has experienced alterations that include additions to
the dining room, kitchen, and bedrooms, the enclosure and conversion the front porch into a
bedroom, and a new front porch extension in 1922; the application of plaster to a portion of the front
of the residence, the removal of the front door, and the enclosure of the porch in 1972; and the
replacement of the original tongue and groove wood siding and the installation of security bars to
windows, all at unknown dates. During the Cultural Heritage Commission site visit, it was also noted
that the original service porch at the rear had been enclosed, the bathroom was remodeled, carpet
was installed throughout, and flooring in the kitchen and bathroom were replaced.

DISCUSSION

The Cornelius Johnson Residence and Olympic Oak meets one of the Historic-Cultural monument
criteria.

The subject property “is associated with the lives of historic personages important to national, state,
city, or local history” as the residence of Cornelius Johnson, two-time Olympic athlete and gold
medalist in the high jump in the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, Germany, for which he received the oak
tree planted in the rear yard. Despite facing much segregation and racism as a Black athlete during
the Jim Crow era in the United States, Johnson had a highly successful career as a world-class
track and field athlete. The height of his career was him winning the gold medal at the 1936 Berlin
Olympic Games, which is represented by the oak tree that has stood in the rear yard of his residence
and family home for over 80 years. The oak tree is one of only six remaining Olympic Oaks in the
United States, and one of 25 remaining worldwide. The single-family home was constructed by
Johnson’s father, and was where he resided for 32 years; Johnson passed away prior to his 33rd
birthday.
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Despite interior and exterior alterations over the years, the subject property retains sufficient
integrity of location, design, setting, workmanship, feeling, and association to convey its
significance.

CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT (“CEQA”) FINDINGS

State of California CEQA Guidelines, Article 19, Section 15308, Class 8 “consists of actions taken
by regulatory agencies, as authorized by state or local ordinance, to assure the maintenance,
restoration, enhancement, or protection of the environment where the regulatory process involves
procedures for protection of the environment.”

State of California CEQA Guidelines Article 19, Section 15331, Class 31 “consists of projects limited
to maintenance, repair, stabilization, rehabilitation, restoration, preservation, conservation or
reconstruction of historical resources in a manner consistent with the Secretary of the Interior’s
Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for Preserving, Rehabilitating,
Restoring, and Reconstructing Historic buildings.”

The designation of the Cornelius Johnson Residence and Olympic Oak as an Historic-Cultural
Monument in accordance with Chapter 9, Article 1, of The City of Los Angeles Administrative Code
("LAAC") will ensure that future construction activities involving the subject property are regulated
in accordance with Section 22.171.14 of the LAAC. The purpose of the designation is to prevent
significant impacts to a Historic-Cultural Monument through the application of the standards set
forth in the LAAC. Without the regulation imposed by way of the pending designation, the historic
significance and integrity of the subject property could be lost through incompatible alterations and
new construction and the demolition of an irreplaceable historic site/open space. The Secretary of
the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation are expressly incorporated into the LAAC and provide
standards concerning the historically appropriate construction activities which will ensure the
continued preservation of the subject property.

The City of Los Angeles has determined based on the whole of the administrative record, that
substantial evidence supports that the Project is exempt from CEQA pursuant to CEQA Guidelines
Section Article 19, Section 15308, Class 8 and Class 31, and none of the exceptions to a categorical
exemption pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15300.2 applies. The project was found to be
exempt based on the following:

The use of Categorical Exemption Class 8 in connection with the proposed
designation is consistent with the goals of maintaining, restoring, enhancing, and
protecting the environment through the imposition of regulations designed to prevent
the degradation of Historic-Cultural Monuments.

The use of Categorical Exemption Class 31 in connection with the proposed
designation is consistent with the goals relating to the preservation, rehabilitation,
restoration and reconstruction of historic buildings and sites in a manner consistent
with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties.

Categorical Exemption ENV-2022-3208-CE was prepared on July 7, 2022.
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BACKGROUND

On May 5, 2022, the Director of Planning determined that the application for the proposed
designation of the subject property as an Historic-Cultural Monument was complete. On June 2,
2022, the Cultural Heritage Commission voted to take the property under consideration. On June
30, 2022, a subcommittee of the Commission consisting of Commissioners Barron and Buelna
conducted a site inspection of the property, accompanied by staff from the Office of Historic
Resources. The original expiration date of August 16, 2022, is tolled, and a revised date will be
determined pursuant to the Mayor’s March 21, 2020 Public Order Under City of Los Angeles
Emergency Authority re: Tolling of Deadlines Prescribed in the Municipal Code and April 17, 2020
Public Order Under City of Los Angeles Emergency Authority re: Tolling HCIDLA Deadlines and
Revising Expiration of Emergency Orders. The time to act on this item has been tolled for the
duration of the local emergency period. Please note that other State law provisions may also apply.
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posthumously inducted into the national USA Track and Field Hall of Fame in 1994, and the
California Community College Track Coaches Hall of Fame in 1998.

Based on permit records, the subject property has experienced alterations that include additions
to the dining room, kitchen, and bedrooms, the enclosure and conversion the front porch into a
bedroom, and a new front porch extension in 1922; the application of plaster to a portion of the
front of the residence, the removal of the front door, and the enclosure of the porch in 1972; and
the replacement of the original tongue and groove wood siding and the installation of security bars
to windows, all at unknown dates.

CRITERIA

The criterion is the Cultural Heritage Ordinance which defines a historical or cultural monument
as any site (including significant trees or other plant life located thereon), building or structure of
particular historic or cultural significance to the City of Los Angeles if it meets at least one of the
following criteria:

1. 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;

2. Is associated with the lives of historic personages important to national, state, city, or local
history; or

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

FINDINGS

Based on the facts set forth in the summary and application, the Commission determines that the
application is complete and that the property may be significant enough to warrant further
investigation as a potential Historic-Cultural Monument.

BACKGROUND

On May 5, 2022, the Director of Planning determined that the application for the proposed
designation of the subject property as an Historic-Cultural Monument was complete. The original
30-day expiration date of June 4, 2022, per Los Angeles Administrative Code Section
22.171.10(e)1 is tolled, and a revised date will be determined pursuant to the Mayor’'s March 21,
2020, Public Order Under City of Los Angeles Emergency Authority re: Tolling of Deadlines
Prescribed in the Municipal Code and April 17, 2020, Public Order Under City of Los Angeles
Emergency Authority re: Tolling HCIDLA Deadlines and Revising Expiration of Emergency
Orders. The time to act on this item has been tolled for the duration of the local emergency period.
Please note that other State law provisions may also apply.


















































































































Cornelius Johnson’s grave at the Angelus Rosedale Cemetery- Robert McLeign, Dr.
Photo: Christian Kosmas Mayer, 2016

Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument Application
Cornelius Johnson Residence and Olympic Oak



I Death Claiins Former
High Jumping Champion

| SAN FRANCISCO, Feb. 16. P |
Cornellus Johnson, 29, member of
American Olympic games teams in
1932 and 1836 and former Compton
Junior College high jump star, died
vesterday. He was a member of the
merchant crew oi the S. S. Santa
: ra.

Johnson was Calilornia Intercol-
legiate federation high jump cham-
pion in 1936 and 1337.

The Bakersfield Californian, February 16, 1946

Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument Application
Cornelius Johnson Residence and Olympic Oak
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