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Beginning at 1st Street in downtown Los Angeles and running South for 18.9 miles is Central Avenue, 
a main artery around which black Los Angeles congregates due to restrictive covenants that forbid 
them from purchasing property throughout most of the city.   
 
Jazz and its lifestyle flourishes around Central Avenue in Los Angeles from the 1920’s to the early 
1950’s. While Hollywood movies were growing from silent films to talkies, from social-conscious De-
pression-era films to fantastic musical extravaganzas, a parallel world was growing south of the fledg-
ling studios with speakeasies, live revues and theatres, after-hours jams and music clubs, and elegant 
hotels. 
 
By 1940, the whites have moved away from the area almost completely and the boundaries are hard-
ened, so newly successful blacks wanting to buy homes outside the area aren’t allowed until the end 
of the decade. One great advantage of having almost the entire community congregated in one area 
is that it fosters a strong sense of community, providing chances for everyone to network and establish 
economic ties that are in many ways self-sustaining.  Indeed on Central Ave, you find more than 120 
social clubs including fraternal orders, church groups, and musical societies. There are a plethora of 
black-owned businesses such as theaters, savings & loan associations, automobile dealerships, news-
paper offices and retail businesses. 
 
If Central Ave functions as Black Los Angeles’ business district by day, it more than lives up to it’s nick-
name of “Swing Street” by night.  After dark, Central Avenue becomes a parade of people in all colors 
dressed in their best, full of gaiety and interested in nothing more than forgetting their troubles amidst 
the romping sounds of bands big, and small that populate the 50+ clubs and after-hours spots that 
span its length. 
 
There are three notable corridors along Central.   
Corridor 1 stretches from Central & Olympic Blvd to 18th Street. 
Corridor 2 lies between 39th Street and Vernon The Central Ave Corridor

3400 S. Central Ave
Corridor 2 - the east side of the street

Headquartered in the heart of Central Avenue, the Newton Street Police Station is the bed of vice and 
corruption along The Avenue.  With a segregated staff of over 30 officers it is ran by Chief MacDonald 
until he is ousted for corruption in 1941. 

The City’s growing Black population along Central Avenue have long since made African-American 
officers on the Department a necessity, since white officers are reluctant and/or refuse to work Black 
neighborhoods. The Department’s segregationist policy was is restrictive, that when Black officers’ 
partners were not at work, the remaining officers are either sent home or given a menial assignment at 
the station, instead of pairing them with available White officers. 
  
In those few instances where Black officers find themselves encountering White citizens, racial 
separation is still the rule of the day. The authority that they hold as peace officers does not supersede 
the “second class citizen” status that society places on them. 
 
Notable officers at Newton Street include the hardened McFarland and the corrupt Malloy.  Future 
Los Angeles Mayor Tom Bradley is also a patrol officer, the most upstanding in the entire division.  In 
1940, both McFarland and Malloy are promoted to lieutenant. To prevent Malloy or McFarland from 
ever commanding White officers, an all Black A.M. Watch is created especially for them. Ordinarily, 
one lieutenant and three sergeants would be assigned to a watch. However, because assigning White 
patrol sergeants to the newly created watch is out of the question, Malloy and McFarland alternate as 
both watch commander and supervisor for the watch. 

 In 1941, McFarland & Malloy become two of the first Black officers to work a radio patrol car called 
“jitney cars.” Department policy stipulates that Black officers can use the cars only during the least 
visible hours of the night watch, between the hours of 2:00 and 6:00 a.m., after which they are to bring 
the vehicles to the station and assume foot beat assignments.  Newton Street Police StationThe Central Avenue Cooridor Newton Street Precinct



Corridor 1

Corridor 2

Corridor 3

Corridor 4

4225 S Central Avenue 
Los Angeles CA 90011 
Corridor 2- the west side of the street 
 
Constructed by African American contractors and craftsman and financed by the African American 
community in 1926, the Sommerville Hotel (later renamed The Dunbar Hotel) is a five-story, brick, 
Spanish Colonial revival building that is considered the most modern of its time. The 41st Street 
entrance features a flag stone patio with a mosaic-tiled fountain. Its spacious lobby is decorated with 
murals and fine furnishings and retail shops, a barbershop, a beauty parlour, and a flower shop are 
located on the ground floor. The restaurant dining room has a seating capacity of 100 with a balcony 
for the orchestra and it also houses a cocktail bar. - The Turban Room where the famed Art Tatum is a 
regular.  Community dances are held in the Golding Room. 
 
