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1.  Name of Property 

historic name Dr. Robert Walter JohnsonHouse and Tennis Court 
other nameslsite number VDHR # 1 18-0225-0077 

2. Location 
street & number 1422 Pierce Street not for pub1 ication %A 
- city or town Lvnchbur~: vicinity NIA 

stare Virginia code VA county Lvnchburn (City) code 680 Zip 24505 

3. StatefFederat Agency Certification 
As the desipated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1986, as amended, I hereby certify that this 
X nomination - - request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering 

properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth 
in 36 CFR Pan 60. In my opinion, the property 2 meets - does not meet the National Register Criteria I 
recommend that this property be considered significant nationally statewide locally. ( See 
continuation sheet for additional cynments.) 

Vireinia Department of Historic Resources 
Stale or Federal agcncy and b w u  

In my opinion, the property - meets - does not meet the National Register criteria. ( - See continuation sheet 
for additional comments,) 

Signature of commenting or other official Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

4. National Park Service Certlflcatioa 
I, hereby certify that this property is: - other (explain): 
- entered in the National Repstet 
- See continuation sheet. 
- determined eligible for the 

National Register 
- A See continuation sheet. Signature of Keeper 
- determined not eligible for the National Register 
- removed from the National Register Date of Action 
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5. Classification 
Ownership of Property (Check as many boxes as apply) 

X private - 
- public-local 
- public-State 
- public-Federal 

Category of Property (Check only one box) 
X building(s) - 

-district 
- site 

structlure 
-object 

Number of Resources within Propert) 

Contributing Noncontributing 
2 - - 0 - buildings 
1 - 0 sites - - 
0 - - - 0 - structures 
0 - - - 0 - objects 
3 - A Total 

Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register 

Name of related multiple property listing (Enter "NIA" if property is not part of a multiple property listing.) 
NIA 

6. Function or  Use 
Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 

Cat: Domestic Sub: Single Dwelling 
Domestic Secondarv StructureIGaraee 
Recreation Suorts Facilitv 1 Tennis Court 

Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
Cat: Domestic Sub: Sinele Dwellinn 

Domestic Secondary Structure / Garage 
Vacant / Not in Use S~orts Facilitv 1 Tennis Court 
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7. Description 
Architectural Classification (Enter categories from instructions) 

Late 19" and Earlv 20" Century American Movements 
Other: American Foursquare 

OMB No. 1024-4018 

Dr. Robert Walter Johnson House and Tennis Court 
Lynchburg, Virginia 

Materials (Enter categories from instructions) 
foundation Concrete 
roof As~halt shinele 
walls Wood weatherboard 

Wood shinele 
other Iron 

Narrative Description (Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation sheets.) 

8. Statement of Significance 
Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for 
National Register listing) 

X A - Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of 
our history. 

X B - Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past. 
- C  Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction or 

represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values, or represents a significant and 
distinguishable entity whose components lack individual distinction. 

-D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield information important in prehistory or history. 

Criteria Considerations (Mark "X" in all the boxes that apply.) 

- A  owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes. 

- B removed from its original location. 

- C a birthplace or a grave. 

-D acemetery. 

- E a reconstructed building, object or structure. 

- F a commemorative property. 

X G less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 50 years. 
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Areas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions) 
Recreation 
Ethnic Heritage: Black 

Period of Significance 1933-1971 

Significant Dates 1933-  

Significant Person (Complete if Criterion B is marked above) 
Johnson. Dr. Robert Walter 

Cultural Affiliation 

OM8 No. 1024-4018 

Dr. Robert Walter Johnson House and Tennis Court 
Lynchburg, Virginia 

Architect/Builder McLauehlin. James T. 

Narrative Statement of Significance (Explain the significance of the property on one or more continuation sheets.) 

9. Major Bibliographical References 
Bibliography 
(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.) 
Previous documentation on file (NPS) 
- preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been 

requested. 
- previously listed in the National Register 
- previously determined eligible by the National Register 
- designated a National Historic Landmark 
- recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey # 
- recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # 
Primary Location of Additional Data 
- X- State Historic Preservation Office 
- Other State agency 
- Federal agency 
- Local government 
- University 
- X- Other 
Name of repository: -Johnson Family Papers 

10. Geographical Data 
Acreage of Property less than one acre 

UTM References (Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet) 

Zone Easting Northing Zone Easting Northing 
1 I7 663680 4141960 2 - 

3 - . -  4--- 
- See continuation sheet. 
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Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property on a continuation sheet.) 

Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.) 

11. Form Prepared By 

nameltitle: Alison Blanton. Architectural Historian 

Organization: Hill Studio. P.C. date March 6. 2001 

street & number: 120 West Cam~bell Avenue telephone 540-342-5263 

city or town Roanoke s t a t e x  zip code 2401 1 

Additional Documentation 
Submit the following items with the completed f o m  

Continuation Sheets 

Maps 
A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location. 
A sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources. 

Photographs 
Representative black and white photographs of the property. 

Additional items (Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items) 

Property Owner 
(Complete this item at the request of the SHPO or FPO.) 
name Mrs. Erdice Creecv c/o Robert Johnson 

street & number 1271 8 Saddlebrook Drive telephone 301-962-0742 

city or town Silver S ~ r i n g  state MD zip code 20906 

Panework ReduetIan Act Shument: This information is beinn collected for aoolications to the National Reaster of Historic Places to nominate . .r. ~~ ~ ~~~ - ~~ - . . - 
propcnlsr ior llsllng or dnmnine c l l g~b~ l~ ry  for llstlng lo lhsl propemes, and to amend cxtmng bsnngs. Response to lhls rcqusl 1s rcqulred lo obcrln 
A benetit in accordance wth  the Nanunal Hlttonc Pmervat~on Art. as ammdcd (16 L' S C. 470 c! scq 1 
Estimated Burden Shternenk Public reoottinn burden for this form is estimated to average 18.1 h a m  per response including the time for reviewing . - 
~nstrucudns. garhenng and malnlalntng da& and complnng and re%tewng the lo rn  ~ t r &  eommmcr rcgsrdang rhls burdm anmalr or any aspsl 
.> i tn~% form ,.I thcChlcl. A d m ~ n ~ s m r e  ScnIca Dtvlpton. Ssnanal Park Semce, P 0 Box 37127. Washington. UC 20013-7127. and rheOfficeoi 
Management and Hudgn. Papcnvork Rtducnons Projrn (lOZbW18), Washungton. DC 20503 
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7. Narrative Description 

Summary Description 

The Dr. Robert Walter Johnson House and Tennis Court are located on a double lot at the northwest 
comer of Pierce and Fifteenth Streets in the South Diamond Hill neighborhood of Lynchburg, 
Virginia. The property includes the 191 1 house and garage as well as the site of a clay tennis court 
built by Dr. Johnson in the 1930s. The house, designed by James T. McLaughlin, stands as a good 
example of the American Foursquare style with its two-story, two-bay form with hipped roof and 
full-width front porch. The frame building sits on a raised concrete basement and features a 
combination of weatherboard siding and wood shingles. A kame garage with a gable roof, 
weatherboard siding, and double-leaf paneled doors stands at the rear of the property. The house and 
the garage survive in excellent condition with only minor alterations. The tennis court is situated 
on a full city lot directly west of the house lot and is separated by a hedge. Steps lead kom the side 
yard of the house to the raised lot of the tennis court. Although the fencing, nets, lights and 
scoreboard have been removed, the grading of the lot and the two metal net posts clearly indicate 
the site of the court. A small commemorative marker at the southeast comer of the court reads 
"During the early 1940s through the 1960s Dr. R. Walter Johnson trained aspiring black tennis 
hopefuls on this site. Among these were Althea Gibson and Arthur Ashe." 

Inventory 

1. Single Dwelling 191 1 Contributing building 
2. Garage 1911 Contributing building 
3. Tennis Court 1930s Contributing Site 

Detailed Description 

The Dr. Robert Walter Johnson House and Tennis Court is located on the comer of Pierce and 
Fifteenth streets in the Diamond Hill South neighborhood of Lynchburg, Virginia. The house, 
designed in 191 1 by James T. McLaughlin, stands as a good example of the American Foursquare 
style and is typical in size, style, and construction of the residential buildings of the 
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surrounding neighborhood. The tennis court on the adjacent lot, however, is a unique resource for 
the area. A concrete retaining wall extends around the property. Hedges surround the house as well 
as define the residential lot and separate it from the adjacent tennis court. 

