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This is a thesis about how Los Angeles dreamt L.A. 

About how the city of Los Angeles came to give form to 
its own fantastic self-image. And it is about water and 
money, banality and catastrophe.

It has grown from an original trickle of words into a flow 
of sentences — a flow that  has taken a give path while 
remaining subject to diversions along the way. In this 
course it is liable to change again. While some words have 
been lost, others have been lodged in the flood defenses 
of the footnotes. Much more could have been written, 
perhaps for now this is enough.

0
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Section of a Palm Tree
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0.5
During the mid-eighteenth century there was one 
Francisca friar in Mexico who was known for his 
extraordinary zeal and unorthodox religious practices, 
such as scourging himself or applying a lit torch to 
his bare chest. He wore a monastic crown and was 
largely bald, except for two little patches of hair on his 
forehead — like two little horns.
 
On 14 May 1769, a small expeditionary group of 
Spanish and Creole men set off from Mexico to found 
El Presidio Real de San Diego, the first European 
settlement on the Pacific Coast. Worried that either 
Russian or British settlers would arrive before them, 
this proud group — led by the Blessed Junipero Serra, 
the bald zealot — rushed to Alta California, which was 
then still a blank spot in European maps.

Sixty-two days later, on 16 July 1769, Serra founded 
the Mission Basilica San Diego de Alcala and his party 
soon pushed on northward to found the Mission San 
Carlos Borromeó de Carmelo in Monterey the following 
year. Under Serra’s supervision still more missions 
were founded — the Mission San Antonio de Padua, 
Mission San Gabriel Arcángel, Mission San Luis Obispo 
de Tolosa, Mission San Juan Capistrano, Mission 
Santa Clara de Asís, Mission San Buenaventura, and 
finally Mission San Francisco de Asís, the beginnings 
of modern San Francisco. The Spanish colonized the 
new word through these missions, which numbered 
in the hundreds from Florida to California, converting 
the native tribes who had lived in the Americas for 
centuries without the need of a building, and even less 
of a Christian god. 
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When Serra’s party arrived in Alta California they 
immediately set out to bring both religion and 
architecture. In the process they gave California its 
primitive huts, curiously agreeing with both the Abbe 
Laugier’s and Peter Eisenman’s definition of the origin of 
architecture. While Laugier argued this origin lay in the 
primitive hut, Eisenman criticized him over two hundred 
years by arguing it lay in the “dislocation of an ever-
reconstituting metaphysic of architecture”.1 By which 
he meant it could not be traced to a single building or 
structure, but rather to the passage of one to the other — 
of the cave to hut — which he defined as a ‘dislocation’. 

In this way, these friars brought about such a dislocation 
through the erection of their little ranch churches, 
uprooted in nature and home to an alien god. The names 
they gave their missions were those of Franciscan saints 
and the towns of the old world they came from. In front 
of these churches they planted orange groves and planted 
palm trees from the seeds they had carried with them 
from the old world.

There is only one type of palm tree that is native to 
California, the Washingtonia Filifera, which grows in 
the desert canyons these explorers had never crossed. 
While some say Serra who planted the tree himself — and 
others it grew from a date that fell by mistake — the first 
palm tree ever planted in California was in San Diego. It 
was a Phoenix Canariensis or Canary Island Date Palm. 
(One legend has it that on the voyage to Mexico, Serra’s 
convoy stopped for provisions in the Canary Islands, 
where he bought several dates.)

1    Peter Eisenman, Houses of Cards (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1987). As he notes, in full, ‘“The essence of the act of 
architecture is the dislocation of an ever-reconstituting metaphysic 
of architecture.”
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Father Junipero Serra in the U.S. Mail Stamp issued in 1985
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The Serra Palm is commemorated with a plaque that 
certifies it as California State Landmark no. 67. An 
appropriate designation as it marks the place and 
moment when the image of California first appeared. 
Nothing uniquely Californian about it yet — the line of 
a mission roof, palm tree, orange groves — it could be 
Florida, or Andalusia. 
And this is why Taco Bells look like they do today, and 
maybe this is why when you think of Los Angeles it 
evokes the crown of Canary Island Date Palms, of slender 
Washingtonia Robustas set naked against the blue sky?

At 9 a.m, 6 June 1957, the Serra Palm was felled and cut 
into ten-foot long sections. It was a hundred and eighty-
eight years old — as old as California could ever claim to 
be.
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An image of Beverly Hills to be
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Los Angeles in the House of Mirrors
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Whatever anyone says about it.

This is the secret. This is what the seduced will tell you 
of Los Angeles, of this one great desert whore. Five 
words charged of their dirty fascination for her, of 
the arrogant boosterism of a provincial corner of the 
desert, of a dream called L.A. 
This is what Jean Baudrillard wrote in America, and 
Tupac Shakur sang in To Live and Die in LA.  

The rapper Ice Cube summarized this attitude when 
he noted, “Who are this people who have a problem 
with L.A.? Maybe they mean they just don’t live here”. 
This quote was not taken from one of his rhymes, 
however, but from an architectural review of the 
Eames’ House and the city at large. One in which he 
became a contemporary version of the architectural 
critic Reyner Banham, whose Architecture of the 
Well Tempered Environment became in his terms 
“going green 1969 style, Bitch”. Maybe Banham might 
have been amused — or even appreciated — such a 
characterization, which, given the place, could be 
considered appropriate.

You will not like Los Angeles if you have not been there 
before, and you most likely you will not like it if you are 
just passing by. For that matter you won’t even have a 
clue of what is it going to look like before you get there, 
and sometimes even after you have left. 
What Los Angeles is, what it will do to you, and most 
importantly what it looks like, is a mystery that remains 
beautifully elusive.
Seduction is a game of secrets. 

1
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If Los Angeles is a city, L.A. is its specular image.
Like the child of Lacan’s mirror stage, or Harry Chandler 
strolling up and down the streets of the pueblo, the city 
came into existence through its own reflection. Kind of 
suddenly.
It is the image of what has been once Los Angeles, which 
now is only L.A., and that is the image that the city has 
dislocated itself into, and thus it must be an architectural 
image1.
It is perhaps an arguable distinction, but for what 
concerns this essay it will be assumed that this forced 
signifier to signified relationship is functional in 
explaining something of this vague place. It claims 
its validity in the L.A. logo woven in the middle of the 
outfield baseball cap, wore across the globe as a signifier 
of an attitude, considered as originating in Los Angeles. 
This is called, tautologically, representing. 
I can easily imagine Reyner Banham, cycling around 
Bloomsbury with a cap backwards, representing. 
The Architecture of the four Ecologies is a book 
fundamentally about representing.

In the translation from physical place to image, which we 
shall also call dreaming, something of the first is captured 
in the second. Describing the Daguerrian operation — or 
simply photography — in his memories Nadar resorts to 
Balzac’s explanation of the body “as composed of a series 
of specters, in infinitely superimposed strata, foliated 
in infinitesimal pellicules, in all directions in which the 
optic perceives the body”. A theory that dates back to 
Democritus, Epicurus and Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura. 
Pretty popular. And since man cannot make a thing out of 
nothing, it follows that “with every repeated operation, 
there was an evident loss of one of its specters, which is 
to say, of a portion of its constitutive essence.”2

1    Peter Eisenman, Houses of Cards (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1987). As he notes, in full, ‘“The essence of the act of 
architecture is the dislocation of an ever-reconstituting metaphysic 
of architecture.”

