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INTRODUCTION 

The Los Angeles Harbor Department (LAHD) has contracted with Jones & Stokes to 
perform an updated survey and evaluation of built environment resources at Berth 147.  The 
LAHD is planning a project that would involve removing the following structures: harbor 
conveyor equipment, Berth 147 wharf, longshore toilet, office/waiting room building, the 
commercial building at 810 Neptune Avenue, and possibly the Port Café.  These facilities, 
except for the Port Café, are associated with the United Fruit Company, which operated at the 
Port of Los Angeles (Port) from 1927 until the firm’s closure in 1990.  In 1936, the company 
built a banana terminal at Berth 147, which closed in 1990.  The United Fruit Company was 
considered the major banana exporter in the world during its heyday in 1955.  A previous study 
of the site concluded that Berth 147 may be eligible for listing in the National Register of 
Historic Places (NRHP) for its significant role in the Port’s regional economic development and 
influence on regional growth, commerce, technology, and transportation. (San Buenaventura 
Research Associates 1992.)  LAHD requested that Jones & Stokes provide a conclusive 
evaluation of the eligibility of properties at Berth 147 and the Port Café. 

This report documents the methods and findings of Jones & Stokes’ intensive 
architectural survey and evaluation of Berth 147 and the Port Café at Berth 147.  Efforts included 
performing a review of the previous study, conducting additional archival research, surveying 
each of the buildings and structures at Berth 147, and applying the eligibility criteria for listing in 
the NRHP.  The buildings and structures associated with the United Fruit Company banana 
terminal were considered as a district because of their functional, historical, and physical 
association with each other.  The Port Café was considered as an individual property because its 
history predates the banana terminal.  All survey and evaluation work was conducted by Jones & 
Stokes’ senior preservation specialist, Susan Lassell, who meets the Secretary of the Interior’s 
professional qualification standards for both architectural history and preservation planning.  Ms. 
Lassell supervised additional research conducted by Mark Bowen, who has more than 4 years of 
experience working on cultural resources studies. 

METHODS 

Previous Studies 

The banana terminal and the Port Café at Berth 147 were inventoried during a 
reconnaissance-level survey conducted by San Buenaventura Research Associates in 1992.  This 
survey covered the area encompassing Berths 147 through 155.  It was conducted in support of 
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and the National Historic Preservation Act 
(NHPA) compliance activities for a proposed project that was never realized.  The results of the 
survey included an evaluation of all eight berths as one “visually and historically unified” 
historic district.  The banana terminal and the Port Café were recommended as contributing 
elements of “a potential NRHP district under Criterion A (events) as a consequence of their 
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direct associations with pivotal historical themes of Los Angeles and Southern California 
regional economic development, growth, social development, commerce, technology and 
transportation during the 1921–1945 historic period” (San Buenaventura Research Associates 
1992). 

Archival Research  

Archival research for the current evaluation of the structures at Berth 147 was conducted 
at the Port of Los Angeles, the Young Research Library at the University of California at Los 
Angeles, Shields Library at the University of California at Davis, and the California State 
Library in Sacramento.  Research efforts focused on developing a broader context for the 
nationwide importation of fruit and bananas from the turn of the century to present, the role of 
banana imports in the economic trade conducted at the Port of Los Angeles, and the construction 
history and evolution of the facilities at Berth 147.  Construction drawings were obtained from 
the LAHD engineering division, and historic photographs of each phase of construction were 
found at the LAHD archives center.  A contextual history of the evolution of banana importation 
into the United States was developed from sources found at Shields Library and the California 
State Library.  

Fieldwork 

An intensive survey of the facilities at Berth 147 was conducted by Ms. Lassell on March 
16, 2000. Written descriptions and photographs were taken of each of the buildings and 
structures at the banana terminal and the Port Café.  The facilities were visually inspected for 
condition and distinguishing features that would help in applying the criteria for integrity. 

HISTORIC SETTING 

Early History  

The Port of Los Angeles is located at the southernmost point in Los Angeles County, 
approximately 20 miles from downtown Los Angeles.  Given its location on the Pacific Ocean, 
the surrounding area historically served as a port facility to varying degrees. 

Commonly referred to as San Pedro, the Port sits within the boundaries of three historic 
ranchos conferred by Governor Pedro Fages to three veterans of the 1769 Portola expedition: 
Rancho San Pedro, Rancho Los Palos Verdes, and Rancho Los Cerritos.  Combined acreage of 
the three ranchos equaled almost 84,000 acres. (Beck and Haase 1974.)  As was common for the 
time period, owners of the rancho lands earned a living by raising cattle and participating in the 
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hide and tallow trade (Rawls and Bean 1993).  By 1830, San Pedro was known as the leading 
hide center on the west coast (Queenan 1986). 

The annexation of California by the United States and the subsequent gold rush resulted 
in an influx of new settlers to the San Pedro area.  Conflicts between new landless residents and 
the rancho owners erupted, and incidents of squatting became common.  A few older residents 
realized the money-making potential of the port area, but the area was largely underused for 
shipping during this period. (Queenan 1986.)  However, the area continued to serve as a center 
for cattle and sheep ranching.  One of the largest sheep operations in California, Flint, Bixby & 
Company, located the largest portion of its operation in San Pedro. (Beck and Hasse 1974.) 

Initial Commercial Shipping, 1857–1897  

Phineas Banning, one of the earliest residents, realized the promise of the area as a 
commercial shipping port.  In 1857, he constructed new docks to capitalize on the increasing 
trade coming in and out of Los Angeles.  The endpoints of two primary routes to the southwest 
gold fields, the Gila River Trail and the Old Spanish Trail, stood at Los Angeles.  With his base 
location up the bay at a spot called Wilmington, Banning shuttled materials on smaller boats to 
and from a second location on the Rancho San Pedro waterfront. 

