
 

 

 
 
 

4939 SYCAMORE TERRACE 
LOS ANGELES 

“The Beach-Johnson House” 
AKA 

“Arroyo Stone House” 
 

(Abbreviated Fact-sheet) 

 

Previous Address:   4939 North Figueroa Street (1892-1990) 

Year of Completion:   1892 (according to the Los Angeles County Assessor) 

Architect:   Unknown.  Since there were few professional architects in Los Angeles during these 
years, the floorplan may have been inspired by a pattern book, with the builder or owner adding 
his/her own details to make it unique.   

Builder:   S. M. Irvine (according to the City of Los Angeles).  No information could be found 
about him/her in local or online resources. 

First Known Owner:   Elizabeth Young Gordon is said to have commissioned the house to be 
built, intending to offer it as housing for the faculty of Occidental College.  The College, 
founded in Los Angeles in 1887 under the auspices of the United Presbyterian Church, moved in 
1898 to Figueroa Street on land bought and donated by Mrs. Gordon’s husband, The Reverend 
John A. Gordon.  Occidental College moved from Highland Park to Eagle Rock in 1912. 
 
Mrs. Gordon was born Elizabeth (sometimes known as “Lizzie”) Young round 1848 in Ohio.  
Her Scottish-born father Alexander Young was a United Presbyterian minister.  Her mother Lucy 
Young was born in England.   
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Elizabeth graduated from Monmouth College in Monmouth, Illinois in 1866.  In 1871 she 
married her husband John Gordon, a fellow student at Monmouth College, who had served as a 
Major during the Civil War. They would have seven children:  Amy, Alexander, Frances, 
Kenneth, James, Lucy, and Alan.  During the 1880s, the family lived in Pittsburgh where John 
served as a United Presbyterian minister. After moving to Southern California, the Gordon 
family settled for a time in the Pomona area where Mrs. Gordon was an active member of the 
Woman’s Parliament and gave presentations in favor of women’s suffrage.   
 
In the 1890s, Rev. Gordon was appointed vice-president of Occidental College and also served 
as a professor there.  The family settled in a home at 4911 Pasadena Avenue.  In the 1910s Rev. 
Gordon was president of the Bible League and taught at the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (later 
known as Biola).  Upon his death at the age of 78 in 1919, his widow, their son Kenneth (now a 
physician), and Kenneth’s family all lived in the Pasadena Avenue home.   
 
Mrs. Gordon would become known as one of a handful of female real estate investors and 
developers in Los Angeles in the 1890s.  She bought and sold a number of properties.  Besides 
4939 North Figueroa she is known to have commissioned the construction of a four-story 
apartment house on South Olive Street in downtown Los Angeles in 1904.  She was also 
remembered as a published poet of religious verse.  Elizabeth Gordon died at age 84 in June 
1932.  Only a brief death notice was published for her in the Los Angeles Times. She is interred 
at Angelus Rosedale Cemetery. 
 
Building Permits:   There is no original building permit on file for this property.  The City’s 
permit file begins in 1905.  

The earliest permit on file was issued in May 1939.  It called for adding a 9.5-by10.5-foot 
bedroom at the rear of the house at a cost of $200.  It would have a concrete foundation, exterior 
walls of wood siding, a composition roof, and interior walls of Celotex.  Carl H. Boller was the 
designer.  The owner would serve as his own contractor.  

In November 1991, permission was given to add a two-story, 1,050-square-foot room addition at 
a cost of $64,000.  R. Barron was the designer.  No contractor had been selected.   

Existing closets and a door were to be removed to make one larger room, according to a permit 
issued in November 2012.  No floor area was to be added. Carlos M. Zubieta of Venice was the 
designer.  The owner was to act as her own contractor.  The cost was estimated at $3,500.   

A 240-volt electric vehicle charger was installed in May 2016.   

Copies of some of these permits are attached on pages 8 through 14..  

