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Block 417 – Historic Assessment Summary 

 

The site identified as Block 417 was first laid out in the original tract map of 1905.  

The lengthy story of the site as a public space emerges in two distinct phases – (1) From Original Deed 

through the  Second World War and (2) Post War to the Present, the Era of the “Center”. 

From Original Deed through the Second World War 

This period actually extends from 1914 until 1948, a period of 34 years. During this time, the site had a 

variety of uses, sometimes appeared hapless and even forgotten.  It was the third public property 

offered to the city by the Huntington Beach Co.  Unlike the first two such properties they received, the 

Board of Trustees argued as to whether or not 417 should be accepted at all due to the HB Co. 

determination to make it home to a new City Hall. 

For the first years of its existence, the Board of Trustees rarely referred to the site at all and then 

generally only as 417 or “the parkland at”.  Thus, there was never a clear “original” name. Following this 

they often referred to it as 17th Street Park for want of anything better.  The earliest such reference is 

likely in 1919 - five years after the first recorded deed of the site - when the Trustees were notified it 

was going be sold for taxes unpaid since 1913.   

Located far from any residential area, the “park” attracted little attention from the public at all, though 

it received a tiny serviceable restroom building once the sewer system extended that far in 1924. 

An attempt to landscape the site was made in 1931.  Some palms, a flowerbed, and crisscrossing paths 

were installed and a picnic table or two appeared.  The effort was short-lived as the site was “leased to 

oil” almost immediately and these meagre plantings were removed to Lake Park. 

A police pistol range was located there shortly thereafter.  It remained in place until about 1941. 

Following Pearl Harbor, Block 417 as well as Lake Park’s Clubhouse and Scout Cabin were given over to 

military use for the duration of the war.  City negotiations with the Armed Forces over general site use 

concluded in 1949. 

 

Post-War to the Present -  The Era of the “Center” 

This period which lasted from 1948 until the present spans 69 years, eclipsing the duration of the 

previous period by more than three decades. 

While there are scattered references to 17th Street Park, the site immediately became known as the 

“Recreation Center” or “Community Center” when a former military building was placed there for public 

use, opening in 1949. In 1975, it became the “Senior Center”.  In 1984, it was dedicated as the “Rodgers 

Senior Center” named to honor Michael E. Rodgers, a tireless supporter of the community good, 

particularly the well-being of seniors. 
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Community concerns about the effects of war time disruption on the behavior of city youth resulted in 

the formation of a city recreation department and the recognition of a need for a building to house 

youth activities.  A former classroom of the Santa Ana Army Air Base was purchased, hauled to the site, 

renovated and unveiled as the “Recreation Center.” Together with “Community Center” this name was 

commonly used by both the public and private sectors and certainly the newspapers to refer to the site.  

It was the first real and continuing use of the location as a public recreational space.  

In 1975, the building was remodeled to serve as the new center for the use of the elders of the 

community.  On February 14, 1975, it was officially named the “Senior Center.” It was in such constant 

use, it was again remodeled in 1983. 

When it reopened in 1984, it was formally dedicated the “Michael E. Rodgers Senior Center” in 

recognition of his enduring and tireless efforts in support of the entire city but especially his 

commitment to the welfare of seniors.  That legacy was perpetuated throughout his long life and 

remains today. 
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Historic Assessment -  Block 417  

 

The site identified as Block 417 was first laid out in the original tract map of 1905. 

Sources indicate that the story of the site as a public space emerges in two distinct phases: (1) from 

Original Deed to the Conclusion of the Second World War and (2) the Post-War Period to the Present- 

the Era of the “Center”. 

 

1914 Through the Second World War [34 years] 

The property located at the present-day site of 17th Street and Orange Avenue, legally identified as 

Block 417 was the third public parcel of land transferred to the City of Huntington Beach by the 

Huntington Beach Company.  Unlike the first and second such properties, Circle Park and Lake Park, 

Block 417 was not deeded as a named park.  Instead “park” purposes on the deed was understood to 

mean noncommercial use.  A clause in the original 1914 deed spelled out the intent of the Huntington 

Beach Company to make this location the site of the city’s first purposely built City Hall. 

City Councilmembers (then called the Board of Trustees) were not unanimously enthusiastic.  When the 

vote of acceptance passed on March 2, 1914, Trustees Helme and French dissented, asking that it 

instead be placed on the ballot of the next election.  E.E. French took his argument to the newspaper, 

explaining his belief that the location of a new civic center should be the decision of the people and not 

that of the Huntington Beach Company. 

No construction of any kind had been undertaken by the time of the second deed in 1917 which 

removed the city hall provision, granting the city full unrestricted title to the lot.  This deed was created 

on the same day as those for Blocks 405 and 505 which also included the “park purposes” clause.  In 

1921, the HB Co. removed the park clause for these two lots in order to make way for the construction 

of our first true civic center.  Today, they have been greatly modified and Block 405 is the site of the 

Main Street Library and its surrounding grounds. 