Banning also perceived the importance of rail transportation between his operation on the 
bay and the growing city of Los Angeles.  With the assistance of investors, Banning, in 1869, 
organized the Los Angeles & San Pedro Railroad (LA&SP) and began a period of fierce rail 
competition in the San Pedro and Los Angeles area.  This route was the first to establish a 
reliable means of moving cargo from the ships coming into San Pedro Harbor to the City of Los 
Angeles. 

Although the LA&SP was the first short line in southern California, it was under the 
control of the Southern Pacific Railroad (SPRR) by 1872.  In an attempt to break the 
stranglehold that the SPRR had on shipping in the area, Senator John P. Jones from Nevada 
started the Los Angeles and Independence Railroad (LA&I) 1 year before the SPRR’s 
acquisition of the LA&SP.  However, as with the LA&SP, the LA&I  soon was part of the SPRR 
system. (Queenan 1986.) 

Improved transportation to and from the harbor had a significant effect on the growth 
pattern of Los Angeles, which at that time was expanding at a enormous rate.  From a population 
in 1880 of 11,000, the city grew to 50,000 by 1890, and later to 102,000 by the turn of the 
century. (Matson 1920.)  The increased population brought with it the need for more construction 
and living supplies, much of which came from ships destined for San Pedro shores. 
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San Pedro Bay—Founding of Port of Los Angeles, 1897–1913  

The growth of commerce in Los Angeles required the formal establishment of a shipping 
port. The federal government agreed to assist the City of Los Angeles by establishing its official 
harbor in San Pedro after several studies recommended it over other sites, including a Santa 
Monica site pursued by Collis Huntington.  Huntington, an influential member of the “Big Four”, 
shared responsibility for the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869.  Following an 
extensive battle with Huntington, the San Pedro Harbor site won authorization from Congress in 
March 1897. 

In preparation for the opening of the Panama Canal, the City of Los Angeles extended its 
boundaries to coastal tidewaters when it annexed San Pedro in 1906.  The Port of Los Angeles 
and the Los Angles Harbor Commission were officially created in December 1907, and 
numerous harbor improvements followed.  These improvements included the completion of the 
2.11-mile breakwater, the broadening and dredging of the main channel, the completion of the 
first major wharf by the SPRR, the construction of the Angel’s Gate lighthouse, and the 
construction of the first municipal pier and wholesale fish market.  By 1909, both Wilmington 
and San Pedro were part of the City of Los Angeles. (Matson 1920.)  Because of this citywide 
growth, the Port of Los Angeles became the world’s largest lumber importer by 1913. 

The opening of the Panama Canal in August 1914 effectively decreased the amount of 
time spent by ships traveling between eastern and western U.S. ports.  In addition, the canal 
promised to open up new trade opportunities worldwide.  In preparation for this new trade, the 
City of Los Angeles completed one of many large municipal terminals in the harbor.  However, 
the simultaneous outbreak of World War I that same year temporarily brought the movement 
toward expanded worldwide trade to a halt. (Queenan 1986.) 

Wartime Changes, 1914–1950  

The principal uses of the Port changed considerably again when England declared war on 
Germany.  At the onset of World War I, the U.S. Navy, wishing to establish a significant 
presence on the Pacific coast, took possession of a portion of the harbor and used it as a training 
and submarine base. 

During the war, the Port was one of the chief sources of employment for residents of the 
area.  Shipbuilding enterprises, including Southwestern Shipbuilding Company, Los Angeles 
Shipbuilding and Drydock Corporation, and Ralph J. Chandler Shipbuilding, began turning out 
vessels by the dozens for the war effort.  The Port of Long Beach, established only 2 years before 
the onset of the war, offered the only southern California competition to the Port of Los Angeles 
in terms of shipping or shipbuilding.  The competition between the ports continues to the present 
day. 
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Despite the previous use of the Port for the shipment of goods both into and out of 
California, it was not until 1915 that the Port of Los Angeles completed its first warehouse.  The 
completion of this building symbolized the Port’s transition from a small, poorly equipped 
landing to a significant seaport able to handle deep sea ships of varied cargo. (Queenan 1986.) 

The significant increase in trade at the Port was exhibited in the fact that many more 
distributors constructed a large number of new warehouses and sheds between 1917 and 1930.  
Improvements to the transportation systems in the harbor area also facilitated the growth of the 
import and export trade.  By 1917, a vast railroad network existed around the harbor and Los 
Angeles, allowing for the efficient movement of goods throughout the country.  This system had 
an advantage over the Port of San Francisco in that its cargo shipments en route to the east coast 
were not impeded by the Sierra Nevada. (San Buenaventura Research Associates 1992.) 

The period following the end of World War I in 1918 saw the Port increasingly used for 
the importation of lumber and other types of raw materials.  As with the prewar period, 
approximately 98% of the inbound cargo to the Port consisted of lumber to satisfy the rapid 
growth of the Los Angeles area.  Exceptional new construction of houses and factories 
necessitated the importation of lumber on a large scale. (Matson 1920.)  In terms of exportation, 
the biggest product passing through the Port in the postwar years was crude oil. 

