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The following article from the California Eagle newspaper of June 15. 1928, describes 
the hotel as it appeared upon completion;

"New Hotel Somerville Ready, Open June 23

Ready to be Thrown Open to the Public

"From spacious roof garden overlooking the whole city, to basement 
storerooms and trunk vaults, the new Somerville hotel is completed 
and ready for the public on June 23rd. It is built in the old 
Spanish hacienda style with a flag stone patio opening from 41st 
Street, near the middle of which plays a beautiful fountain built 
of colored mosaic tile.

"All the hundred or more rooms are planned so as to be able to make 
any two or more of them l!en suite" with showers and tiled bath-tubs 
in all. A main dining room and mezzanine dining room seats 300 in 
addition to a smaller private dining room. Overlooking both dining 
room and lobby is an elaborately appointed ladies * lounge while the 
orchestra will play daily and nightly from a stand in the balcony. 1 '

The Dunbar Hotel opened in 1928 as the Hotel Somerville. Ground was broken early 
in 1928 for the construction of the 100 room hotel at the corner of 41st and 
Central in the heart of Los Angeles' Black community. Built entirely by Black 
contractors, laborers and craftsmen, and owned and financed by members of the 
Black community, the project was a milestone in the economic development of the 
area, expressing the solidarity of the Black community.

The building stands four stories tall, and includes a basement underneath. The 
ground floor is of cut stone, covered with stucco, while the upper three stories 
are of brown brick. The. original design contained strong elements of Spanish 
Revival architecture, with semi-circular arched bays on the ground floor, small 
balconies over several doorways, and balconies on the 41st Street side of the 
fourth floor. The roofline was crowned with a parapet punctuated with several 
small "espadarfas" reminiscent of earlier Mission Revival styling. Unfortunately, 
the balconies and parapet were removed in compliance with seismic codes, and the 
present roofline has been flattened.

The side entrance on 41st Street was surrounded by the Churriguerresque 
ornamentation so popular in Spanish Revival architecture. This entrance with 
its small interior patio, has now been closed off, and the original arch 
filled in with the doorway moved flush with the exterior walls of the building. 
The original ornamental metal lights still flank this former entrance.
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The Dunbar Hotel is a building of rich cultural significance to 
the citizens of Los Angeles and in particular, the Black community 
It was^the first hotel built in America expressly for Black people 
at a time when lodging problems were common f consequently, almost 
every prominent Black businessman, politician, entertainer and 
athlete stayed at the hotel. It soon became the center for 
cultural, business and social gatherings.

On September 4, 1974, the Dunbar Hotel gained statewide acclaim 
when the Los Angeles Cultural Heritage Board declared it 
historicalycultural monument number 131. Included in the 
motion naming of the building was an expression of feelings by 
members of the Board that the Dunbar Hotel, perhaps more than ? 
any other building in Southern California, symbolized for its era 
the advances made by Black Americans in California, and in 
particular, the Los Angeles area.

The hotel was built by Dr. John Alexander Somerville, a pioneer 
Black Los Angeles business, professional and cultural leader. He 
was born in Jamaica, British West Indies, came to California in 
1902, and was the first Black graduate of the University of 
Southern California School of Dentistry. His wife, Dr. Vada 
Jetmore Somerville, also graduated from USC School of Dentistry.

Both were early and lifelong leaders in the community's fight 
against racial discrimination. The Somerville Hotel, which later 
gained prominence as the Dunbar Hotel, was a direct result of 
Dr. Somerville f s own inability to find hotel or room space when 
he arrived in California from the West Indies.

The Somervilles also built the La Vada Apartments in 1927 , and 
the combination of these two new modern buildings resulted in a 
new era of building and development on the City's East Side.

The hotel was completed in June, 1928, and was an immediate 
success, hosting in the same year the first national convention 
of the NAACP on the West Coast. It hosted several conventions of 
the like? art exhibits were common, and it became "the place to
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The hotel contained both commercial and residential functions. The upper three 
stories were used for lodging, while the hotel's lobby shared the ground floor 
with commercial and professional offices. The hotel is no longer in operation, 
and most of the offices now stand vacant. A barber shop, bar and shoeshine 
stand still operate on the ground floor, but the large corner office occupied 
by the drugstore and lunch counter is vacant, and the windows are barred and 
painted over.

The main entrance to the hotel was on Central Avenue. The words "Hotel Somerville" 
can still be seen in mosaic tile in the floor of the entrance. The doorway opens 
into a spacious interior lobby, which contains high ceilings and an interior 
mezzanine around the lobby. The original ornamental metal light fixtures still 
remain suspended on chains from the ceiling, while an ornamental metal railing 
surrounds the mezzanine. The only major modifications in the lobby were the 
enlargement of the registration desk by extending a low partition several feet 
into the lobby, and the enclosure of the dining room on the mezzanine during 
the 1930's to provide additional office space. Murals, enclosed within three 
blind arches over the main entrance, depict scenes commonly associated with 
California and the southwest: a desert scene with cactus, a mountain scene 
with trees and a river, and a mission courtyard seen through an arcade. The 
murals remain in place, somewhat faded, with a portion of the mission scene 
having been covered with wall paint. Stenciled designs which once adorned 
the walls have also been painted over. All other period furnishings have been 
removed from the lobby, which now stands vacant.

