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INTRODUCTION 

The Los Angeles Harbor Department (LAHD) contracted with Jones & Stokes to perform 
an updated survey and evaluation of built environment resources at Berths 171B173.  The LAHD 
is planning a project that would involve removing the tank farm and associated buildings and 
structures.  These facilities were constructed in 1923 by the California Petroleum Company for 
storage and transshipment of oil and petroleum products.  A previous study of the site concluded 
that Berths 171B173 may be eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places 
(NRHP) as part of a larger, currently undefined district for its association with the early boom 
period of oil development in southern California (San Buenaventura Research Associates 1995).  
The LAHD requested that Jones & Stokes provide a conclusive evaluation of the eligibility of 
properties at Berths 171B173. 

This report documents the methods and findings of Jones & Stokes’ intensive 
architectural survey and evaluation of Berths 171B173.  Efforts included performing a review of 
the previous study, conducting additional archival research, surveying each of the buildings and 
structures at Berths 171B173, and applying the eligibility criteria for listing in the NRHP.  The 
buildings and structures associated with the California Petroleum Company were considered as a 
district because of their functional, historical, and physical association with each other.  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 facilities at Berths 171B173 were inventoried during a reconnaissance-level survey 
conducted by San Buenaventura Research Associates in 1995.  The site was inventoried as part 
of a larger, portwide reconnaissance survey to identify areas with a potential for historical 
significance.  The eligibility findings recorded on the California Department of Parks and 
Recreation forms provide contradictory statements of eligibility.  The author states that the 
property is historically significant but equivocates on whether it has sufficient integrity to be 
considered eligible for listing in the NRHP.  He states that “the California Petroleum Company 
site is apparently the single surviving and relatively intact example of an oil terminal constructed 
by one of the many independent oil companies trading at the Port during the oil boom of the 
1920s” (San Buenaventura Research Associates 1995).  He notes that “it is difficult to ascertain 
the state of integrity of the tanks and walls, but they show no apparent signs of major 
alterations”.  Later, however, he states that “due to the reduction of integrity of the site, it does 
not appear to qualify for individual NRHP listing” (San Buenaventura Research Associates 
1995).  No evidence is provided for why the author feels the integrity of the site has been 
Los Angeles Harbor Department 
Final Evaluation Report for the 
Historic California Petroleum Company Terminal 

 
1 

July 2000

 



 

compromised.  However, the author goes on to suggest that the terminal be considered for 
eligibility as a contributor to a currently undocumented NRHP district that includes the Union 
Oil and Shell Oil company sites located adjacent to, and south of, this site. 

Archival Research 

Archival research for the current evaluation of the structures at Berths 171B173 was 
conducted at the Port of Los Angeles (Port), 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 regional oil industry, the role of harbor storage facilities in the trade process, and 
the relative significance of the various companies active in the industry from the 1920s to the 
1940s. 

Fieldwork 

An intensive survey of the facilities at Berths 171B173 was conducted by Ms. Lassell on 
March 16, 2000.  Written descriptions and photographs were taken of each of the tank farms, the 
wharf and wharfside machinery, the pump houses, and the office building. 

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 for 
the three ranchos equaled approximately 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 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 
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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 realized 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. 

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. 
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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 main 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. 

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.) 
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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, 
crude oil was the biggest product passing through the Port in the postwar years. 

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 and 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. 

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 
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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.  

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. 
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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 
“and-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.) 

Port of Los Angeles Oil Production and Shipping 

The oil production location known as Los Angeles Basin encompasses the region of 
southern California surrounding the City of Los Angeles.  The basin, which is approximately 22  
miles wide and 42 miles long, sits in the southern portion of Los Angeles County and the 
northwestern portion of Orange County.  The region is bounded by the Santa Ana Mountains on 
the east and the Pacific Ocean on the southwest.  Although not the first to be discovered in 
California (that distinction goes to a well drilled in 1865 on the northern California coast near 
present day Petrolia), the oilfields of the Los Angeles Basin played a significant role in 
California’s petroleum industry during the first two decades of the 20th century. California has 
historically been a key player in the industry and led the nation in oil production for many years 
during the first four decades of the 20th century. (Franks and Lambert 1985.) 