The end of the war also generally meant the end of restrictions to trade.  Although lumber 
and crude oil were the biggest commodities to pass through the Port at that time, Los Angeles 
featured almost all types of industry, and the resulting products passed through the Port of Los 
Angeles.  Soon after the war’s end, many different types of commerce and business activities 
existed in the area.  Although harbor facilities existed at the time for products such as oil, 
lumber, ships, and fish, new facilities were developed to handle products such as cotton, borax, 
citrus crops, and steel.  In 1923, the City of Los Angeles passed a harbor improvement bond 
measure that resulted in the construction of additional wharves to meet the demands of increased 
imports and exports.  By 1929, in an effort to streamline the railroad portion of shipping in the 
harbor, the various railroad companies, including the SPRR, Union Pacific Railroad, Santa Fe 
Railroad, and Pacific Electric Railway, consolidated their operations under the title the Harbor 
Belt Line Railroad. (Queenan 1986, San Buenaventura Research Associates 1992.) 

During the Depression years, traffic in the harbor slowed as part of the far-reaching 
effects of the collapse of the American economy.  Although the harbor witnessed a sharp decline 
in international trade, the Harbor Commission continued to make improvements, including a new 
breakwater extension, completed by 1937, and new cargo and passenger terminals.  The federal 
government’s Works Progress Administration helped the Port finance passenger and freight 
terminals, as well as wharf and other improvements. (Queenan 1986.) 

World War II brought new life and distinction to San Pedro because it was one of the 
major American ports closest to the fighting in the Pacific Ocean.  Between 1941 and 1945, ship 
and aircraft production facilities in the harbor area worked day and night to manufacture more 
than 15 million tons of war equipment.  In addition to the production of wartime materials, 
hundreds of thousands of personnel passed through the Port when they departed for and returned 
from combat. 
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Following the war, the LAHD launched a broad restoration program.  Many of the 
facilities in the harbor required maintenance that had been delayed during the war years.  
Although the adjacent Long Beach Harbor conducted its own improvements while battling 
subsidence (the “sinking” of the land from the many years of oil extraction), the LAHD 
improved a number of its buildings and removed many temporary wartime buildings.  (Queenan 
1986.) 

Containerization: 1950 to Present  

The methods of shipping changed dramatically following World War II with the advent 
of containerization.  Previously, cargo loading was labor-intensive, because individual pieces of 
cargo, such as drums, boxes, bags or crates, were loaded onto ships.  The cargo was brought to 
the dock by truck or train, and the individual pieces of cargo were unloaded into buildings, called 
transit sheds, that lined the wharf.  Cargo was sorted and organized in these transit sheds, then 
moved to the wharf for loading.  The cargo was loaded as individual packages into the ship’s 
cargo holds by either ship-based or shore-based cranes.  Once in the ship’s holds, the cargo was 
stowed by longshoremen.  Some efficiency was achieved by placing several individual 
containers, such as drums, bags, or boxes, on a pallet, then loading the pallet into the cargo hold.  
Alternatively, longshoremen would place individual pieces of cargo in cargo nets that were 
hoisted into the ship, where the cargo was unloaded and stowed. 

Containerization is a mode of cargo transport in which appropriate cargo is shipped in 
standard-size (20 or 40 feet long), sealable metal boxes.  These boxes are designed to be placed 
on special trailers and are transported to and from the port by trucks or rail.  Movement of goods 
occurs when an empty container is delivered by truck to a location (manufacturer, warehouse, or 
other enterprise) where the box is loaded with cargo and sealed.  The box is then transported by 
truck or train to the port, where primarily shore-based cranes lift the container from the trailer 
and place it on the ship’s deck or in its cargo hold.  Once delivered to the destination port, the 
process was repeated in reverse.  This consolidation of cargo in standard-size containers reduces 
the labor force necessary to load cargo, decreases loading and unloading times, decreases loss via 
theft or damage, and improves the overall efficiency of transport.  In addition, containerizing 
cargo in this manner allows greater integration of transport by truck, train, and ship, leading to 
further efficiencies.  After the introduction of containerization, shippers gradually adopted this 
manner of transport for most cargo that could be placed economically in containers. 

With containerization came the need for the maritime industry to adapt to this mode of 
transport.  This adaptation required not only new ships, truck trailers, rail cars, and cargo cranes 
(designed and built to specifically handle the standard cargo containers), but new port facilities.   

When the old loading method was used, cargo terminals were designed to maximize the 
“surface area” of the terminal by providing large berthing space at wharves with little backland 
(transit sheds) to service each wharf.  This was done because the rate-limiting step in the 
shipment of cargo through ports was the loading and unloading of ships and the handling of 
cargo.  
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Containerization required “large volume” terminals, accomplished by expansive 
backlands (compared to wharf length) primarily dedicated to parking for trailers and internal 
roadways that service each wharf.  With the efficiency of loading brought about by 
containerization, the limiting factor was no longer movement across the wharf but the 
organization and optimization of storage of containers awaiting shipment, movement to and from 
the wharf, and cargo flow into and out of the terminal via road or rail.  Thus, ports either had to 
develop new terminals to meet the needs of the new geometry required by containerization or 
redevelop older terminals.  In addition, the weight of cargo “packages” (i.e., containers) 
increased dramatically with containerization, requiring much larger cranes and, correspondingly, 
a shift from timber to concrete wharves. 

The Port continued to change during the 1970s.  Major improvements included the 
deepening of the main channel to accommodate the larger container vessels entering the bay, the 
purchase of land to expand terminals, and the replacement of older wharves that could not bear 
the increased weight of newer containers. 