The hotel’s 100 rooms on the second, third and fourth floors rented for $1.50-$3.00 per day. The 
Dunbar Hotel was given permission to conduct a cabaret in the dining room by the Los Angeles 
police commission, which enabled it to become an important gathering place for jazz musicians.  It 
is the finest hotel available to blacks in Los Angeles. 
 
The Dunbar serves as the anchor of a two-block area of jazz clubs on South Central Avenue and 
hosts jazz luminaries such as Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Count Basie, and Jimmie Lunceford as 
well as prominent guests such as dancer/performer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, singer Hern Jeffries, 
and writers Langston Hughes and W.E.B. Du Bois.  Its Central Avenue entrance has long been the 
epicenter of jazz in Los Angeles.  When it is known that a major band is coming to town, young kids 
and musicians line up out front awaiting the tour bus to stop, hoping to be able to carry their favorite 
musician’s bags.   
 
The hotel also serves as the de facto recruiting spot for Hollywood execs looking to scout black 
extras.  Outside it’s doors can be found the most stylish and beautiful people that Central Ave has to 
offer, sitting around waiting for their “big break.” The Hotel Dunbar The Club AlabamThe Hotel Dunbar The Club Alabam
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+ Belvedere, Belvedere Gardens, Montebello

Corridor 3

Boyle Heights is the most diverse community in all of Los Angeles consisting of Jewish, Mexican, Italian, 
Portuguese, German and Japanese population.  Boyle Heights is the largest Jewish community west of 
Chicago, and about 75,000 of mostly Eastern European origin Jews live here between the world wars. 

City Terrace is adjacent to Boyle Heights, and is an affluent community with large homes of mostly 
Spanish architecture.  The majority of the houses have red tile roofs, and the merchants and business 
owners lived here – this is the “ritzy” area.  The Llamas family lives here.

Parks & Recreation 
Hollenbeck Park, a huge gathering area featuring grassy knolls, picnic areas, playgrounds, a 
bandstand and a man-made lake where visitors can pay to ride paddleboats. The best tennis players 
from around Los Angeles also come to play at one of the two cement tennis courts at the park.  It is 
located on the corner of Saint Louis and Fourth Streets, near Boyle Avenue.  Surrounding the park are 
many large homes. This is Boyle Heights’ affluent area. 
 
Schools 
At Roosevelt High, the student body is about 60% Jewish, with large groups of Mexican, Nisei and 
African-American kids.  There are a host of other city and county libraries, playgrounds and smaller 
parks where children and teens do their homework after school, and play basketball and football.  
 
Religion 
All of the Jewish congregations in Boyle Heights are Orthodox, except the Cincinnati Street Shul, which 
is the only Conservative congregation. 

The Business District 
The main business district of Boyle Heights stretches along several blocks of Brooklyn Avenue.  Along 
the avenue are various fruit and vegetable markets and shops with herring and pickle barrels that are 
open to the sidewalk.  Behind them stand bustling shops catering to the needs of the community.
 
Mariachi Plaza 
Mariachi Plaza is bonded by three streets: First Street, Pleasant Street and Boyle Avenue. The small 
donut shape structure is located in the middle of the site surrounded by parking.  Little Toyko / Bronzeville

Corridor 5
In 1905 the area of “Little Tokio” was described as “bounded by San Pedro, First and Requena streets 
and Central Avenue. It had a population of over 10,00 Japanese, with smaller amounts of Jewish, 
Russian and American people. 

The area was a magnet for immigrating Japanese until the Exclusion Act of 1924 halted any further 
migration. Shops were along First Street, and vegetable markets were along Central Avenue to 
the south. Japanese Americans were a significant ethnic group in the vegetable trade, due to the 
number of successful Japanese American truck farms across Southern California. By 1941, there were 
approximately 30,000 Japanese Americans living in Little Tokyo

Bronzeville in downtown Los Angeles existed for about three short years in the 1940s. The area known 
as Little Tokyo transformed into the African American enclave of Bronzeville during World War II 
after Japanese Americans were evicted from their West Coast homes and placed into United States 
internmentcamps. 