The Dunbar Hotel is located on a commercial street (Central Avenue) just south 
of downtown Los Angeles in a major Black district of the city. Most of the 
buildings in the vicinity appear to be of 1920's vintage, and shox^ signs of 
deterioration. Some stand vacant, but others are occupied by cafes, grocery 
and liquor stores, bail bond agencies and shoeshine parlors. The major intrusions 
in the neighborhood are a modern apartment building across the street from the 
hotel, and a new funeral home on the opposite corner. Wood frame and stucco 
bungalows line the side streets off of the business street. With the exception 
of the deterioration and the two modern structures described above, the immediate 
environment of the Dunbar Hotel still conveys the feeling of the setting 
contemporary with the hotel.
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stay when in L,A t "

During the 30's, its nightclub had regular stage shows said to 
have given now^famous Black entertainers their start. Such 
noteables who performed or were guest" at the hotel were:

Duke Ellington W, E. B. Dubois
Count Basie Thurgood Marshall
Louis Armstrong Paul Robeson
Lionel Hampton Marian Anderson
Joe Louis A, Phillip Randolph
Jack Johnson James Weldon Johnson
Sugar Ray Robinson J, A. Rodgers
Redd Foxx Cab Galloway
Sammy Davis, Jr. Josephine Baker ,
T-Bone Walker {''.'/*-*'' : if 'f '
Fats Waller Adam Clayton Powell
Billie Holiday Langston Hughes
Bessie Smith Sojourner Truth ? { •'•' ;: '-- '" "•*-- 'J
Roland Hayes W. C. Handy
Walter White Dr, Daniel H. Williams
Bill Robinson Arthur B. Spingarn

In the early 30's, the hotel was purchased by another prominent 
Black community leader, Lucius Lomax, and was then renamed the 
Dunbar Hotel.

Impetus for having the hotel named an historical-cultural 
monument came from officers and members of Our Authors Study 
Club which is the Los Angeles Branch of the Association for the 
Study of Afro-American Life and History, and from the hotel's 
current owner, Mr. Bernard Johnson,

The present owner and board of directors plan to establish and 
maintain a Black museum and cultural center which will gather and 
disseminate information relative to Black history, art and 
culture, To implement this plan the following objectives must 
be met.

1. To restore and maintain the original flavor of the Dunbar 
Hotel, which will house the museum and cultural center.
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2. To maintain a research and development center which will 
expand the field of knowledge relative to the historical/ 
cultural perspectives and for further evaluation and 
projection related to the Black humanities.

3. To develop, and maintain an oral-literate library which 
will centralize information related to Black historical/ 
cultural ethnology,

4. To collaborate and nurture the cultural aspects of the 
Black experience developed through the culinary arts.

5. To assemble, display and recreate contributions made by 
Blacks to the growth and development of civilization.

6. To promote parity among people with participation in
gathering, sharing, documenting, depositing and recording
historical and sociocultural information,

7„ To maintain a rotating gallery and display space for the 
purpose of displaying Black art created by Black masters.

8. To make available studio space for use by promising 
artists and musicians,

9. To maintain permanent display space to showcase multiple 
artistic forms donated to or acquired by the Dunbar Hotel 
Cultural and Historical Museum,

10. To sponsor and conduct workshops which will contribute to 
the growth and development of the participants in the 
fields of Black art, history and culture.

11. To be sensitive to the needs of the students in the 
museum and academic communities and offer tutorial 
assistance in the areas where they are needed.
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It is quite obvious that there is no one museum and cultural 
center in the country where a citizen may visit and have 
access to all information available on the contributions of 
Black people to American development in the humanities. It 
is our hope that the Dunbar Hotel can provide that facility.



ATTACHMENT

* News Release from the Los Angeles Municipal 
Department, Sept. 6, 1974

NATIONAL > DUNBAR HOTEL—————————

The Dunbar Hotel, a building of rich cultural significance to the citizens 
/©fi;;|^'cfs\s 4^ngeles and in particular, the black community, was declared historic- 
"^eolfetfral monument number 131 by the Los Angeles Cultural Heritage Board at its 
regular meeting on September 4, 1974.

Included in the motion naming the building was an expression of feeling by 
members of the Cultural Heritage Board that the Dunbar Hotel, perhaps more than 
any other building in Southern California, symbolized for its era the advances 
made by black Americans in Southern California, and in particular, the Los Angeles 
area.

The hotel, located at 4225 South Central Avenue, was built by Dr. John Alexander 
Somerville, a pioneer black Los Angeles business, professional, and cultural leader. 
Completed in 1928, it was originally called The Somerville Hotel.

Dr. Somerville was born in Jamaica, British West Indies, the son of an Episcop­ 
alian priest who was a graduate of Cambridge University, England. Dr. Somerville 
came to California in 1902 and worked his way through the University of Southern 
California, becoming the school's first black graduate and then, in 1907, the first 
black graduate of USC's School of Dentistry. His wife, Dr. Vada Jetmore Somerville, 
also graduated from USC's School of Dentistry in 1918.

Both were early and lifelong leaders in the community's fight against racial 
discrimination with the Dunbar Hotel among the most visible symbols of their success. 
According to Dr. Somerville f s autobiography, it was the first hotel built in America 
specifically for Negroes and was a direct result of Dr. Somerville's own inability 
to find hotel or room space when he came to San Francisco from the West Indies.

The Somerville's also built the La Vada Apartments in 1927 and the combination 
of these two new, modern buildings resulted in a new era of building and development 
on the City's East side.

The hotel opened in June, 1928, and was an immediate success, hosting in that 
same year the first national convention of the NAACP on the West Coast.

Almost every prominent black entertainer and athlete stayed at the hotel during 
its first years and its nightclub, which during the 30's had regular stage shows, gave 
numerous now-famous black entertainers their start.

The hotel was purchased by another prominent black community leader, Lucius Lomax, 
in the early 1930's and was then renamed the Dunbar.

Impetus for having the hotel named an historic-cultural monument came from officers 
and members of Our Authors Study Club, which is the Los Angeles Branch of the 
Association for the Study of Afro-American Life and History, and from the hotel's 
current owner, Bernard Johnson.

It is their hope to make the Dunbar Hotel an historic-cultural center for the 
black community.