Worldwide shipments through the Port increased during the latter half of the 20th century 
as ocean-going vessels grew to sizes no longer able to negotiate the Panama Canal.  Using a 
“land-bridge” system, shippers wishing to pass materials from the Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic 
Ocean realized the more efficient prospect of unloading at the Port of Los Angeles, moving 
materials via truck or train, and subsequently loading the same materials onto ships waiting on 
the east coast.  International use of the Port changed over time; many earlier users were standard 
industrialized nations such as Japan, Australia, and New Zealand.  This emphasis shifted to 
smaller, developing countries of the Pacific Rim such as South Korea, Taiwan, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and Hong Kong. (Queenan 1986.) 

Banana Importation  

The history of banana importation into the United States began in Latin America during 
the latter half of the 19th century with the North American United Fruit Company.  United Fruit, 
incorporated in 1899, introduced bananas to the widest range of consumers in the United States, 
thus making bananas one of the first fresh foods to be commercialized. (Arthur et al. 1968.)  
Although earlier shipments of bananas came to the east coast from Cuba in the mid-1800s, they 
were significantly smaller in quantity and considerably more infrequent. (United Fruit Company 
1936.) 

For most of the 20th century, bananas ranked among the three most widely consumed 
fruits.  Resulting from a consistent supply and comparatively low price, only apples and oranges 
rivaled bananas in terms of per capita consumption year round.  Because the countries of 
production were generally located near the equator and featured climates conducive to the 
cultivation of bananas year round, bananas did not suffer the peaks and valleys in demand 
common to most “seasonal” fruits.  Until the late 1960s, bananas regularly composed 
approximately 5–10% of all fresh fruit sales in retail food stores and reached highs of 25–40% 
seasonally. 
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Shipments increased from the early beginnings of banana importation through the efforts 
of United Fruit and its principle competitor, the Standard Fruit and Steamship Company.  By the 
latter half of the 1930s, the United States imported more bananas than all of Europe, South 
America, Africa, Asia, and Canada combined. (United Fruit Company 1936.)  Until 1967, United 
Fruit and Standard Fruit controlled approximately 70–80% of the United States import market.  
In fact, United Fruit and Standard Fruit controlled the entire banana importation industry 
regarding west coast ports. (Arthur et al. 1968.) 

The earliest prominent banana exporting countries included Jamaica, Honduras, and 
Columbia, and their principal trade routes to the United States, Canada, and Europe passed 
through the Atlantic Coast and the Gulf of Mexico.  Shipments of bananas to the west coast of 
the United States arrived via railroad boxcars, which originated from gulf ports such as New 
Orleans and Galveston. (Reynolds 1927.)  On balance, the quantities of bananas shipped thought 
the Port of Los Angeles were comparatively fewer as coffee, sugar, rubber, and fertilizer 
constituted the primary commodities entering that port from Central and South America at this 
time. (Board of Harbor Commissioners 1923, 1930.) 

In terms of total U.S. distribution, the largest shipments of bananas arrived through the 
Ports of New Orleans and New York, with a combined average of 14 million bunches in 1935.  
Other east coast ports, including Philadelphia, Baltimore, Boston, and Mobile, each averaged 
3.5 million bunches for the same year.  Los Angeles, with 1,536,000 bunches, and San Francisco, 
with 1,350,000 bunches, represented the west coast importation market. (United Fruit Company 
1936.)  

Before World War II, a shift in the location of primary banana production apparently 
galvanized changes to the primary locations of importation in the United States.  Generally 
speaking, the principal sources of bananas were located along the east coast of Central and South 
America.  Although Honduras and Colombia featured coastlines on both the Atlantic and Pacific 
Oceans, their banana shipping routes focused primarily on the Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of 
Mexico.  Equador, the only major producer of bananas located exclusively on the west coast of 
South America, began to show promise of being a key world exporter in the early 1930s.  Added 
to this was the fact that countries in Central America, such as Honduras, began exporting 
bananas more frequently out of their west coast ports. (Arthur et al. 1968.)  Production of 
bananas from these Pacific locations meant that shippers did not have to spend valuable time and 
money passing through the Panama Canal on their way to the west coast markets of North 
America.  As a result, the Port of Los Angeles, which had dealt in the importation of bananas 
since 1927, began to see a significant increase in banana trade during the mid-1930s. (Board of 
Harbor Commissioners 1937.) 

All ocean-going shipments of bananas out of the South and Central American regions 
decreased during World War II, when the presence of German submarines escalated in the 
Carribean.  During the war years and into the early 1950s, shipping routes worldwide were 
largely restricted to military uses.  To compensate for the loss of ocean shipping, overland 
transportation routes into the United States flourished, and by 1946 Mexico was a significant 
importer, accounting for 15% of all bananas entering the country.  Immediately following the 
war and the subsequent relaxation of oceanic trade restrictions, Equador regained its prominence 
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and became the world’s largest exporter of bananas.  Conversely, the more expensive and time-
consuming overland shipments from Mexico gradually lost their appeal. (Arthur et al. 1968.) 

By 1966, ocean shipping accounted for 99% of all banana imports to the United States. 
The balance of imports arrived through limited shipments of Mexican fruit, trucked in through 
Texas and New Mexico.  Although bananas arrived in the United States at 25 to 30 locations 
(1968), fewer than 10 ports handled 90% of shipments.  Four ports of entry in the United States 
constitute major banana ports:  New Orleans, New York, Baltimore, and Los Angeles.  Between 
1946 and 1964, the Port of New Orleans handled an average of 29% of the bananas imported to 
the United States.  In that same period, New York averaged 20% and Florida ports averaged 
12%.  Los Angeles, one of two banana ports on the west coast, averaged 6%; San Francisco did 
not have figures until 1956, at which point it carried only 4% of the shipments for that year.  It 
should be noted that the dramatic reduction in the importation of bananas to ports such as San 
Francisco during the immediate postwar period was likely the result of limited reliable, long-
distance ocean shipping at the time. As new ships arrived and others were released for private 
use, the volume of banana imports grew rapidly on both the east and west coasts.  (Arthur et al. 
1968.) 