Oil drilling began in the Los Angeles Basin before the turn of the century.  As early as 
1909, the greater Los Angeles area was considered a major refining center.  The refining process 
of crude oil allowed for its conversion into many different types of usable products such as 
kerosene, grease, lubricating oils, and asphalt.  The constant growth of southern California led to 
an ever-increasing need for these products. 

Two overriding factors helped to increase the desirability of crude oil from California 
following the turn of the century.  The first was the fact that many railroads on the west coast, 
increasingly followed by other railroads nationwide, converted from coal (largely imported) to 
the cheaper, locally obtainable, and more plentiful oil as their fuel.  This conversion also took 
place on many ocean-going vessels. (Franks and Lambert 1985.)  The second factor driving the 
search for crude was the explosion of automobile use during the 1920s.  Gasoline at that time, 
considered a useless byproduct of the refineries and an extreme nuisance, was difficult to dispose 
of.  However, in the new age of the internal combustion engine, gasoline became the most 
important ingredient in a barrel of oil and therefore a highly valued commodity. (Rawls and Bean 
1993.) 
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Oil companies realized the need for port facilities able to handle the increasing quantities 
of oil and refined petroleum products leaving the Los Angeles area for the east coast and other 
world destinations.  In 1909, the Union Oil Company authorized the financing of the Outer 
Harbor and Dock and Wharf Company.  Oil companies helped to organize the Outer Harbor in 
order to create a terminal at San Pedro Harbor adequate for accommodating larger and heavier 
ocean-going steamers produced at the time.  In addition to the terminal facility, the new company 
also provided other improvements, such as new sea walls, wharves, and industrial sites. (Welty 
and Taylor 1956.) 

In 1919, approximately two-thirds of California’s oil came from the lower San Joaquin 
Valley, and the major refineries were concentrated in the San Francisco Bay Area.  However, in 
the 1920s, the predominance of all aspects of the oil industry passed to the Los Angeles region.  
In 1923, oil from Signal Hill, Santa Fe Springs, and Huntington Beach, combined with the 
remaining smaller pools of the Los Angeles Basin, accounted for 20% of the world’s total 
production of crude. (Franks and Lambert 1985.)  Only the state of Oklahoma rivaled California 
in terms of total production numbers at the time (Federal Trade Commission 1921).  Exports of 
oil from the Port of Los Angeles made it the largest oil port in the world.  In 1925, the value of 
oil refinery products was twice the value of the output of California’s second-largest branch of 
manufacturing: the canning and preserving of fruits and vegetables. (Rawls and Bean 1993.) 

During the 1920s, larger regional producers, including Standard Oil of California (now 
Chevron) and Union Oil (now Unocal), dominated the Port of Los Angeles.  Many smaller local 
producers, including California Petroleum, Julian Oil, Hancock Oil, General Petroleum, 
Pan-American Oil (later Richfield Oil, now ARCO), and Associated Oil, also used port facilities.  
The largest out-of-state producers located in the region were Texas Oil Company and Shell Oil. 
(San Buenaventura Research Associates 1995.) 

By the end of the 1920s, California had firmly established itself as a major supplier of 
crude oil and the center of America’s petroleum industry. (Franks and Lambert 1985.)  
Destinations along the Atlantic seaboard, most notably New York, received a large amount of the 
crude oil shipped out of San Pedro.  In addition, the Orient, Hawaii, and other Pacific locations 
received oil out of Port of Los Angeles.  In light of this seemingly insatiable market, companies 
on both the east and west coasts acquired ships able to handle the larger oil cargoes. (Oil Age 
1923.) 