Designed in the American Foursquare style, the two-story, two-bay dwelling is rectangular in form 
and stands on a raised basement of poured concrete. Weatherboard siding covers the frame structure 
on the first story with wood shingles on the second story and the roof dormer. A hipped roof of 
asphalt shingles with wide eaves and a central front dormer tops the structure. The dormer is flared 
with a hipped roof and wood-shingle walls. Concrete steps lead up to the one-story, two-bay frame 
porch that extends across the fiont of the house. Simple, square columns with a turned balustrade 
support the plain entablature and flat roof of the porch. The single-leaf wood door consists of a 
single light over a single panel topped by a single-light rectangular transom. The windows are wood 
sash with nine-over-one lights. A one-story, frame ell with hipped roof extends from the rear of the 
house. A one-story, two-bay frame porch with hipped roof that has been partially enclosed with 
latticework panels extends across the remainder of the rear elevation. A basement entry is located 
on the east elevation along Fifteenth Street. 

The interior of the house features the standard American Foursauare olan with an entrv hall and 
living room across the front and the dining room and kitchen located across the rear of the house. 
Two bedrooms and a bath are located on the second floor with two additional bedrooms in the attic 
level. A bar was located in the basement, where Dr. Johnson entertained and kept his hunting 
trophies. Interior finishes include hardwood floors, molded baseboards, picture molding, and five- 
panel doors with transoms. Simple trim surrounds the door and window openings. Some of the 
original ceiling fvttures and wallpaper remain. The staircase consists of three flights with a turned 
balustrade and paneled, square newel post. Modem wall paneling has been added in the entrance 
hall. The living room features a fneplace with a simple mantle with curved shelf supported by round 
pilasters. 

The ca. 191 1 one-story frame garage is located at the rear of the residential lot. This frame building 
stands on a concrete foundation with weatherboard siding and a gable roof of asphalt shingles. 
Paneled, double-leaf doors open onto the yard on the west elevation. Windows that have been 
covered with boards puncture the three remaining elevations. A dog kennel was built along the south 
side of the garage for Dr. Johnson's hunting dogs. 
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The tennis court, built by Dr. Johnson in the 1930% is located on an adjacent city lot directly to the 
west of the house. Concrete steps lead through the hedges to this raised lot, which is steeply graded 
to the south and east. This raised, flat area retains the original metal net posts and a small 
commemorative marker in the southeast comer that indicate its use as a tennis court. The original 
fencing, nets, lighting and scoreboard no longer remain. 

Statement of Integriiy 

The Dr. Robert Walter Johnson House and Tennis Court survive in excellent condition with a 
high level of integrity. Very few alterations have been made to the house and the garage since 
Dr. Johnson's occupation from the 1930s until his death in 1971. Although elements of the 
tennis court are missing, these are due to lack of use rather than any specific alterations. The 
grading and the net posts of the court remain intact and clearly indicate its use. 



NPS Farm 1 0 - W n  

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

OMB No. 1024-0018 

National Register of Historic Places Dr. Robert Walter Johnson House and Tennis Court 
Continuation Sheet Lynchburg, Virginia 

Section 8 Page - 4 

8. Statement of Significance 

The Dr. Robert Walter Johnson House and Tennis Court in Lynchburg, Virginia is eligible for listing 
on the National Register under Criteria A and B with significance on the national level in the areas 
of ethnic heritage and recreation for the period 1933 to 1971. Dr. Johnson (1899-1971) was well 
known locally as a prominent surgeon who was active in local politics and the Civil Rights 
Movement. He sewed on the city's Interracial Commission and broke the racial bamer at Lynchburg 
General Hospital as the fust African American to earn staff privileges. On a national level, Dr. 
Johnson played an important role in promoting the sport of tennis among young Afican Americans. 
After moving to Lynchburg in 1933 to begin his medical practice, Dr. Johnson built a tennis court 
adjacent to his home at 1422 Pierce Street. Recognizing that young African Americans were not 
exposed to the sport at an early age and lacked opportunities to compete, he recruited young players 
of all races throughout the country to play tennis at his summer camps. In addition to coachmg these 
young players, he provided housing, meals, equipment, and clothing. As founder of the Junior 
Development Program of the American Tennis Association, Dr. Johnson sponsored these players 
in tournaments throughout the states on the East Coast. Among his prottgCs were Althea Gibson 
and Arthur Ashe, the fust black female and male to win the Wimbledon championship. From the 
mid-1930s until Dr. Johnson's death in 1971, the Dr. Robert Walter Johnson House and Tennis 
Court at 1422 Pierce Street sewed as a center for the training, mentoring, and financial support for 
these and many other young Afican-American tennis players who have gone on to successful careers 
in tennis and other occupations that may not have been available to them without Dr. Johnson's 
encouragement, training, and support. 