Then Los Angeles Mayor Fletcher Bowron strongly advocated the removal of Japanese Americans 
from the Southland, following the Dec. 7, 1941 bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese. By the spring 
of 1942, “Japantowns” up and down the West Coast became ghost towns after the United States 
government issued Executive Order 9066, setting into motion the eviction and incarceration of West 
Coast people of Japanese descent.

Since many of the Little Tokyo non-Japanese owned buildings, the owners held meetings in the spring 
and summer of 1942 to discuss the future of the vacant buildings. One suggestion was to turn Little 
Tokyo into a Latin American section.

As World War II progressed, Los Angeles faced a labor shortage in the war industries, and a huge 
migration of African Americans, mainly from the Deep South, started to flood the Southland to seek 
employment. Thousands ended up in the vacant Little Tokyo buildings because most of Los Angeles 
had restrictive housing covenants that barred people of color from living in white neighborhoods.

By the spring of 1943, overcrowding in Little Tokyo gave rise to slum conditions. For about two weeks 

in early June 1943, white U.S. servicemen, rampaged through Los Angeles in what is referred to 
as the “Zoot Suit” riots. The violence spread into the Little Tokyo and Central Avenue areas, where 
African Americans were also victimized. By October 1943, African American businessmen formed the 
Bronzeville Chamber of Commerce and declared that the area was no longer Little Tokyo. 

Bronzeville and nearby Central Avenue had an active nightlife. War workers, flushed with disposable 
income, and patronized various nightclubs and “breakfast clubs”- so called because they stayed 
open all night until breakfast time. Among the best-known Bronzeville breakfast club was Shepp’s 
Playhouse.

Little Tokyo / Bronzeville Boyle Heights



Local Musician’s Union No. 767

1710 Central Avenue 
Los Angeles CA 90011 
Corridor 1 - east side of the street  
 
A large single family home with a broad, shaded front porch has been repurposed as the main 
meeting place for musicians along Central Avenue.  The former owner’s painted clouds and angels 
throughout the ceilings of the home, which remain.  Downstairs the formal dinning room has been 
converted into an office and across from it sits the living room, which is a rehearsal space.  To the rear 
of the house is a large kitchen used to cook food on a daily basis for employees and hungry musi-
cians.

Its outside grounds are dotted with orange trees that provide plenty of shade for the frequent back-
yard parties and barbeques.  When famous musicians come to town, their band parades down Cen-
tral Ave from Union station to the Musician’s Union often culminating in a big concert. Poker games 
are often held upstairs amongst musicians and non-musicians.   
 
Due to segregation policies, the black Music Union is separate from the White Union in Hollywood 
so all day long local black musicians famous and unknown drop in to rehearse either solo or as an 
ensemble.  There are impromptu cutting contests at all times of the day and kids wander in and out 
to catch a glimpse of their favorite musician.  If they’re lucky, they make pick up a lesson or two, and 
maybe even be asked to sit in for a chorus with practicing greats.  
 
The union also serves as a musician’s staffing company of sorts.  Any musician needing work can 
come to the office and request work that is usually found by the same night for them. Various record 
execs also congregate around The Union hoping to spot the next breakout talent.  Many serendipitous 
events occur here such as the formation of the Nat King Cole trio when a group of musicians pass by 
and hear Nat upstairs playing piano and singing.  It is also here that musicians practice and come up 
with a new sound - rhythm & blues in the late 40’s 
 
Elmer Fain, a hard-nosed union rep who is responsible for collecting dues and fines from musicians up 
and down the Avenue, acting as the Union’s enforcer.  Tiny Bradley is the lively secretary at the union.  
All news at the office comes through Tiny, making her an important ally.  The Musician’s union serves 
as a core to an entire music industry self-contained on Central Avenue from lyricists and composers, 
musicians, businessmen who make and sell records, their distributors and night clubs where these very 
songs are performed and polished nightly.

Little Toyko / Bronzeville
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