Throughout the initial stages of the boom, when oil and petroleum products sold quickly, 
storage was not considered important. Some of the earliest tanks were simple concrete-lined 
excavations covered with steel tops. (Franks and Lambert 1985.)  Overproduction became a 
problem in the 1920s, and by 1930, California’s oil wells were putting out an unprecedented 
amount of crude.  In that year, the industry produced an average of 887,000 barrels a day 
although the market could absorb only 675,000 barrels a day. (Welty and Taylor 1956.)  
Worldwide, there was a lower demand for oil in the post-World War I era. (Franks and Lambert 
1985.)  Storage problems quickly became a primary concern as oil companies continued to pump 
out crude with the fear that if they stopped, the competition would continue to collect oil 
regardless of whether anyone had a place to store it. (Oil Age 1922.) 
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Following the increased production in the Los Angeles Basin in the 1920s, many of the 
major oil companies drafted plans to increase their storage in the southern portion of the state.  
The relentless rates of production meant that any new storage meant a reprieve of approximately 
1 or 2 years. (Oil Age 1923.)  Many oil companies produced new terminals to counteract the 
problem, some costing as much as $1,000,000. (Oil Age 1924.) 

At the end of the 1920s, the oil production companies, seeking new sources of local oil, 
began looking northward at the Sacramento Valley, the northern San Joaquin Valley, and the 
northern Coast Ranges.  In 1936, the General Petroleum Company found the last major oil find 
in the Los Angeles Basin.  Located along the northwestern edge of San Pedro Bay, the 1936 find 
marked the end of the Los Angeles Basin oil boom. (Franks and Lambert 1985.) 

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. 

“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. 
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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 usage of the Port during this period. 

HISTORIC RESOURCES 

California Petroleum Company Terminal, Berths 171–173 

History 

This oil terminal site at Berths 171–173 was constructed in 1923 by the California 
Petroleum Company, during the peak years of the southern California oil boom.  The California 
Petroleum Company of the 1920s was owned primarily by Thomas O’Donnell, the first president 
of the American Petroleum Institute, a trade association representing the interests of the smaller, 
independent oil companies.  O’Donnell, a resident of Long Beach, built an oil refinery in 
Wilmington, an oil terminal at Berth 172, and a case oil plant at Berth 217. 

The California Petroleum Company was acquired by The Texas Company of California 
(The Texas Company) on March 2, 1928.  It remained a division of The Texas Company until 
1941, when the various divisions of The Texas Company (later, Texaco) merged. 

During the early 1920s, petroleum product shipping and manufacturing became a 
dominant industry at the Port of Los Angeles, attributable in part to the Port’s encouragement of 
oil trade by lowered wharfage rates.  Growth rates in the industry were so phenomenal that 
concerns were expressed about crowding out other waterfront-dependant industries.  Oil fires 
were also a constant worry, to the extent that proposals, at one time, were drafted to create a 
single, concentrated oil terminal area in the Outer Harbor.  By 1930, the frenetic pace of oil 
exploration and petroleum products production in the region resulted in highly erratic supplies 
and pricing.  Pro rata marketing agreements initiated between the producers introduced some 
stability into the markets, and a pattern of steady growth ensued. 
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During the 1920s, the oil industry at the Port was dominated by the larger regional 
producers, particularly Standard Oil of California (now Chevron) and Union Oil (now Unocal).  
The smaller, independent producers operating transshipment terminals included California 
Petroleum, Julian Oil (later Sunset Oil), Hancock Oil, General Petroleum, Pan-American Oil 
(later Richfield Oil, now ARCO), and Associated Oil.  Two of the larger out-of-state producers 
with a presence in the region included The Texas Company and Shell Oil. 