2    From Nadar’s memoirs as quoted in Eduardo Cadava’s article on 
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Los Angeles as its own object of desire. The view from the swimming pool of Pierre Koenig’s 
Stahl House in Hollywood, phtographed by the late dreamer Julius Shulman.
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The picture is thus a form of alternative living, where the 
subject of the photographic operation lives a parallel life 
as object, one in which it is conserved, or imprisoned, as 
spectrum, ghost. This impalpable particle, the particle of 
appearance, is what might be behind the logo of the cap 
too. 

As the camera is par excellence the instrument for 
the invention of the past, a machine for the making of 
history, L.A. has come to be the official version of Los 
Angeles, its archival memory, a necessarily nostalgic 
one.3 It is often just as shallow in time. And Chinatown 
can do for everyone as the city’s true historical account. 
Who cares if it wasn’t the thirties. Anyway it was bad 
from the beginning, wasn’t it? 
Somewhere the city has accepted to have somewhat of a 
bad reputation. It didn’t steel an apple from eden, but it 
stole a river in the Owens Valley, grew oranges and told 
us it was eden. “Forget it Jake, it’s Chinatown.”

We are reminded of that by Julius Shulmans’ photos of 
Los Angeles’ modern architecture, in many ways more 
perfect and crisp in their image than they are in their 
physical counterpart. They are definitely more L.A. than 
they are Los Angeles.
In one particular photograph we see Shulman himself, 
caught in the act, working and dreaming. He is adjusting 
his photographic equipment, framing a modest house 
with its lawn that — while clearly Californian — is not 
lush enough to comply with L.A.’s bucolic pretension. As 
compensation, the photographer has placed a bunch of 
potted plants and a tripod holding a branch of a tree in 
front of the camera, completing — or constructing — the 
frame, impressing the dream of L.A. on the image of Los 
Angeles captured on film.
This image is both a mirage and and a true hallucination, 
in the terms Bergson would use to describe the 
experience of perception, which he compares to the 
operation of photography.4  It is not an instantaneous 

Grey Room, Issue 48
3    “It is a nostalgic time right now, and photography actively 
promotes nostalgia.” In Sontag, Susan. On photography. New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977 
4    Bergson, Henri, Matter and Memory in Cadava, Eduardo. Words 
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(above) A photograph of L.A. by Julius Shulman,
(below) Julius Shulman frames Los Angeles as L.A.
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act in the present, but one which is necessarily unfolded 
in time, and subject to work of our memory. Like 
photography it fails to know, to seize reality. Memory and 
perception, in juxtaposing images of the past, generate 
fiction.5 And dreaming L.A. is borderline dishonest.

The camera establishes a spiderweb of gazes, at the 
center of which lies Los Angeles, forever imprisoned, 
voyeur of itself, perverted in a house of mirrors. 
In a way, it might not even exist really before the camera, 
or for that matter the pen of Charles Lummis or Hellen 
Hunt Jackson.
L.A., in this light, is the memory of a city that is confused 
and tangled up in its own reflections, in a shattering of 
images. It is not by chance that the recently published 
Esther McCoy’s Reader is subtitled Piecing together Los 
Angeles.

 In a black and white and grainy night of 1964 
Gary Winogrand framed through his camera a couple in a 
car on the Sunset strip.
The car might be parked or just next to the near sidewalk, 
it is a convertible, top dropped.6 I like to believe that it 
was red, with burgundy leather seats.
In the center of the photograph is a man, one hand on 
the wheel, looking to the passenger seat where a woman 
seems to deliberately avoid his gaze. 
We look at him looking at her, she looks straight out of 
the frame, possibly to nothing at all. He has his nose 
bandaged.
He could have undergone nose surgery, image based 
violence. Obsessed like most to fit the look of love. You 
gotta look beautiful for the envisioned city. 
He actually resembles John Lurie in a Jarmush movie. If 
we follow the Jarmush trail we might think it was Tom 
Waits who punched him. Something to do with the girl. 
Booze involved. Hip music in the background.

of light: theses on the photography of history. Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1997.
5    “We live entirely, especially if we are writers, by the imposition 
of a narrative line upon disparate images”. Didion, Joan. The white 
album. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979.

6    “Drop the top on your motherfucking ride. This is how we do it on 
the West Coast”  Tupac Shakur, Stay True. Thug Life, 1994 by Out da 
Gutta Records, Los Angeles.
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Los Angeles, 1964 -Gary Winogrand
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But it was Polanksi who saw this photograph and made 
it a scene. The man is not John Lurie but Jack Nickolson, 
the strip turns into Chinatown. Physical places are rather 
discontinuous in dreams after all.
Jack has had his nose cut with a knife by the cameo 
appearance of Polanski himself, “Do you know what 
happens to nosy fellas? They get their nose cut, that’s 
what happens”.7

The violence of this image, real, has become the fictive 
one of a personified city of Los Angeles. The message is 
clear, don’t mess around with the dream Jack, we are 
making a city here, not orange groves. 

That a city might have dreamt itself into existence could 
be said about many places, and be true as well, although 
it is a lie. The most obvious example would be the city 
of Rome, whose megalomaniac ambition is perhaps still 
unrivaled. The two would make good friends. Just like 
Los Angeles, Rome has appropriated itself of the images 
of others to make its own. Perhaps unconsciously at 
first. The Romans being so imaginative to claim that 
they were actually first dislocated in the aftermath of 
the Iliad. Maybe Aeneas was their version of the zealous 
father Serra. They are perhaps as Greek as California 
pretends to be Spanish. In many ways they are strikingly 
similar, with they’re anything goes policies. All inclusive 
stage sets, bring your own celebrity or god, he’ll feel 
home in the pantheon, wether that is the real deal or 
Rodeo Drive.8 Both were small villages of thugs and have 
compensated with an equally mythicized version of their 
founding dislocation. And finally they both shared the 
desire to outwit nature, the passion for infrastructure, 
and for urban fragments. One finds pieces of Rome from 
England to Baalbec, shards of its image scattered around 
like if by an explosion. 
While Robert Venturi might have seen Rome in Las 
Vegas, Vegas could as well be a fragment of L.A., 
dislocated and now claiming its autonomy like a colony 
in secession, far enough from its inland empire. Another 
whore across the desert.

7    Chinatown. DVD. Directed by Robert Towne. Hollywood, CA: 
Paramount, 1999

8    Think of Bijan, imported on Rodeo Drive from the far Persia.
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Beverly Hills, at the time of its invention
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Which raises the question: where does it stop? Authors 
always begin writing about her by defining how large is 
their Los Angeles, and compared to its citizen they are 
pretty generous. For those who live there it limits itself to 
L.A. County, or even less. For every one else it stretches 
as far as you can see grey in google maps, that is three to 
four counties.
Territories defined by boulevards stretching 
uninterrupted up to eighty miles, like the great 
Sepulveda. That is more or less, what I am referring to 
as well. At times it could be like driving across one of 
Andrea Branzi’s mirrored models of the infinite cities, 
forever trapped, the same movie on the windowpane. 
Historical sites on the way include the lot of the first 
original McDonald, demolished. Only the sign is left. In 
the sprawling desert, history is erased fast, it must be 
always invented anew.

At times it seems that Los Angeles could have been 
poured out of a screen. It might be because of its 
senseless repetitions but also because it is a metropolis  
inhabited by a real population and an Homeric one, 
where space is both a real place, a location and fiction. 
Normal people, actors, celebrities, buildings, locations, 
streets, scenes, characters, sets, stories, even celebrity 
buildings. Junctions of real homicides as well as 
fake ones. There’s buildings who have survived the 
obliteration of history exclusively as filming locations, 
like the desolate and abandoned Johnny’s Diner, a 
favorite of Banham, in front of which Notorious B.I.G. 
was shot.9 Filming locations are advertised on improvised 
signs on the streets. The Los Angeles Department of 
Water and Power has a section of its website dedicated 
entirely to all the places it can offer to fiction, including 
inside its main headquarters at day time, for quite a fee. 