Regardless of the deed status, city government seems to have taken virtually no interest in this site 

during its early years, referring to it as 417 or “the parkland at”. For want of a better name (and given 

the passing of time, certainly not its original name), they began to refer to the place as 17th Street Park 

in 1919 – five years after accepting it from the Huntington Beach Company. It is humorous to note that 

perhaps the first such reference was made on June 9, 1919 when the Trustees were aghast to learn that 

it was about to be sold for taxes unpaid since 1913!  

The first glimmer of development came in 1924 when the sewers were extended out to this remote 

location enabling construction of a “comfort station”. Surviving plans show a small stucco building with a 

tile roof containing two toilets, one for men and one for women.  Plans were also drawn up for a picnic 

shelter. It is clear that the restroom was built but no evidence of construction of a picnic shelter has 

been found. 
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Oil exploration was in full swing.  Despite the addition of the restroom, Block 417 was surrounded by the 

detritus of wells and storage tanks.  The “park” remained somewhat desolate, far from homes or 

residents.   

In 1931, the city took steps to transform the lot into a recognizable park space ordering landscape plans 

to be drawn up.  These plans survive today as well as an Eagle Scout’s drawing of the place at the time.  

Two paths crisscrossed the lot, a few palm trees were planted, a flower bed of some sort was installed 

and at least two picnic tables were placed there.  For the first time, although it proved very short-lived, 

the site fit modern ideas of a “park”. Still, the site remained surrounded by oil machinery, not homes. 

Later that year, the city granted Mr. W.E. McCaslin the right to drill on Block 417.  “Leased to oil”, the 

meagre plantings there were ordered removed and transplanted to Lake Park.  Fortunately, McCaslin 

never drilled for oil and he signed a quit claim deed ending his lease on March 7, 1932.  A very relieved 

City Council accepted it. Had any oil exploration ensued, title to the lot would have reverted to the 

Huntington Beach Co. under the 1917 deed’s “park purposes” clause. 

No landscaping remained and still no real residential area had developed nearby. As such the site 

proved an outstanding choice for the location of a shooting range, used by the police department but 

also popular with civilians. A map of the city printed by the Security-First National Bank shows the place 

now named the “Pistol Range”.  Beyond real estate and motorist use, the Chamber of Commerce also 

adopted the map.  It appeared on their stationery through the 1940s. 

Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941, Block 417 as well as the Clubhouse and Scout 

Cabin at Lake Park, was given over to military use.  What purpose was made of it is the subject of some 

speculation, but it was probably used for encampment or storage.  Huntington Beach, with its rich oil 

reserves, was a highly valued and incredibly busy national resource.  It is likely the site was well-used. 

 

Post-War to the Present – The Era of the “Center” [69 years] 

The Second World War altered the lives of the people of Huntington Beach in many significant ways.  

The youth of the city were of particular concern.  With their parents involved in the war effort, they 

lacked supervision and developed attitudes and behaviors considered unacceptable by earlier norms.  

Noting that “the hour of leisure is the hour of danger”, a group of teachers and other community leaders 

banded together to plan activities and otherwise occupy the attention of the younger people.  It proved 

a success, was documented in a prestigious education journal of the time and laid the foundation for a 

recreation department in the city. 

A building was needed in which to hold events, conduct classes and host social events.  After a bit of a 

hunt, the City Council learned of the War Assets Administration’s disposition of buildings on the former 

Santa Ana Army Air Base. Mr. Ted E. Bartlett was given authority to negotiate on the City’s behalf.  On 

March 17, 1948, the city purchased Building T-1099 for $4117.00.  Frequently mis-identified as a former 

barracks, T-1099 was actually one of six classroom buildings at the base.  During the war, thousands of 

men (and some WACS) were trained there.  In these classrooms, they learned everything from tactics to 

code breaking before being sent to virtually every theatre of war.  Many of these soldiers later returned 

to the area to live after war’s end and today support an active SAAAB historic group.  
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Cut up into at least three pieces, the building was trucked to Huntington Beach and located on Block 

417.  There was strong public enthusiasm about the formation of a recreation department and a real 

community center. After some additional construction, the building was officially opened as the city’s 

“Recreation Center” in August of 1949.  

Often referred to as the “Community Center” as well, the original intent for the place was to serve the 

city’s teens.  Identification cards were issued to local high school students and no one was admitted 

without one. Dances and socials proliferated as did character-building activities like managing the 

canteen and helping organize equipment.  Soon, however, an onslaught of requests for site use was 

received from every imaginable corner.  Classes for young mothers, religious group meetings and even 

crafting sessions were all finally included. Curiously, the Old Age Pensioners (a forerunner of today’s 

Council on Aging) were among the first to be turned away.  Told this was a site for younger people, they 

were directed to the aging Horseshoe Club off Main Street instead. 