In terms of commodities imported through the Port of Los Angeles, food products 
accounted for 10% of all cargoes in 1936 and 1937.  During the same period, wood and paper 
products and nonmetallic minerals accounted for 64% of all inbound cargoes. (Board of Harbor 
Commissioners 1937.)  The lower costs and greater efficiency associated with handling 
enormous regular volumes of bananas, as well as ready access to inland transportation networks, 
favored the growth of banana shipping in larger ports.  The dominance of New York and New 
Orleans as banana shipping ports stems from the fact that both United Fruit and Standard Fruit 
located their largest terminal facilities in both cities, alongside many smaller importers and 
distributors.  (Arthur et al. 1968.) 

The arrangement of banana unloading facilities varied depending on the location, climate, 
and layout of each port.  Early unloading facilities of the United States were simple warehouses 
or transit sheds located on wharves, often supplemented with rail access.  Ships from the 
exporting countries docked on the wharf, and manual laborers moved the bananas from the ship 
to the warehouse.  This labor-intensive process was inefficient because it required that the ships 
remain docked for extensive periods.  When the total volume of bananas entering the country 
increased, companies such as United Fruit streamlined the unloading process using improved 
1920s technology. 

To keep the temperature-sensitive bananas safe from the colder climates common to ports 
like New York, banana companies devised specialized unloading systems.  In the Port of New 
York, train cars met awaiting banana ships via bargelike “car floats”.  After the train cars were 
stopped next to the ships, short, portable conveyors extended through the large doorways on the 
banana ship’s side and carried the bananas into the railroad cars.  This system eliminated the 
arduous task of carrying the bananas from ship to shore, although the use of laborers continued at 
each end of the conveyors.  The shorter conveyors could readily be covered in times of bad 
weather.  Although not as fast in unloading an entire ship as the New Orleans and Los Angeles 
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systems, the New York system offered the greatest amount of protection against year-round 
elements.  

The banana unloading systems in the warmer areas were designed to facilitate unloading 
the greatest number of bananas in the shortest amount of time and, thus, allowed for the quick 
turnaround of banana ships in the port.  In ports such as New Orleans, Mobile, and, later, Los 
Angeles, the systems allowed for the unloading of 2,000 bunches an hour.  Unlike the system in 
New York, the southern and western systems were permanently located and specialized to the 
task of unloading bananas.  Giant booms lowered conveyor belts equipped with pockets into the 
holds of the ships and lifted out the cargo to horizontal conveyors.  The second conveyors 
aligned with numerous rows of awaiting railcars.  This parallel system of conveyors permitted 
the simultaneous loading of great numbers of railcars (Reynolds 1927.)  This configuration of 
unloading facilities persisted into the latter half of the 20th century with the only significant 
modification being the addition of specialized cargo truck bays along the parallel conveyors.  
The increased use of road transportation instead of rail transportation necessitated this minor 
change.  (Arthur et al. 1968.) 

SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA 

NRHP Criteria  

Cultural resource significance is evaluated in terms of eligibility for listing in the NRHP. 
NRHP significance criteria applied to evaluate the cultural resources in this study are defined in 
36 CFR 60.4 as follows: 

The quality of significance in American history, architecture, archaeology, 
engineering, and culture is present in districts, sites, buildings, structures, and 
objects that possess integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, 
feeling, and association, and 

 
(a) that are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to 

the broad patterns of our history; or 
 

(b) that are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past; or 
 

(c) that embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of 
construction, or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high 
artistic values, or that represent a significant and distinguishable entity 
whose components may lack individual distinction; or 

 
(d) that have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in 

prehistory or history. 
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“Integrity” refers to a property’s ability to convey its historical significance (National 
Park Service 1991).  There are seven aspects or qualities of integrity: location, design, setting, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association.  The importance and applicability of these 
qualities depend on the significance of the property and the nature of the character-defining 
features that convey that significance. 

In general, properties must be at least 50 years old to qualify for NRHP listing.  However, 
a property less than 50 years old can also qualify if it exceptionally important or if it is an 
integral part of a historic district which appears to qualify for NRHP listing. (National Park 
Service ND.)   

Significant Resource Types 

The historic significance of the Port relates to the role that the Port facilities played in 
expanding the commercial and economic success of Los Angeles, which coincided with Los 
Angeles’ emergence as an “international” city between the 1920s and 1940s.  Facilities directly 
associated with this theme include buildings and structures constructed to facilitate 
transshipment of goods from ocean-going vessels to rail or truck systems, especially those 
improvements added either by major shipping companies or by the Port in a portwide expansion 
aimed at meeting the demands of increased use of the Port during this period. 