Designed by A.C. Martin and Partners, the sleek 
corporate building faces the lawn of the Civic Centre and 
the City Hall at its opposite end, designed too by A.C. 
Martin and Partners, some era before, when they thought 
it ought to look like a Spanish skyscraper, beating even 
the Spanish to it. 

9    He had just finished recording his second studio album called Life 
After Death, which featured a cover of LL Cool J’s Going Back to Cali.
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The Los Angeles Department of Water and Power
designed by A.C. Martin and Partners
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All around the lawn, courthouses and institutions which 
bear the name of the men who dreamt and built L.A. 
complete the frame of a family portrait that says Otis 
and Chandler all over it. Some blocks away sit lazy the 
remains of the original plaza of the pueblo, choking and 
engulfed by parking lots and a freeway as large as river. 
Leaving it towards chinatown is Olvera street, spanning 
a modest one hundred and forty meters. La Plaza Park 
features preeminently in the collective sketches of Kevin 
Lynch’s Image of the City, as THE historic site for 
everyone to remember how it was in the days of the six 
shooters, the only place left. That Olvera Street was re-
built entirely by the Chamber of Commerce and the Plaza 
de Los Angeles Corporation, captained by the dreamer 
Harry Chandler, must have gone rather unnoticed to 
him. The labour force was generously provided by the 
Chief of Police: a crew of prison inmates. An entry on 
the diary Christine Sterling, who supervised the project, 
reads: “One of the prisoners is a good carpenter, another 
an electrician. Each night I pray that they will arrest a 
bricklayer and a plumber”.10 Not that the original Street 
had not been built by carpenters and bricklayers, who 
might have been occasional prisoners too. Perhaps, in 
this sense it was kind of accurate, who knows that even 
before it was not just another image, in the mind of those 
who settled in the virgin country. Those with no home 
elsewhere and  who never took no cutoffs and hurried 
along as fast as they could. Those who had left only to 
dream. And so they dreamt a beautiful dream, shining 
in golden light, but a dream it remained. Temporary, 
shaky, flimsy. Los Angeles of all nouns knows little of the 
one called permanence. Yet this image of the city, the 
idea that this is the last stop in the great journey West, 
that this is a promised land, this is what has driven an 
insignificant pueblo, a village on the frontier built on 
a trickle of water to jumpstart into the great galactic 
metropolis.  

10    Images of America. in Estrada, William D.. Los Angeles’s Olvera 
Street. Charleston, SC: Arcadia, 2006.
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1928, the construction of Los Angeles City Hall. A.C. Martin and Partners
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L.A. is finally an obscene city, in all three of the 
etymological meanings of the word: from Latin obscenus, 
meaning dirty, dishonest; to the theatrical ob-scena, 
what is outside the scene (and should stay there), the 
backstage; and last from the Latin obscaevo (Freud’s 
interpretation), meaning to bring bad luck, to inspire a 
bad feeling, a premonition of catastrophe. Its isolation, 
combined with its provincial boosterism has provided 
it with the Darwinian opportunity to just become 
something entirely else, to disregard brutally what we 
thought a city ought to be, what architecture ought to 
be, to disregard history, even its own, and to make lies 
beautiful and finally to make lies true.
Which is after all what architecture is all about.

This is why, why Los Angeles. 

Whatever anyone says about it.
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The Los Angeles City Hall Building, designed by A.C. Martin and Partners
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“Some dreamers of the golden dream”
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“Never I have I seen such continual, consistent and 
enthusiastic ‘boosting’. You stop a policemen to ask 
a question and he answers and he tells you what a 
wonderful city Los Angeles is. You wait for your change 
in a store and a salesgirl tells you Los Angeles is a 
marvelous city. You get your shoes shined and the boy 
will state that Los Angeles climate cannot be beaten. The 
business man will tell you that what Los Angeles hasn’t 
done isn’t a circumstance to what will be done.”1

1    Fogelson, Robert M.. The fragmented metropolis Los Angeles, 
1850-1930. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993.

2

The Cocoanut Grove, in the Ambassador Hotel, Los Angeles
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Los Angeles, this little Hell of the West as it was called, 
was a small provincial town with big dreams, and one 
which soon realized that dreaming itself was the most 
lucrative business.  
That the dreams were always there is not certain, but they 
were there for sure in the minds of the generations of 
men who arrived in the city starting from the 1840’s.
The first Anglos arrived in California after what they 
referred to as the crossing: an exhausting trip on wagons 
or walking from the mid-west. 
“Oh, Mary, I have not wrote you half of the trouble  
we’ve had, but I have wrote you enough to let you know 
what trouble is. But thank God, we are the only family 
that did not eat human flesh. We have left everything, 
but I don’t care for that. We have got through with 
our lives. Don’t let this letter dishearten anybody. 
Remember, never take no cutoffs and hurry along as 
fast as you can.”2

They arrived generally at top of Donner Pass, high in the 
peak of the Sierras, and looked down on the valley below 
and saw the gold light and the image that was to redeem 
them, if anything just of their miserable pilgrimage.  
And it is there that they were born anew, they were born 
Californians. Or so they thought. 
A few years later, as the children of Donner Pass 
completed the tracks,  other came by train. Other  who 
had little to loose, white protestant ethics, and more than 
often tuberculosis. In Los Angeles, the  whistle of the 
Southern Pacific was first heard in 1876, ending the days 
of the West for the up till then isolated pueblo. But not all 
of the dreamers arrived by train. 

Charles Fletcher Lummis, a Harvard dropout3  suffering 
from several diseases, at the age of 25, in 1884, wrote to 
the publisher of a daily newspaper in Los Angeles that if 
they would have a job for him at the end of the line, he 
would walk all they way there from Chillicothe, Ohio. 
3507 miles worth of articles that Lummis weekly sent to 
be published Los Angeles. 

2    An entry from the diary of Virginia Reed, as reported in Didion, 
Joan. Where I was from. New York: Knopf :, 2003.

3    Charles Lummis was a classmate of Teddy Roosevelt in Harvard.
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Bierstadt’s “Donner Lake from the Summit”, commissioned in 1873 by Collis P. Huntington, 
founder and owner of the Southern Pacific Railroad, celebrating California’s manifest destiny and 
conversly its moral ambiguity. This a view Huntington would have seen himself, not so many years 
before, at the time of his ‘crossing’.
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On his arrival, his future employer, the Colonel, described 
him as some cowboy hero in “well worn overalls, ... a 
dusty white felt hat, with the skin of a rattlesnake for a 
band, a six shooter on his belt, and a staff in his hand”4.
Strong of the faith of the new-comer and of the ill-
recovered, he was quickly named Souther California’s 
first modern celebrity and literary ambassador, 
advocating with much enthusiasm that everyone followed 
the trail of his footsteps to the golden land.

The place of his arrival was not Los Angeles itself but 
the well chosen Mission San Gabriel5, an appropriate 
location, a set, for the image of a Spanish flavored 
American dream to be baptized and recycled by Lummis, 
who reflected it in the construction of his own house, El 
Alisal, built in the mission style, at all effects promoting 
Los Angeles’ future most successful residential flavor.
He spent the rest of his life caught in between native 
American activism and a celebration of Souther 
California through his writings, the two coming together 
in a much romanticized view of the early days of the 
Spanish rule. According to him, “the Spanish Pastoral 
Era in California was notably the happiest and most 
charming life ever lived in this country”6. Apparently he 
was very wrong.