The grounds were also developed.  Two rows of new horseshoe pits were installed. Athletic equipment 

was purchased. A baseball diamond had already earlier been put in place by 1948. 

In the following years as the city developed, increasing park sites and recreational opportunities 

emerged.  The needs of the senior community became acute.  Senior living centers like Emerald Bay 

were created and a huge senior living complex was later considered for the former Civic Center grounds 

on Main Street. 

In 1975, the Parks and Recreation department moved their offices from the Recreation Center to the 

fifth floor of the present City Hall. Some remodeling of the old building took place.  On February 14, 

1975, at 2 p.m., the former Recreation Center was rededicated as the new Senior Center.  It was a lively 

well-attended event. Speeches were given, the Singing Goodtimers entertained the large crowd and 

Duke’s Rhythm-eers got everyone out on the dance floor.  

For the next decade, the Senior Center was the heart of the senior community.  Social get-togethers, 

holiday celebrations and various other activities supported the quality of their daily lives but the seniors 

also supported the broader community in important ways.  In 1976, for instance, they “adopted” the 

Garfield Convalescent Home as a “philanthropic project.” 

All these activities took their toll on the old building. In 1983, the seniors were temporarily relocated to 

the Edison Community Center while another reconstruction and remodeling project took place. They 

returned the following year. 

On April 27th, 1984, some 33 years ago, the newly refurbished Senior Center was reopened and 

dedicated as the “Rodgers Senior Center” in honor of the city’s most tireless worker on behalf of seniors 

and the broader community – Michael E. Rodgers.  The press noted he was a founding “member of the 

Council on Aging and the leader for many years of the older members of the city.”  Former Mayor Don 

Shipley wrote his old friend about his sorrow at having to miss the occasion. He described Rodgers as 

never “interested in political goals but only the welfare of our seniors.”  He went on to note: “I have 

observed many Huntington Beach citizens who have contributed to make our city a better place in 

which to live.  Mike, in my book you are superior and the city will always be grateful.” The actual 

dedication speech listed many of his accomplishments including the formation of the Council on Aging, 

founding the local AARP chapter, and his many associations with housing, community development and 
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transportation committees including the Orange County Transit District Authority.  A later news article in 

1989 featured his continuing energetic efforts at the age of 86 citing the Seniors Outreach Program and 

a Transportation-Lunch-Counseling program among them.  When Michael Rodgers died in 1996, he was 

deeply mourned.  Obituaries noted his enduring legacy. 
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Sources Consulted 

 

Federal Documents 

RG 270 War Assets Administration files – National Archives, College Park, MD. 

RG 269 Rehoused WAA files – National Archives, Riverside, CA 

Various Army Corp of Engineer Materials at both locations 

 

Municipal Records (Available On-line to all researchers) 

Deeds 

Ordinances 

Resolutions  

Minutes 

Photos 

 

Archival Materials 

Construction Drawings 

Typescripts of speeches 

Copies of correspondence 

Minutes of supporting entities 

Contemporary drawings and written descriptions 

Maps 

Photo Collections 

 

Published Sources 

Huntington Beach News 

Santa Ana Register 

Los Angeles Times 

Long Beach Press Telegram 

The Clearinghouse 

Miller, Edrick J., The SAAAB Story, Costa Mesa: The Costa Mesa Historical Society, the SAAAB Wing, Centennial 

Edition, 1989. 
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 Architectural Drawing for Restroom 1924 

 

After the sewer system was extended that far, some improvements to Block 417 were planned.  

Contemporary accounts indicate that this restroom was completed at the site. 
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Orange County Archives 

 

Aerial Photograph 1947: Block 417. Surrounding area largely undeveloped and 

filled with machinery and equipment associated with oil drilling and storage.  

Small structure on Block 417 does not appear on earlier or later images and is 

probably left from military site use during WWII. 
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Huntington Beach News August 4, 1949 

A number of articles appeared in the news about the site during this time.  This piece was 

actually placed by the City to keep residents informed of progress. 
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Dedication Day -  Michael E. Rodgers Senior Center 
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Mayor Alvin M. Coen congratulates Mr. Rodgers. The Recreation Center, first opened in 1949.  

It was designated the Senior Center on February 14, 1975. Following a much needed 

remodeling, it was rededicated to honor Michael Rodgers on April 27, 1984 

Following are photocopies of the original transcripts of: 

 

“Dedication Address” – Michael E. Rodgers Senior Center 

 

“Some Historical Information” - informational material for dedication activities 
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