(Note: Permits for very minor alterations, such as water heater replacement, are not included.  
Also not included are permits missing from the file or whose microfilmed or digital copies are 
indecipherable and not otherwise recorded or described in Assessor’s records.)    

Assessor’s Records:  Los Angeles County Assessor’s building records were unavailable at the 
time this report was written.  The County currently estimates the square footage of the house at 
2,317 with two bedrooms and two bathrooms. 
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Later Owners:  In July 1920, Mrs. Gordon sold her Figueroa Street property to Roy King 
Voorhies, and his wife Juliet Voorhies.  Mr. Voorhies (1884-1954), a native of Iowa, worked as 
a safety engineer and lived in Los Angeles for 56 years. In June 1965, Mrs. Voorhies, by then a 
widow, transferred ownership to her son Cleveland Greenfield Voorhies (1910-1984) and his 
wife Geraldine Oakley Voorhies (1911-1985).  Mr. Voorhies was employed in the mining 
industry.  His wife, born in Louisiana, was well-known for her extensive doll collection and 
served as president of the Angeleno Doll Club of the United Federation of Doll Clubs, Inc.  She 
was also a member of the Occidental College Women’s Club.  A Times article about her is 
attached on page 5.   
 
After over 65 years of Voorhies family ownership, the property was granted to Steven Anthony 
Johnsen and Katherine A. Walter, husband and wife, in June 1986.  Ms. Walter was an 
illustrator. 

Helen Blythe Danner became the owner in July 1998.  Jason David Renfro joined her on title in 
August 2003. 

Marc Helwig, a television and movie producer, gained title in February 2009. 

Lucia Micarelli has been the owner since May 2012. 

Notes:  No information could be found as to why the house is sometimes referred to as “The 
Beach Johnson House.”  Online sources reveal there was a “house carpenter” named Seth Beach 
Johnson who went by the first name “Beach” (his mother’s maiden name).  Born into a farming 
family in 1877 in New York, he moved to San Francisco as a young man and lived there for the 
rest of his life with his wife Alice until his death in 1943.  It is unknown whether he ever brought 
his carpentry skills south to Los Angeles.  

The Sycamore Terrace neighborhood came to be known as “Professor’s Row,” many of the 
houses having been built for Occidental College faculty.   

Significance:  In July 1988, the City of Los Angeles declared the Beach-Johnson house Historic-
Cultural Monument #373.  It was said that the stone used to build the house and neighborhood 
retaining walls came from the riverbed of the Arroyo Seco.  Twelve other nearby houses were 
also nominated for landmark status, as discussed in an article in the Los Angeles Times (attached 
on pages 6 and 7).   

In 1997, the City determined that the Beach-Johnson house is a contributor to the Highland 
Park/Garvanza Historic Preservation Overlay Zone.  Its Craftsman/Arroyo Stone construction 
“embodies those distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type or engineering specimen.” 
It has been noted that the house, despite having been updated and added on to over the years, 
retained its original unpainted moldings, original mural on the dining room wall, original oak 
floors, “high-character” windows, and original front patio made of Batchelder tile.   

A copy of the City’s recording documents are attached on pages 15 through 19.   
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Sources:   

City of Los Angeles, Building & Safety Department 
Los Angeles County Assessor 
Los Angeles Public Library 
         
City Directories:  1900- 

Herald & Presbyter:  1919 
Los Angeles Times:  May 21, 1954; December 7, 1958; July 14, 1988 

 Internet Resources, including California Index, California Death Index,  
Gale Biography Master Index, Ancestry.com, and Historic Los Angeles Times 
Database. 

 
 

 

 

 

Tim Gregory 
The Building Biographer 
400 East California Blvd., #3 
Pasadena, CA  91106-3763 
626-792-7465 (office) 
626-241-4471 (cell) 
timgregory@sbcglobal.net 
www.buildingbiographer.com  
 

Copyright July 2020 
by Tim Gregory 
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