4    McDougal, Dennis. Privileged son: Otis Chandler and the rise and 
fall of the L.A. times dynasty. Cambridge, Mass.: Perseus Pub., 2001.

5    Mission San Gabriel was part of the original bunch of religious 
settlements and military outposts that the Franciscan priest spread 
on California, colonizing it for the King of Spain. Together with faith, 
diseases and the first Californian architecture, the brothers of father 
Serra brought the first palm trees to the basin, and planted the first 
orchard of citrus at mission San Gabriel.

6    “The Franciscan foundation of California, on the contrary, was 
as clean a piece of devoted unselfishness as the annals of man can 
show. It was not for the missionaries, but for the heathen. It was 
to save their souls and incidentally to teach them of a God of soap, 
and industry, and decency and art, as well as of the catechism. It 
is pretty hard to read romance into the Puritans - beyond Priscilla 
and John Alden - whereas the whole Mission Era, both in its 
activity and its perennial influence, is saturated with romance the 
thousands of Spanish place-names, the hundreds of Spanish fiestas, 
the innumerable Spanish songs, the remnants of the old Spanish 
ranchos, home of an incomparable hospitality and grace for the 
Spanish Pastoral Era in California was notably the happiest and 
most charming life ever lived in this country.”

Lummis, Charles Fletcher. The Spanish pioneers. Chicago: A.C. 
McClurg and Co., 1893.



Charles Fletcher Lummis
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Strong of similar belief was Helen Hunt Jackson, another 
writer and Indian activist who had come to Southern 
California to study the condition of the Mission Indians 
after the grants of occupancy conceded to them by the 
Spanish and Mexican governments had been disregarded 
by the United States as they took over the region in 1848.
Disillusioned by the effect of her non fictional reports and 
books on the mistreat of native Americans, Helen turned 
to fiction as a means of creating awareness, and in 1884 
published Ramona.
Based on the life of a racially mixed girl in Southern 
California, half indian and half Spanish, the novel 
became so popular in the years to follow that it 
attracted to the area wagons of railroad tourists eager 
to see the romanticized location of their favorite story, 
and it strangely contributed immensely to the early 
development of the city, by putting it for everyone on 
the map 7. Ramona was California’s first bestseller and 
blockbuster.
Again in H.H. Jackson’s novels, the mission days were 
arcadian and bucolic, and the franciscan friars and the 
indians had lived in the harmony of a land of sunshine, 
all in the name of a Christian God. 

We can thus say that in 1884 the dream was surely 
dreamt, and Los Angeles was set to become the Spanish 
revival L.A., an image astutely sold to the midwestern 
population that in the years to come settled in town, 
Ramona on their mind.8

But, before it was advertised as the Spanish looking 
garden of Eden, Southern California was already known 
in the new world for its sunny days and semi-arid 
mediterranean climate which miraculously cured the 
illnesses contracted by the lungs of the depressed mid-
westerners fallen pray of the harsh winters west of the 
Mississipi.

7    Many visitors who arrived in the basin in those years were 
thoroughly disappointed when they found out that the many locations 
they were visiting, were not really were Ramona’s own, for Ramona 
was just a fictional character. Setting a trend hard to shake, fiction 
became history and Ramona was taken as a biography.

8    “Ramona, come closer, shut softly your watery eyes” in Ramona, 
Bob Dylan. Another side of Bob Dylan, by Columbia Recors, 1964. 
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Nigger Alley, now demolished, where Harry Chandler took a room, when 
he arrived in Los Angeles, in 1882.
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It is to regain his health too, that Harry Chandler arrived 
in Los Angeles, a blond boy with blue eyes of the age of 
19, coughing blood. 
Apparently Harry got a room on Nigger Alley.9 He wasted 
his days until he saw a photograph of a finely dressed 
toddler in a shop in which he recognized himself. A late 
mirror stage. Harry had been an actor for that one shot 
for the cover of All American Boy, which had made it 
all the way there from New Hampshire. Harry’s own 
image, had reached Los Angeles before he had himself. A 
prophetic self realization.

He set about working and curing himself, and lived with 
a doctor and his family by the Cahuenga Pass, south of 
the San Fernando Valley, picking fruits and working the 
land which most likely ended up many years later to be 
part of his many holdings. As it turned out Harry’s career 
wasn’t picking fruits, and so in the fall of 1884, he left 
the job and returned to the East Coast, where his hopes 
of continuing college and confirm himself in the rows of 
the wasp establishment were crushed in a second in the  
spasm of a cough. 
Returned to Los Angeles he found a job at Colonel 
Harrison Gray Otis’ Los Angeles Times, a few months 
before Charles Lummis arrived at Mission San Gabriel 
and became the paper’s first editor. History tells us 
now that when dreamers meet, the dream is amplified 
to a great magnitude, like the power of water in the rill 
network of the San Gabes. Dangerous stuff.

Harrison Gray Otis was born in Ohio and had made 
a modest career as a type-maker and printer in the 
midwest, which definitely did not suit his belligerent 
ambitions. The Civil War, as it happened, proved to be 
more of his cup of tea, earning him the rank of Colonel 
and a love for the military life that he superimposed on 
reality with increasing fervor culminating in his senile 
dementia.10 

9    Nigger Alley was the core of the street life of the early Los Angeles, 
where thugs and china-men and fortune seekers would stroll on the 
dusty road, where the sex houses, the gambling and opium dens were, 
and people shot each other to settle quarrels. 

10    Colonel Otis was man of news and a man of war, and often 
mistook one for the other. His writing was always directed against 
his political enemies in an incredible aggressive fashion, and his 
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General Harrison Gray Otis, “The Walrus”
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He lived his last years ranting about like if in the middle 
of an epic battle, until he died, exclaiming to his maid: 
“I’m gone”. 

Determined to make his own luck, the now Colonel 
got himself a position in the federal bureaucracy and 
climbed some ranks but nearly not enough to satisfy his 
thirst, and as an already middle aged man he ventured 
west, to the frontier and past it, to survey new lands of 
possibilities where to invest his modest savings. He did 
not know yet just how much possibility would he find. As 
California left quite a mark on him, he resettled with his 
family on the west coast, in the Santa Barbara, where he 
attempted the newspaper business again, with such little 
success to push him to apply for other jobs again through 
the federal government. A loyal republican and fierce 
soldier, he was rewarded his courage and devotion with 
the post of representative of the US Treasury Department 
in the Seal Islands, in the middle of the Bering Strait, 
where I guess he earned the well suited nickname of 
Walrus. Not a place for the fainthearted. It was cold 
there, and his job was to keep the natives off the booze. 
After a brief stay in Samoa as a diplomatic consul, the 
Walrus finally decided to settle down in Los Angeles, 
which he reckoned, was worth a shot. 

And so it happened that in 1882 he bought a quarter 
interest in the Daily Los Angeles Times, of which he was 
soon to be the complete owner, not without a great deal 
of fights and scheming, the sort of thing he thrived on. 
As the city boomed in successive waves, the Colonel 
increased his power and his influence on it. He had 
a say in all in that mattered. He became a prominent 
member of the Republican Party, founded the Chamber 
of Commerce and the Merchants and Manufacturers 
Association, and ran in fact the politics in town as a field 
commander, determined at all costs to keep the unions 
out of the city. A Battle which costed him his own Times 

obsession with war had brought him to name the Times staff his 
phalanx, the Times building his fortress, his two houses the bivouac 
and the outpost and despite the fact he was proudly keeping more 
than fifty shotguns in the fortress, the highlight of the Colonel’s 
paranoia must be the small caliber cannon mounted on the hood of his 
model H Franklin limousine.
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General Harrison Gray Otis’ Franklin limousine, equipped with 
a cannon mounted on the hood. Ain’t nothing like the old school.
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building, detonated with part of its staff and machinery 
by the McNamara brothers, bombers by profession and 
fierce unionists.