Description 

This site at Berths 171–173 consists of six, 80,000-gallon, riveted steel gasoline and oil 
tanks surrounded by 17-foot-high concrete retaining walls.  The tanks are 41 feet in height and 
115 feet in diameter.  Two flat-roofed, open-sided, one-story reinforced-concrete pump houses 
with L-shaped plans (35 by 35 feet) are located in niche recesses in the eastern retaining walls.  
Two wood frame (25 by 25 feet), stucco-clad office buildings are located between the retaining 
wall and the wharfs, near the southern end of the site. 

The 80,000-gallon gasoline and oil tanks, retaining walls, and two pump houses were all 
constructed for the California Petroleum Company at Berths 171–173 in 1923.  The office 
buildings apparently were constructed circa 1940 by the Texas Company. 

Evaluation 

The Chevron and Hancock terminals are now demolished.  The Julian, General, and Pan-
American operations remain but are under new ownership (General and Pan-American are 
owned by Mobil and GATX, respectively).  From a cursory examination, all appear to be 
somewhat reduced in size from the historic period, with the removal of at least some of the early 
oil tanks.  The Shell Oil, Union Oil, and Texas Company sites appear to be the only extant 
examples of the larger companies’ oil terminal sites from the historic period that exhibit few or 
minor alterations.  Of these three, the Union Oil site at Berth 150 is the most historically 
significant, particularly when considered in connection with the sprawling refinery located on the 
hillside to the west and the importance of the company’s role in founding the modern California 
oil industry.  The California Petroleum Company site at Berths 171–173 is apparently the single 
surviving, and relatively intact, example of an oil terminal constructed by one of the many 
independent oil companies trading at the Port during the oil boom of the 1920s.  Thus, the 
facilities at Berths 171–173 are recommended as eligible for listing in the NRHP under Criterion 
A. 

The facilities at Berths 171–173 are not known to be associated with any persons 
important in local, state, or national history; therefore, they are not recommended as eligible for 
listing in the NRHP under Criterion B. 

The facilities at Berths 171–173 do not appear to exhibit any distinctive qualities of 
design or engineering that would qualify them for listing under Criterion C.  Although it is the 
physical appearance of the structures that conveys the significance of the terminal under 
Criterion A, this does not in and of itself qualify the facilities as significant as works of 
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architecture or engineering.  The facilities appear to be of relatively standard design for that 
period and, in fact, are less impressive as works of engineering than some of the larger terminals 
built for the larger companies during the same period.  Therefore, the facilities at Berths 171–173 
are not recommended as eligible for listing in the NRHP under Criterion C. 

The California Petroleum Company constructed the Berth 171–173 terminal in 1923, and 
it continues to operate as an oil terminal to the present day.  For the purposes of evaluation under 
Criterion A, the period of significance for the terminal spans the years 1923 through 1928.  The 
period begins with the construction date of the facility and ends at the point when California 
Petroleum ceased to own the terminal.   

The California Petroleum Company Terminal at Berths 171–173 appears to meet the 
criteria for consideration as a historic district.   The wharf, seven steel gasoline and oil tanks (and 
associated pipelines and equipment), retaining walls, and pump houses were constructed within 
the period of significance and contribute to the historic character of the complex (Table 1).  The 
office buildings were constructed approximately 12 years after the period of significance and, 
therefore, do not appear to contribute to the district.  Historic aerial photographs collected from 
the LAHD archives possibly depict the original terminal office buildings.  However, these 
buildings no longer exist and were likely replaced by the 1940 buildings. (LAHD 1930.) 

Table 1.  District Buildings and Structures 
 

Structure Year Constructed Status 
Wharf 1923 Contributor to District 
Tanks 1923 Contributor to District 
Retaining Walls 1923 Contributor to District 
Pump Houses 1923 Contributor to District 
Office Buildings 1940 Non-Contributor to District 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The tanks (and associated pipelines and equipment), tank farm walls, pump house 
buildings, and timber wharf at Berths 171–173 are all considered contributing elements of a 
historic district that is eligible for listing in the NRHP under Criterion A (Table 1).  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. 
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