HISTORIC RESOURCES 

The Port Café  

History 

The Port Café at Berth 147 was constructed by the Port of Los Angeles in 1923 at 901 
Pier A Street, on a narrow site located between Pier A Street and the SPRR right-of-way.  During 
April and May 1936, the building was relocated from Pier A Street to a site roughly 600 feet to 
the southwest, at 955 South Neptune Avenue, where it resumed its previous use and identity as 
the Port Café.  During this and subsequent years, a few minor interior and exterior alterations 
were made, including the opening of two doorways facing Neptune Avenue.  The Port Café 
closed in 1990 and has since been used occasionally as a film set.  Except for the brief 
interruption during spring 1936, the Port Café appears to have operated as a restaurant 
continuously for 67 years.  Many original interior features, including wood floors, wood 
counters, and food service fixtures, remain in their original configurations. 
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Description 

The one-story, flat-roofed, plaster-over-woodframe, 90- by 50-foot building is essentially 
rectangular in plan, with the northwestern corner truncated by the railroad right-of-way and the 
northeastern corner cut at a smaller, 45Eangle to accommodate the customer entrance.  Twenty 
wood sash windows organized in groupings of two and three openings faced Pier A Street to the 
east.  Similar fenestration arrangements characterize the other facades.  A projecting cornice line 
wraps around the building.  The architectural plans for the Port Café were prepared by a Harbor 
Engineer’s office employee with the initials “EMD”.  The identity of this individual is unknown. 

Evaluation  

The Port Café at Berth 147 does not appear to have a direct association with any of the 
themes significant at the Port.  The building can be considered historic because it dates to 1923 
and therefore is 77 years old.  However, to be a significant historical resource, it must be 
associated with historic trends or events, people, or architectural movements that are important in 
a local, regional, or national context. 

The historic significance of the Port relates to the role that the Port facilities played in 
expanding the commercial and economic success of Los Angeles, which coincided with Los 
Angeles’ emergence as an “international” city between the 1920s and 1940s.  As identified in the 
section above regarding significant resource types, facilities directly associated with this theme 
include buildings and structures constructed to facilitate transshipment of goods from ocean-
going vessels to rail or truck systems, especially those improvements added either by major 
shipping companies or by the Port in a portwide expansion aimed at meeting the demands of 
increased use of the Port during this period.  Although the Port Café at Berth 147 was used by 
employees of the surrounding terminals, it did not play an influential role in the process of 
transshipment.  Thus, it is not recommended as significant under Criterion A for its association 
with important historic trends or events. 

The Port Café at Berth 147 is not known to be associated with any people considered 
important in local, state, or national history; therefore, it is not recommended as significant under 
Criterion B. 

Although the building shows some elements of Art Moderne styling, these features read 
as afterthoughts in the overall design of the building.  For example, the continuous stepped 
cornice band gives the upper portion of the exterior a slightly Art Moderne appearance.  The 
original design of the building had the entry centered on the facade, with windows symmetrically 
arranged on either side, which would be more typical of the Art Deco style, which favored 
symmetry.  The building does not have many other Art Deco features, such as a stepped facade, 
an emphasis on verticality, or elements designed to create a sense of motion.  Essentially, the 
Port Café at Berth 147 is a box with one decorative feature, the stepped cornice.  This does not 
represent a good example of any one architectural style and is not developed well enough to be 
an example of a unique architectural expression.  Thus, the Port Café at Berth 147 is not 
recommended as significant under Criterion C. 
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United Fruit Company Terminal 

History 

Between 1927 and 1936, the United Fruit Company operated a banana receiving terminal 
at Berth 188.  This facility was a conventional off-loading operation requiring extensive hand 
labor and the intermediate storage of fruit in transit sheds.  In August 1935, the Harbor 
Engineer’s office began preparation of plans to develop a new fruit terminal at Berth 147.  
Constructed during the following years, this facility was designed to reduce fruit handling and 
expedite shipment.  Federal Public Works Administration (PWA) funding evidently was used in 
its construction. 

The new facility provided for the off-loading of bananas directly from the ship holds 
using vertical “marine leg” conveyors suspended from gantry towers.  The bananas were then 
transferred directly onto four horizontal conveyor belt systems.  These conveyors delivered the 
fruit at box car height to waiting refrigerated SPRR rail cars. 

Description 

The United Fruit Company terminal at Berth 147 consists of a series of structures 
designed to move bananas from steamships harbored at the terminal onto railcars or trucks.  
Following this process, facilities include the timber wharves built at the edge of the channel with 
at-grade rails for the mobile gantry cranes that unloaded the hulls of the ships; wooden sheds 
running parallel to the wharves, which cover the start point of the conveyer belts; the conveyor 
belts and equipment; four sets of conveyer belt “car platforms” that angle at 60E from the 
wharves, hold the conveyor belt equipment, and are shielded by wooden sheds with butterfly 
style roofs; two refrigerator rooms at the midway point of the conveyors; at-grade railroad tracks 
paralleling each side of the conveyor sheds; a waiting room and office building located between 
conveyor sheds 2 and 3; and various support structures, such as a scale house, two storage 
buildings, and a longshore toilet. 

The wharf and the ramp extend from the shoreline approximately 90 feet over the water, 
which, at the time of construction, was 35 feet deep at edge of the wharf.  The wharf is a 
continuous creosoted timber apron wharf consisting of 57 bays, each measuring 10 feet, 6 inches 
wide by approximately 40 feet deep.  The rails for the gantry towers are set 15 feet apart and run 
a total length of approximately 400 feet.  The gantry towers were removed at an unknown date.   

The sheds paralleling the wharf are located on the ramps and protect the beginning points 
of the conveyor belts that lead to the car platforms.  These sheds are constructed with four 
structural posts.  The two center posts are 14 feet apart, with a secondary set of posts 4 feet 
farther out.  A shallow, sloped wooden gable roof spans the 22-foot width of the sheds. 