Otis had made the boom of Los Angeles his cause, not 
that he was alone in that, and fought for it in his terms. 
Among others, a particularly important achievement was 
his founding and promotion of the Free Harbor League, 
a lobby which managed in the miraculous enterprise of 
convincing the federal government to invest 2.9 million 
dollar bills to create a harbor at San Pedro, incorporated 
as City of Los Angeles, rather than subsidizing the natural 
port of San Diego, or Huntington’s plans for Santa 
Monica. Incorporating by the way means that the City 
of Los Angeles eats you. But with San Pedro some miles 
away from the its borders, the City had to buy a long and 
narrow corridor of land extending all the way to the port 
town, as California’s state law did not allow annexations 
of non-contiguous territories, making San Pedro a sort 
Piraeus of Los Angeles.
Today it is the busiest container port in America. A 
story which explains well that as for all else that the city 
lacked, which was everything, the remedy was just go 
and get it, the ends anyway will justify the means. The 
means generally included using his newspaper for the 
right cause. Likewise behind many future successful 
enterprises of the city, the Times again was the great 
orchestrator on the news front, while behind the scenes 
the hands of its owners moved the rest of the pawns on 
the checkerboard. 

Success finally rained, but as a man of acquired stature 
Colonel Walrus soon realized that his field rank wasn’t 
good enough of a pedigree, and so he convinced president 
William McKinley, a fellow Ohio Civil War veteran, to 
send him out on a new military campaign, and so he 
was appointed Brigadier General and shipped to the 
Philippines in a brand new starched and starred uniform. 
He was old but proud, the war was brief, he got there 
only at its end, but the newly earned title of General 
Otis sounded important enough to justify the cannon 
mounted on the hood of the limousine which he used to 
cruise around town. That is called today gangsta.  
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The Inauguration of Mulholland Highway, now Mulholland Drive, another real estate 
speculation by Chandler ans Sherman, spread along the newly built road crowining the 
Santa Monica Mountains from downtown to the sea.

From left to right: William Mulholland, Moses H. Sherman, D.L. Reaburn, Harry Chandler 
and three water commissioners from the DWP.
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His success though was not at this point entirely of his 
own make, but had arisen of his increased collaboration 
with the astute mind of the cold and reserved Harry 
Chandler, the rampant figure of the decades to come, and 
his heir, adopted in a pure Imperial fashion. As we left 
him in this story, Harry was just a fruit picker who had 
had a revelation and found a job at the Times, loading the 
morning papers on a truck and sometimes distributing 
them. 
Because Harry was a man who knew how to figure out 
how things worked, he slowly bought the distribution 
routes of not only the Times but all the major newspapers 
in the city, including the Times fierce competitor, the 
Tribune, which earned him some good money on the 
side. 
Harry was a good yankee indeed, and had a natural gift 
for money. 
Not only he widely increased the range of subscribers 
bringing good fortune to the Times, but he also came 
up with a plan to establish it as the loudest voice in the 
city, and at large in the south west. The plan was as 
simple as it was effective: since he owned the distribution 
channels of the press, he literally starved the Tribune 
to bankruptcy, forcing his owner (a former partner of 
Otis in the Times and at war with him for the control 
of the paper) to sell off  his equipment at the corporate 
equivalent of yard sale. Otis rushed to finish off his rival, 
but when the Walrus arrived on the spot to bargain the 
machinery that was left, he found out that everything 
had already been bought by a man. This man was Harry 
Chandler. They called him the fox.

Within a year Harry’s life changed drastically. His 
wife died giving birth to his second daughter, he was 
promoted, and acquired many stocks of the Times 
Mirror Company. In 1892 he re-married, coincidentally 
with General Walrus’ daughter, becoming by all means 
the heir to throne. Business in town was now a family 
business. 
Unlike his father in law, he was never much interested 
in politics per se, but more in the dollar bills, and as 
a second publisher of the Times he would rarely write 
himself in the flamboyant manner of the Colonel, but 
merely use it as just another gear in the dream making 
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Harry Chandler standing in front of the Hollywood sign, which he built to advertise his 
real estate venture, Hollywoodland. The last four letters were dropped after the war.
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machine, the machine that envisioned the city of the 
future.11 A machine that said Harry all over the place, 
although he kept it rather quiet.

He had in particular a gift for land and real estate, and 
had soon understood that there was good reasons why 
developers would pay small fortunes to advertise on the 
Times their latest mediterranean coated midwestern 
shacks.12 By the time of his death he had become 
the single largest landowner in Souther California, 
developing almost all of the San Fernando Valley, 
and so many areas in the city that it would be a job in 
itself to trace them.  He even owned a considerable 
piece of Mexico. One of the most notable of his land 
enterprises was the subdivision of a suburb north west 
of downtown Los Angeles at the foothills of the Santa 
Monica Mountains. Harry would rarely make deals solely 
on his own, but when he did have something in mind, 
his business partners would always be eager to raise 
whatever he suggested was necessary to bring the deal 
home. 

With Moses H. Sherman, the railroad tycoon, and his 
brother in law Eli P. Clark, he bought a tract of land 
which was to be developed by a Kansas man and his wife, 
but the man had died and the wife could not do it on her 
own. Only a few model houses were built, their lawns 
adorned by Holly trees imported from Britain, when the 

11    After Harry Chandler, the Times Mirror Company  and the 
role of editor of the paper passed to his son, Norman, and after 
him to Harry’s grandson, prophetically named Otis Chandler. Otis 
contributed greatly to the expansion and quality of the paper, before 
selling it in the early 1980’s.

12    The particular residential development of California, now 
much copied elsewhere in the world is indeed the hybrid mix of the 
midwestern suburban home format, which the American protestant 
colonizers had brought with them, with the local Spanish theme 
mostly sublimated in the Mission Style and Palm Trees. 
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Aerial photograph of the Hollywood sign. In the background streches the San 
Fernando Valley, another piece of Chandler and Sherman’s inland empire.



46

machine arrived in the form of a Moorish themed hotel13, 
a railway station operated by Sherman and Clark’s line 
to downtown, and a road destined to fame, carrying the 
name of Sunset Boulevard. This was the first of many 
subdivisions that this party of men would systematically 
deploy on what was left of the old ranchos, but not all 
of its land was developed at once, and in the 1920’s 
partnering with a studio entrepreneur Harry finished 
the job, and to make sure everything got sold, he put a 
sign on the mountains to advertise his land. A sign big 
enough that it could be seen across the basin south of 
the Santa Monica Mountains. With white letters fifty feet 
high, and lit for the first time on the 9th of September 
of 1923 by more than 4000 lightbulbs, stood the word 
HOLLYWOODLAND. By 1945, the sign was donated to 
the Hollywood Chamber of Commerce together with 455 
acres of land around it by the M. H. Sherman Company, 
the last letters had been toppled, leaving it as we know it 
now, reading only HOLLYWOOD.