Historical Background 

Dr. Robert Walter Johnson was born in 1899 in Norfolk, Virginia as one of nine children to Jeny 
and Nancy Brown Johnson. After moving to Plymouth, North Carolina as a child, Johnson attended 
Elizabeth City Normal School (now Elizabeth City State Teachers College) and Shaw University in 
Raleigh, North Carolina. Johnson graduated from Lincoln University in Pennsylvania in the early 
1920s, where he had a successful career as a football player and was named to the Negro All 
American Football Team in 1924. Following college, "Whirlwind" Johnson, as he was known, 
coached football at several colleges before entering medical school at Meharry Medical College in 
Nashville. It was during his internship at Grand View Hospital in Texas that Johnson fust 
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discovered tennis and began a life-long devotion to the sport. In 1933, he completed his residency 
and moved to Lynchburg, Virginia to begin his medical practice. 

Soon after moving to Lynchburg, Dr. Johnson built a tennis court adjacent to his house at 1422 
Pierce Street. Johnson became a leading member of the American Tennis Association (ATA), which 
was formed in 1916 to promote the sport of tennis among the black race, which was not allowed to 
participate in the United States Lawn Tennis Association (USLTA) due to segregation. It was not 
until 1940 that the first Afiican Americans, Dr. Reginald Webb and Desmond Margetson, were 
allowed to play in a USLTA tournament. A primary focus of the ATA in its developing years was 
to establish the sport in the black college system to provide an avenue for scholarships to African 
American students.' Dr. Johnson took this mission further with the establishment of the ATA Junior 
Development Program in the early 1950s. Recognizing the benefits tennis offered as an individual 
sport that promoted competition, discipline, and fair play, Johnson also realized that the sport 
required equipment (a racquet) and facilities (tennis courts) that were not always available to young 
African American~.~ Through the Junior Development Program and the Interscholastic Committee 
of the ATA, Johnson helped to recruit promising young African Americans to the sport of tennis and 
organize a system of tournaments through which they could compete. These efforts eventually led 
to the desegregation of the USLTA. 

Dr. Johnson personally contributed to the development of these players with the establishment of his 
summer tennis camp at his home in Lynchburg. He would recruit promising young players on the 
local and national level and invite them to participate in his summer tennis camp. In addition to 
coaching and mentoring, he provided meals, equipment, clothing, and housing, either at 1422 Pierce 
Street or in the homes of friends and relatives. Balancing the tennis camp with his medical practice, 
Dr. Johnson would have friends and neighbors drive the campers to various courts for the daily 
practice sessions supervised by his son Robert and colleague William "Babe" Jones. Each evening, 
after showers in the basement of his house and dinner, matches would be played on the "home" court 
adjacent to the house. During its heyday, this court featured bleachers, lights, and a scoreboard. On 
weekends, Dr. Johnson drove the campers to various tournaments along the East coast.' Dr. 
Johnson's players were always a strong presence on the ATA tournament scene.4 

The influence and success of Dr. Johnson's work with the ATA Junior Development Program is 
evident in the success of his players. The best known of these are Althea Gibson and Arthur 
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Ashe. Althea Gibson, who became the first woman to play in a USLTA tournament in 1949 and 
went on to win the U.S. Open in 1957 and Wimbledon in 1957 and 1958 before turning 
professional, recalls the summer she spent at Dr. Johnson's camp as a turning point in her 
~ a r e e r . ~  

In her autobiography, So Much to Live For, Gibson gives credit to Dr. Johnson and Dr. Hubert A. 
Eaton for giving her the opportunity to pursue a tennis career along with her  academic^.^ Gibson, 
who was originally discovered playing table tennis in Harlem in the early 1940s, came to live with 
Dr. Eaton in Wilrnington, North Carolina during the school year and spent her summers at Dr. 
Johnson's tennis camp playing in tournaments. With the support and training she received from 
them, she earned a tennis scholarship to Florida A&M University in 1949. She went on from there 
to become the first African-American woman to win the U.S. Open (1957) and Wimbledon (1957 
and 1958). 