The four sets of conveyor belts and associated mechanical equipment extend to the car 
platforms, which are covered by woodframe canopies.  These structures consist of a platform 
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raised approximately 5 feet above grade.  The platform supports the conveyor belt with room for 
a 2-foot-wide walkway on both sides of the conveyor belt.  The two structural posts are located 
directly on either side of the conveyor belt, set 11 feet apart from each other.  The structural 
posts have two sets of X-bracing at the top one-third.  The roof is a shallow-angle wooden 
butterfly shed, cantilevered from the central structural posts.  Each car platform was originally 
330 feet long.  Platforms 1 and 2 are set approximately 39 feet apart, as are platforms 3 and 4.  
There is a larger gap between platforms 2 and 3, approximately 140 feet, creating space for the 
centrally located main office and waiting room building.  The shed structures were extended and 
mechanical equipment altered slightly in 1970. The conveyor belts and equipment are all extant 
although the belts themselves are often twisted, or have fallen off of the conveyor rollers.  The 
car platforms are structurally sound, but they show signs of neglect and lack of maintenance, 
such as flaking paint and rusted tie-bolts. 

An office/waiting room building designed and constructed in 1936 provided office space 
for the United Fruit Company, and baggage storage and passenger amenities for the Great White 
Fleet cruise service.  This one story, 40- by 100-foot, plaster-over-woodframe Spanish Colonial 
Revival style building is U-shaped in plan.  A low, false-hipped, red tile roof wraps around the 
entire structure.  Windows are various sizes of multipanes with steel frames, mullions, and wired 
glass lights.  A roughly 250-square-foot, one-story, shed-roofed addition was attached to the 
northern facade at an unknown date, resulting in the closure of four window openings.  The 
decorative exterior wall sconces and red tile, roofed canopies above the main entrances (and 
originally specified for the eastern and southern entrances) are no longer extant.  Plans for this 
building were evidently prepared by W. Blake Irvin, an employee of the Harbor Department’s 
Office of the Harbor Engineer.  This name is encountered frequently on architectural plans and 
illustrations prepared by Harbor Engineer’s office during the 1920s and 1930s. 

The two-story, plaster-over-woodframe, flat-roofed, 80- by 50-foot building at 810 
Neptune Street originally was constructed at 945 Pier A Street, on a site located between Pier A 
Street and the SPRR right-of-way, roughly 800 feet southeast of its present location.  The 
northern facade features six pairs of eight-over-one woodframe, double-hung sash windows 
arranged symmetrically on the first and second stories and a single eight-over-one sash window 
on the second story over a doorway.  Similar window openings are found on the northern facade.  
The door opening is surrounded by neo-classical, engaged, fluted pilasters casings with dentil 
details in the cornice moulding.  The southern and western facades are featureless except for one 
small loading door on each facade.  The building’s date of construction is uncertain, but 
engineering record evidence establishes 1923 as the most likely year.  Stylistic similarities to the 
Port Café provide some additional evidence for this date.  The building was almost certainly on 
its Pier A Street location before 1928.  It originally functioned as commercial lease space and 
was probably leased as a chandlery or to a dealer in maritime-related goods.  During April and 
May 1936, the building was moved to its present location adjacent to the United Fruit Company 
terminal at Beth 147 and converted to a warehouse.  Known alterations include the following: a 
projecting cornice line detail was removed; two windows and the doorway were covered with 
plywood panels; a roughly 250-square-foot, one-story portion of the building was removed, 
evidently before relocation. 
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Other buildings on the United Fruit Company site at Berth 147  include a 30- by 45-foot, 
flat-roofed, plaster-over-woodframe storage shed constructed between 1945 and 1949; a 
woodframe longshore toilet constructed in 1936; two small woodframe refrigerator buildings 
(construction dates unknown); a concrete block longshore toilet constructed in 1961; and a very 
small-scale house constructed circa 1955.  All are apparently unaltered. 

Evaluation 

The United Fruit Company terminal at Berth 147 was designed with the objective of 
removing an intermediate step from the process of transferring bananas from ships to markets 
and, by so doing, decrease the time spent in transit and reduce the potential for fruit damage from 
handling and storage.  As such, it represents a major technological improvement from the 
relatively labor-intensive methods of fruit shipment used by the company between 1927 and 
1936.  The only other site at which United Fruit developed this type of banana cargo handling 
terminal was the port in New Orleans, the major site of banana importation in the country.  The 
United Fruit Company built this terminal at Berth 147 in 1936 as a response to changes in the 
source of bananas, with the expectation that banana imports through western ports would 
increase substantially.  Following this economic trend, and facilitated by the new banana 
terminal at the Port, Los Angeles became the primary source of banana distribution for the 
western United States.   

Although the quantity of bananas never rivaled the more established ports on the east 
coast or the gulf coast, the increased banana trade through Los Angeles had a major impact on 
the economics of the Port.  Before 1936, oil and lumber consistently topped the list of tonnage 
and value of goods coming through the Port.  After 1936, bananas intermittently joined the top of 
the list for value.  Thus, the new terminal and the practices of United Fruit brought about an 
economic boom for the Port and for Los Angeles.  This boom coincided with the decline of the 
heyday of the oil transshipment era and provided a much-needed augmentation to the Port’s 
commercial vitality. Thus, the United Fruit Company terminal at Berth 147 is significant under 
Criterion A for its association with the economic and commercial growth and success of the Port 
and of Los Angeles.  Although the structures are in only fair condition because of decades of 
neglect, all of the structures except for the gantry cranes remain extant.  The structures still have 
the ability to convey their function, allowing a viewer to imagine the terminal in its heyday, with 
bananas coming off ships, traveling down the conveyor system, and being loaded into trucks and 
trains.  Thus, the facility retains its integrity under Criterion A and is recommended as eligible 
for listing in the NRHP under Criterion A (Table 1). 