More than a monument to the movie industry, the 
Hollywood Sign is a monument to the making of Los 
Angeles and to the dreamers of the golden dream.
Not content with its majestic signifier, he had 
coincidentally brought too its second signified, some 
years before.  In 1910, under the invitation of the 
publisher of a newspaper in San Francisco, the Christies 
brothers moved to San Francisco. What they were famous 
for was filming custard pie fights. They had escaped New 
York in search of milder climate which was more suitable 
to their filming.14 It turned out San Francisco was mild 
enough but the daily fog and overcast skies did not do 
the job. Harry promptly invited them to rent some of his 
properties in Hollywood, with the convincing argument 
that the sun always shines over L.A. and within a few 
miles they could find such strikingly different landscapes 
for their movies. They moved in, and many followed.

13    Most if not all of Los Angeles has been built by developers, and 
common practice was that in the most successful and exclusive tracts, 
the first building to go up, with a dominant position in the plan, were 
Hotels where you could experience and contemplate the amenities of 
your future community.

14    And often to run away from Thomas Edison’s Motion Picture 
Patent Company’s eyes, prosecuting whoever did not have a 
negotiated agreement.
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The Ambassador Hotel, now demolished. A Los Angeles Classic building, the 
Ambassador was another of Harry Chandler’s ventures.
The Hotel has been in decline since Bobby Kennedy was shot there in 1968, and 
the sorrounding neighborhood has lost its lust.
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With his golden finger, Harry had just made a fortune 
for himself, and one for the city, he had given them 
their official dream-factory, complete with name and 
monument, inflating L.A. like a hot air balloon. He 
also helped launch several industries and founded two 
organization particularly devoted to the cause of the 
boom, who poured money into downtown and built 
among others, the Biltmore Hotel and the Coliseum 
which delivered to the city the 1932 Olympic games. The 
famous Ambassador Hotel, where Bobby Kennedy will be 
shot, was too one of his ventures. His hands were in every 
custard pie, from tires to automobiles, to shipbuilding. 

In 1920 a pilot had appeared in Los Angeles with the 
dream of opening an airplane factory. He was introduced 
to Harry  and told him he had 4 days to win a contract 
with the navy to build them some experimental airplanes. 
He needed 15000$.  Harry gave Donnel Douglas 
a dazzling demonstration of how things worked in 
Southern California: 1500$ and a letter of introduction 
to other 9 men in the city who would help him because If 
Harry signed a deal, everyone would want a piece of the 
pie. Everyone signed, and Douglas landed his contract. 
The letter was 5 lines long, as 5 minutes of his time 
he probably wasted to arrange the deal that paved the 
way for Los Angeles to dominate the aeronautical and 
aerospace industries, to become the heart of the cold war 
rocket economy, to become the place where the national 
dream of an expanding middle-class and that of keeping 
the engine running converged, if only for a while.  
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“Was it Harry Chandler, one speculates, who had it 
changed from a silvery moon to a golden moon, so that 
it would harmonize more effectively with the California 
sunlight and the California oranges? It cannot be, one 
meditates, that Harry Chandler doesn’t own some of the 
moon.”15

15    Saturday Evening Post, June 5, 1926 
In Privileged son: Otis Chandler and the rise and fall of the L.A. times 
dynasty. McDougal, Dennis. Cambridge, Mass.: Perseus Pub., 2001.
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Prometheus
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“The Los Angeles river was the greatest attraction. It 
was a beautiful, limpid little stream with willows on its 
banks... It was so attractive to me that it at once became 
something which my whole scheme of life was woven 
about.”
William Mulholland

There is no more essential story of Southern California 
than the story of water.

Los Angeles was not founded as a mission, but rather 
as a pueblo — a simple village — by royal mandate in 
1781. The location had been suggested by Juan Crespi, 
one of the friars who accompanied Serra and named the 
river, with no shortage of imagination, El Rio de Nuestra 
Senora Reina de Los Angeles de Porciuncula. The name 
of the pueblo followed the river.1 

The Los Angeles River is a peculiar river. Although it 
provided the source of life in the Arcadian days of the 
pueblo, it did not feature in the picturesque vision either 
Crespi or Mulholland had been seeking when they first 
came on the river. Originally it was an upside down river, 
fed by underground basins that are maintained by ground 
water slowly percolating down through the soil. Because 
there is very little annual rainfall in Southern California, 
the river was pretty much a small and gentle stream. A 
few days a year, however, it rains heavily enough for the 
mountains surrounding the basin to overflow into the 
creeks that make its watershed, flooding into the city 

1    Such a complicate name hides itself an interesting dislocation: the 
Basilica of Saint Mary of the Angels, home of the franciscans in the 
world, was completed only a hundred and two years before in Assisi,  
and was built around an existing small chapel, the Porziuncula, which 
the legend wants to have been built by hermits from the Josaphat 
Valley in the IV century A.D., passed to San Benedict, and later 
donated to San Francis in a poor state, with the mandate of restoring 
it and making it the home of his new religious family.

3
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below and changing the course of the river as it speeds 
towards the Pacific Ocean. As the river flows it carries 
with it the detritus it has picked up in the mountains. 
Now the 51-mile path of the Los Angeles River is entirely 
lined with concrete — a titanic storm drain to carry a 
modest stream. A concrete backdrop to the famous chase 
sequence in James Cameron’s Terminator 2: Judgment 
Day (1991), together with any number of other L.A.-
based films. Burned into the unconscious of the Cineplex 
masses, the post-post-apocalyptic landscaping of the 
river is down to the design of DWP, Flood 2, and the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, who specialized in this kind of 
architecture.
Life in Southern California depends on the control 
of nature — control that is a matter of technological 
conquest, not conservation. Today, Los Angeles is 
actually bigger than the river, even though the river is 
longer, deeper and wider than it has ever been. Like the 
low-riders and rice-rockets of Angelino car culture, it has 
been souped-up and is more of a machine than a natural 
stream. One that L.A has engineered to propel its dream.

In the days of the pueblo some shallow ditches diverted 
some of the water for the irrigation of its small fields and 
for drinking. Life developed slowly on its banks.

Once in the XX century the city decided that all the water 
flowing on the surface was water wasted, so it tapped the 
flow and after Elysian Park the riverbed continued as a 
dry sand canal leading to the ocean. Some lived in its bed. 
Meanwhile wells connected directly to the underground 
basins obtained for the first time water other than that of 
the river, though part of the same watershed. When there 
was simply no more water to tap, the city bought another 
river from far away, and plugged it in its old. And then 
a second one. The riverbed has seen its water disappear 
and another one take its place, coming from the Sierra 
Nevada, and finally the water of the Colorado River, 
pumped across the Mojave.
 Today the water that runs through its levees is treated 

2    Originally founded as the Los Angeles County Flood Control 
District, now much of the defenses of the city are in charge of the 
Sedimentation Section of the Los Angeles County Department of 
Public Works.
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An aerial photograph taken from a hot air balloon showing 
the city of Los Angeles during the 1887 flood. 
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sewage. Quality tests rank it almost drinkable. It is 
cleaner than the water that run through it in maybe a 
hundred years.

When California passed in the hands of the government, 
a peculiar rule dating to the Spanish times was 
incorporated in the state law. It goes by the name of 
pueblo right, a self declare mandate. Every now and 
then it  is questioned and its definition is revised by the 
Supreme Court of California. What it says and said with 
different nuances is that the water of the river belongs to 
the city of Los Angeles. In a place like Southern California 
that equals to a gold a mine. 15 miles from the sea and 
with no advantages of any kind, this village of a few 
thousand had no reason what so ever to turn itself into a 
metropolis, but the pueblo right. 
There is no one who knew this better than William 
Mulholland, the city’s chief engineer. Of all titles, 
none could have been closer to the platonic concept of 
‘demiurge’, from Greek δημιουργός: him who crafts the 
world and maintains it. 