Arthur Ashe was another champion who benefited from Dr. Johnson's commitment to developing 
young black tennis players. The son of a policeman in Richmond, Virginia, Ashe did not have many 
opportunities to play organized tennis. In the early 1950s, Dr. Johnson recognized his ability and 
recruited Ashe for his summer tennis program. For nearly 10 years, Dr. Johnson supported Ashe's 
tennis career as a coach, mentor, and benefactor. Dr. Johnson provided the training, competition and 
exposure Ashe needed by sponsoring him in numerous ATA tournaments.' Ashe earned a tennis 
scholarship to UCLA in 1961 and went on to become the fmt A6ican-American male to break many 
barriers in tennis, including making the United States Davis Cup Team in 1963, winning the U.S. 
Open in 1968, and winning a Wimbledon championship in 1975. 

While the achievements of Althea Gibson and Arthur Ashe are well known, many other students of 
Dr. Johnson's tennis program have taken advantage of the training and opportunities he provided to 
achieve successful careers in tennis and other fields. Among these include: John Lucas, former 
Houston Rockets player and NBA coach; Juan Ferrow, USTA 12 &under champion; Leslie Allen, 
Virginia Slims Tennis Circuit; Dana Nottingham, an executive with Walt Disney; and The 
Honorable Henry Kennedy, US District Court Judge in Washington, D.C. Dr. Johnson's 
achievements and influence have been well recognized. In 1964, he was named a Doctor of Human 
Letters by Lincoln University and in August 1965, the City of Lynchburg honored him with the "R. 
Walter Johnson Appreciation Day." This celebration in his hometown included an exhibition match 
between Arthur Ashe and Dennis Ralston, the No. 1 U.S. player at the time. In the year following 
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his death in 1971, Johnson was honored with numerous awards for his role in promoting black 
achievement, including: the Marlboro Tennis Award, the NAACP Life Membership Chairman, the 
Spiro T. Agnew Honorary Citizenship Award, and was inducted into the Virginia State Hall of Fame. 
In 1998, he was inducted into the Middle Atlantic Sports Hall of Fame and the Johnson Health 

Center in Lynchburg was dedicated in his honor. His achievements and honors as well as those of 
the young tennis players he supported give testimony to the influence of Dr. Robert Walter Johnson 
and his tennis camp at 1422 Pierce Street in Lynchburg, Virginia in promoting black achievement 
in the sport of tennis. 
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'''colored Players in the Colleges," undated article, Johnson Family files. 

2 Downing, Dr. E.D., "TENNIS - The Ideal Recreation For Our Youth," undated article, Johnson 
Family files and "Pioneer in Short White Pants," New York Times Magazine. New York, January 
2,1966, page 23 

3 Interview, Robert W. Johnson, III (June 2000) and Jolynn Johnson Smith (February 2001) and 
numerous undated articles in Johnson Family files. 

4"~ive Johnson Pupils Reach Final Rounds," "Dr. Johnson's Pupils Advance At Greensboro," "Dr. 
Johnson's Troupe Wins in Net Matches," and other undated articles in Johnson Family files. 

5~ibson, Althea, So Much to Live For, 1968, p. 12. 

'"~rthur Ashe Groomed For Tennis Stardom," in The News, Lynchburg, December 10,1964, p. B- 
23 and "Pioneer in Short White Pants," in The New York Times Magazine, January 2, 1966, p. 23. 
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10. Geographic Data 

Verbal Boundary Description 

The Dr. Robert Walter Johnson House and Tennis Court property is delineated as Parcel 017-010, 
Section 026 on the Tax Parcel Maps for the City of Lynchburg. 

Boundary Justification 

The boundary of the nominated property represents the historic and legal boundaries of the property 
purchased by Dr. Robert Walter Johnson in 1933. These two adjacent lots include his house at 1422 
Pierce Street and the tennis court he built on the adjacent lot in the 1930s to conduct his tennis camp. 
The house and the tennis court were associated with Dr. Johnson and his tennis program until hls 

death in 1971 and remain the property of his descendents. 









OUA""All,;LC L";iTICi.i 

Rev~s~ons shown in purple and woodland complled in cooperatton with 
Commonwealth of Virginia agencies from aerial photographs 
taken 1982 and other sources This lntorrnation not f ield checked 
Map edlted 1984 

Purple tint lndlcates exterls8on of urban areas 

c 

ROAD CLASSIFICATION 
*c 
*,*A ., 

- 
*?G 

Heavy-duty L~ght-duty -- - *+ 
C '3 

Medlum.duty - - Unimproved dirt = = = - = = = = ;  

0 U. S. Route 0 State Route 

LYNCHBURG, VA.  
NW/4  LYNCHBURG 15' QUADRANGLE 

37079-D2-TF-024 

1963 
PHOTOREVISED 1984 

DMA 5158 1 NW-SERIES V834 