The banana terminal is not known to be directly associated with persons important in 
local, state, or national history; therefore, it is not recommended as eligible for listing under 
Criterion B.   

The banana terminal was specifically designed to modernize the process of off-loading 
bananas from cargo ships onto land-based transport with the greatest efficiency and with full 
consideration of the requirements of banana handling.  Only one other terminal is known to have 
been designed in a similar manner:  the United Fruit Company terminal in New Orleans.  
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Because of its unique design and the possibility that this is one of only two facilities of this type 
in the country (the status of the New Orleans facility is unknown), the banana terminal at Berth 
147 is significant under Criterion C.  Because the location, setting, design, materials, association, 
and feeling of the terminal remain intact, the terminal retains its integrity relative to Criterion C.  
Thus, the banana terminal is also recommended as eligible for listing in the NRHP under 
Criterion C. 

The United Fruit Company constructed the Berth 147 terminal in 1936 and it continued to 
operate as a banana terminal until its closure in 1990.  For the purposes of evaluation under 
Criterion A, the period of significance for the terminal spans the years 1936 through 1950.  The 
period begins with the construction date of the facility and, following NRHP guidelines, the 
period of significance ends at the point 50 years prior to the year of the evaluation.  Since no 
exceptionally important events or trends are related to the period of 1950-1970, the period of 
significance is that period of banana shipping between 1936 and 1950.  The terminal handled one 
of the most important commodities within the Port until at least 1970. (Board of Harbor 
Commissioners 1950, 1956, 1961, 1971.)  As the terminal ages, the period of significance will 
increase until it reaches the true end date of 1970.  For the purposes of evaluation under Criterion 
C, the period of significance for the terminal is 1936, or the year of construction. 

The United Fruit Company terminal at Berth 147 appears to meet the criteria for 
consideration as a historic district.  Six buildings and structures within the property boundaries, 
including the wharf, railroad car platforms (which includes sheds, conveyance equipment, and 
tracks), refrigerator rooms, office building, and woodframe longshore toilet, were constructed 
within the period of significance and contribute to the historic character of the complex.  Storage 
Building 1 was constructed prior to the period of significance.  However, the company moved 
the building from its original location to join the complex in 1936.  The scale house, constructed 
in 1955, appears to be an “integral part” of the function of the terminal in the years following 
World War II and represents the postwar procedural changes of the terminal, the purpose of 
which was to keep up with banana shipping demands and changing shipping practices:  During 
the 1950s, with the increased numbers of highways,  truck transportation increased nationwide 
and weight measurement of trucks became necessary to avoid overloading cargoes.   

Three buildings within the boundaries of the property (the concrete longshore toilet and 
two storage sheds) were considered non-contributing to the historic district.  The concrete 
longshore toilet was constructed 11 years after the period of significance and does not appear to 
be an “integral part” of the terminal during this period.  Individually, this building does not 
appear to meet the evaluation criteria of “exceptional significance” reserved for buildings less 
than 50 years old.  Storage Building 2 was constructed 15 years after the initial construction, and 
does not appear to be an “integral part” of the complex.  In addition, the building does not appear 
to retain sufficient integrity to warrant designation as a contributor to the district.   
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Table 1.  District Buildings and Structures 
 

Building or Structure Dates of Significance Status 

Wharf Constructed 1936 Contributor to District 

Car Platforms/Conveyor 
Equipment/Tracks 

Constructed 1936 Contributor to District 

Office/Waiting Room Constructed 1936 Contributor to District 

Refrigerator Rooms Constructed ca. 1936 Contributor to District 

Woodframe Longshore Toilet Constructed 1936 Contributor to District 

Scale House Constructed ca. 1955 Contributor to District 

Storage Building 1 Constructed ca. 1923 
Moved to site 1936 

Contributor to District 

 

Storage Building 2 Constructed ca. 1945 Non-Contributor to District 

Concrete Longshore Toilet Constructed 1961 Non-Contributor to District 
 

CONCLUSIONS 

The wharf, the sheds, the car platforms, the conveyor belts and equipment, the 
refrigerator rooms, the rail tracks, the main office/waiting room building, and the scale house and 
scale are all considered contributing elements of a historic district that is recommended as 
eligible for listing in the NRHP under Criteria A and C.  Removal of the buildings or structures 
as part of upcoming projects would constitute an impact on the environment.  Efforts to 
document the significance of the facility, as recommended below, would help to reduce the 
effects of this impact. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Plan for Photodocumentation or Other Interpretive Programs  

Photodocumentation as a means of capturing the significance of a resource is most 
appropriate when the resource is eligible for its architectural or engineering merit.  However, the 
banana terminal at Berth 147 is also recommended as eligible under Criterion A, for its 
association with the economic and commercial growth and success of the Port and of Los 
Angeles.  This kind of significance is best captured by an interpretive program that uses current 
and historical photographs, results of archival research and associated materials, and possibly the 
results of a focused oral history documentation.  To support such interpretive programs, 
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professional photography of the facility should be performed before any parts of the facility are 
removed.  The photography should include overall context shots, some portraits of individual 
features, and some detail shots.  Efforts should be made to coordinate the photography of the 
current conditions with the expected needs of the interpretive program so that opportunities to 
illustrate archival or oral history information are not missed.  For example, there may be a desire 
to show a “now and then”-type comparison between current configurations and historical views 
or to have a closeup shot of conveyor equipment that could be viewed while the viewer listens to 
an oral history interviewee discuss the control of the conveyor belt system. 
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