William Mulholland, like the true cigar smoking pioneer 
that he was, arrived in the pueblo of la Reina de Los 
Angeles riding a horse, at the age of 21. 
It was an interesting time for the little outpost. The 
pueblo counted about 9000 souls, and the year was 
1877. The arcadian (and beautifully desolate) ranches 
of the Spanish and Mexican eras were fading away and 
the Anglos, after thirty-one years of American rule, had 
bought or married into the power structure. Namely 
land rights, cattle and guns. Lot’s of guns. The tales of 
the Californio Bandidos were still told at the gambling 
tables and the opium dens of a more Chinese than ever 
Chinatown. Tiburcio Vasquez, the outlaw figure which 
inspired Zorro, had been executed only a year before. 
Shooting men down, was apparently a daily activity, in 
an exaggerated western fashion3. In the words of Major 

3    “With alarming frequency, Los Angeles residents still settled 
their disputes over land, mining stakes, politics- even divorce and 
occasional commodities trading - with pistols.” 
In Privileged son: Otis Chandler and the rise and fall of the L.A. times 
dynasty. McDougal, Dennis. Cambridge, Mass.: Perseus Pub., 2001.
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The Los Angeles River at present day Griffith 
Park, in a photograph of the early 1800’s.
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Horace Bell , “the day the whistle of the Southern Pacific 
locomotive was heard in Los Angeles, civilization started 
on the upgrade”4. 

On September 5th 1876, Charles Crocker, president of the 
Southern Pacific hammered in the the last spike of the 
tracks that connected Los Angeles to the transcontinental 
railroad.
The spike was golden.
That day, again, was a year before Willie arrived on a 
horse.

His journey West had started some years earlier in 
Dublin, where he was born Irish, and where he embarked 
on a three masted sailing boat, the Gleniffer5, which 
eventually took him four years after to New York. Life 
at sea, and in the odd jobs and the lumber camp in 
Michigan, had sharpened Mulholland’s wit and  formed 
his greatest asset, getting along with men.

After a few years spent in America, reunited with his 
brother who had followed a similar route, he found 
himself at the home of some relatives in Pittsburgh, 
where they worked for a while before some uncle named 
Hobson showed up carrying tuberculosis, effectively the 
ruin of the family. The diseases eventually pushed them 
all to close their established activity, and join the health 
seekers accumulating on the other side of the continent, 
taking William and his brother with them. TB was either 
a ticket to the grave or one to California. Due to their 
health conditions, a southern route was chosen, and 
they boarded a vessel which took them through Panama, 
before arriving in Los Angeles.  Two of the children died 
before the trip, and two other along the way, together 

4    “Los Angeles was undergoing a phenomenal renaissance in 1881. 
When the Times became the city’s third daily newspaper, the village 
know for a century as  El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora Reina de los 
Angeles de Porciuncula had finally begun showing sign of shedding 
a decades old reputation as the most violent, vicious, amoral 
settlement of thugs, whores and thieves West of the Mississipi.” 
In Privileged son: Otis Chandler and the rise and fall of the L.A. times 
dynasty. McDougal, Dennis. Cambridge, Mass.: Perseus Pub., 2001.
5    the Gleniffer seems to have been later owned by James Coats Jr, 
the main financial supporter of Scott’s first expedition to the Antarctic. 
In the only photograph I have been able to found, the Gleniffer is seen 
waiting in Lamlash bay, to meet the Scotia, after or before its heroic 
trip to the Antarctic. It was times for great men.
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The 6th street bridge in downtown Los Angeles
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with their mother, aunt Catherine. Once reached Colon, 
at the isthmus of the canal, Willie and his brother were 
caught, clandestine on the boat, and dropped ashore, 
where they hiked about fifty miles before they could get 
embarked to Acapulco, and from there San Francisco, 
where they bought two horses, which took them to the 
pueblo. 

Before settling down for good, they ventured for a bit of 
western adventure, gold-seeking in 
Arizona, which they soon had to abandon because of 
the uprising of Geronimo and the local native American 
tribes. The trip was a failure, but it had taken the young 
man to the Colorado River, where he worked briefly 
on boat. This River was a place destined to be of vital 
importance in his life, and in the life of the city of Los 
Angeles. This place had what he reckoned L.A. needed, 
and took it.

With nothing to lose, good health and good will, Willie 
was about to leave for sea again, when on the way to San 
Pedro’s harbor the grandson of the original grantee of 
Rancho San Pedro, Manuel Dominguez6, stopped him to 

6    History of a family of settlers:
 
Manuel Dominguez (1804-1882) was the grandson of Juan Jose 
Dominguez (1736-1809), a Spanish soldier who had come to California 
with the party of missionaries, soldiers and colonizers that were set to 
claim the golden land for the King of Spain. 
Three years after the pueblo was founded in 1771, Juan Jose 
Dominguez, was granted a land concession of 75 000 acres, 
named Rancho San Pedro, which spans over present day San 
Pedro, the entire Port of Los Angeles, Harbor City, Wilimington, 
Carson, Compton, Dominguez Hills, Lomita, the Palos Verdes 
Peninsula, Redondo Beach, Hermosa Beach, Manhattan Beach, 
and Torrance. The ranch was passed to his nephew, and after 
his son, Manuel which was a prominent Californio, Alcalde 
(Mayor) of Los Angeles at the age of 29, in 1833. 
Nine years later on the sloping hills of the rancho, 50 Californio 
lancers heroically defeated 200 American marines, reporting no 
casualties or wounded. A victory remembered with pride, though 
pointless for the course of the Mexican-American war. The scale of the 
battle gives you the idea of the size of Los Angeles in 1846.
The resistance was captained by Jose Antonio Carillo, son of another 
retired soldier from the mission, governor of Alta California, original 
grantee ( an OG) of a Rancho. (figX)
The Dominguez family is telling of much of the way things went in 
California, Manuel serving for the Mexican government, and later 
being one of the 47 delegates to sign the California state-constitution. 
A bright businessman, he donated a 100 feet wide corridor to the 
Southern Pacific Railway, which first linked Los Angeles to San Diego, 
a move which later increased the value of his land by a great deal.
Father to six daughters, he died in 1882 leaving the Adobe, possibly 
the most magnificent house in Souther California at the time it was 
built, and the rancho, as a legacy which was seamlessly carried on by 
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Actor Leo Carillo unveils a portrait of his great uncle José Antonio Carillo, 
captain of the battle of Dominguez Hill and grantee of Rancho Las Posas, 1955.
A complete cycle from Spanish rule land ownership to the Hollywood Biz.
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offer him a job to dig an artesian well with a hand drill, 
near the recently founded city of Compton.
Willie accepted, and about 600 feet down, struck a tree 
and then brought up a fossil. To satisfy his curiosity he 
got a book on the geology of the country, and right there 
decided to become an engineer. Or so he said, and spent 
many nights in a shack by a water reservoir, teaching 
himself the principles of water engineering.

In the spring of 1878 he took his first job for the Los 
Angeles Water Company, as a deputy zanjero, anglicized 
three years later in ditch overseer, literally overseeing 
the correct flow of water in the few canals owned by the 
company.
At this time the Water Company was privately owned, 
having acquired the water rights in a thirty years lease, 
in what later appeared as a very short-sighted deal by the 
City, which had shown at its best the capitalist attitude of 
the yankee newcomers. 
“You mean he owned the entire water supply for the 
city of LA?” asks Jack Nicholson to Hollis Mullwray’s 
secretary in Chinatown. 
Its personnel was far too small even for a little outpost, 
counting less than a dozen people armed with shovels.
It is needless to say that much of the work done in these 
years over the water system was aimed at piping the 
lands owned by those who owned the company, favoring 
the first urban expansion. 

When Willie joined the company the position of 
superintendent was held by Fred Eaton, son of an 
important builder and nephew by marriage of the 
company’s owner. By 1886 Fred Eaton, whome he had 
developed a good relationship with, had left and been 
replaced already once, and the replacement had died, 
leaving Mulholland, thirty-one and by then the most 
experienced of the workforce, as the best candidate to be 
superintendent, a position he would hold for almost all of 
his life, and whose importance for the city is reflected in 

the Watson, Carson and Del Amo families, names which are carried by 
the cities they had found. The Yankees had married into the Spanish 
Mexican rule, the railway had brought people and value to the land, 
and the ranchos started to be subdivided. 
All they needed now was water.
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The Los Angeles River at Fourth Street Bridge
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its salary too, since always and still now, higher than the 
mayor’s.
In the following three years Los Angeles would grow from 
10 000 to 50 000 people fulfilling the first prophecies of 
the boosters, fortunes were made and lost rather easily 
in the hands of the gambling Californians. Conflict of 
interest was a given almost everywhere, and Fred Eaton 
was elected mayor in 1898, strong of a program to finally 
make the Water Company municipally owned. The 
transition did not happen during his mandate, but what 
he started eventually turned into its acquisition by the 
City of Los Angeles which resulted in the formation of 
the current Department of Water and Power. As the city 
bought the water company, it bought Mulholland too, 
which was simply confirmed as superintendent, or city 
chief engineer.

With the newly acquired power to issue bonds to raise 
money for its infrastructural  ambition, the DWP set in 
motion the city’s project of megalomaniac expansion, a 
machine called L.A.
In the last spring as Mayor, Eaton left to the Sierra 
Nevada Mountains in the company of the U.S. 
Reclamation Service hydrographers Newell and 
Lippincott, and of William Mulholland, with the excuse 
of a hunting trip, coincidentally visiting those lands in 
Owens and Inyo County which were being surveyed 
by the Reclamation Service for a federally subsidized 
irrigation project to develop Owen’s Valley’s agriculture7. 
What followed is best captured by the Los Angeles Times 
headline: “Titanic Project to Give City a River”, literally 
bringing the Owens River to Los Angeles in a pipe. They 
had known all along. A story fictionalized in Polanski’s 
and Towne’s noir Chinatown.

7    Lippincott was in charge of surveying the Owens Valley on behalf 
of the U.S. Reclamation Service for an irrigation project which 
would benefit the farmers of the valley and its future development. 
However, as soon as the city of Los Angeles declared its intention of 
tapping the Owens River, he resigned and brought with him all of 
the documentation produced in two years. He became Mulholland’s 
assistant in the construction of the aqueduct. The matter arrived 
finally to president Roosevelt, who settled it according to the principle 
of the greatest good to the greatest number. The irrigation project was 
cancelled.
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Fred Eaton during the trip to the Sierras 
which found Los Angeles a new river.
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There were a few problems to this undertaking. The 
traditional methods of acquiring water rights through 
condemnation was not viable, since the city would 
have had to prove that it needed all of the water it was 
claiming, which it did not, yet. And the price for the land 
and the water rights would have risen considerably. Also, 
the project of irrigation of the valley by the Reclamation 
Service was obviously in the way of the visionary projects 
of these frontier engineers and the interests of the 
downtown financial elite, captained by the Walrus. 

Fred Eaton thus spent much of 1905 buying lands 
and water options from the farmers whose properties 
adjoined the river. He did so as a private citizen, at 
times in the guise of a cattle rancher, and in others he 
was mistaken, however deliberately, as an agent of the 
Reclamation Service buying water rights for the irrigation 
project. 8 
The farmers were not to happy when they realized, but it 
was anyway too late.
A year later he sold everything to the city, keeping some 
lands for pasture and the cattle that he accumulated in 
the process and a property which he had wisely chosen 
as the obvious location for the building of a dam, which 
Mulholland refused to buy, not agreeing on the price. 
Instead, the dam was built much closer to the city, and 
it was named St.Francis, in the spirit of Serra’s friars. It 
collapsed years later killing 400 people.

As the aqueduct was being secretly planned a land 
syndicate comprising several rampant figures of the city 
was buying 16 000 acres of land in the San Fernando 
Valley, outside the boundaries of the city, and until 
irrigated of little value. At the head of it were the editor 
and owner of the Los Angeles Times General H.G. Otis, 
his son in law and giant real estate speculator Harry 
Chandler, and the railroad and real estate tycoons, Moses 
Sherman and Henry Huntington9.

8    This stratagem had already been tested shortly before when the 
City of Los Angeles had secretly purchased 310 acres of water bearing 
land, using as a front a man pretending to be the head of a Cuban 
syndicate interested in founding a colony in Souther California, who 
then signed the deeds to the City.

9    Henry Huntington was the heir to Collis Huntington’s Southern 
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The Los Angeles River and its east bank from First street bridge.
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 The usual suspects. Coincidentally Sherman was also one 
of the water commissioners sitting on the board of DWP, 
who had obvious inside knowledge on the development of 
the aqueduct.
Bonds were issued to raise money for its construction, 
which were to be voted by the citizens. The bonds were 
eventually approved, not without the help of the immense 
fear of drought strongly sustained by the dubious articles 
of Otis’ and Chandler’s Los Angeles Times, and the more 
than dubious emptying of the reservoirs operated by 
Mulholland.
Right or wrong, the city rose out of its own conspiracy.

On November 5th 1913 a crowd of 50 000 angelinos 
gathered in front of the tunnel to watch the Owen’s River 
prodigiously come to them in a 223 miles long pipe, 
pushed only by the force of gravity.  The aqueduct was 
compared to Suez and Panama and was the city;s first 
major victory in its battle to outwit nature.
With a new river at hand, Los Angeles could resume its 
growth and water its ambitions.
During the construction of the aqueduct, Otis’ party 
of investors bought another 92 000 acres of the San 
Fernando Valley, developing it as we know it as the giant 
suburb of the already suburban city. All across the Los 
Angeles basin construction was bustling and the dream 
making machine, fueled both by its mechanical and 
oneiric components, conquered the arid soil of Souther 
California, increasing immensely the city’s size through 
developments and annexations, literally swallowing the 
smaller cities that had appeared initially on the map all 
around the original pueblo. With no water at hand, they 
could pretty much only buy from Los Angeles, which 
meant being bought by it. 

By the mid 1920s the city, which lavishly consumed water 
at a rate three times higher than any other in the country, 
was thirsty again10, and while the gambling developers 

Pacific Railway, a major player in the construction of the city. He 
developed several cities, some bearing his name, through companies 
which he controlled which provided a full package of development, 
from water and power to transportation and homes.

10     In 1941 a further extension of the aqueduct was built from 
Owens to Mono lake, and in 1970 the city complete a second aqueduct 
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Workers at an inverted siphone on the Los Angeles Aqueduct



68

were busy with land and transportation, Mulholland’s 
mind was busy with a project which which would finally 
give Los Angeles a secure source of water for a many 
years to come. One which still entitles the City of Los 
Angeles to more water than it has ever used.
This time the scale of his ambition was not approvable 
only within the city’s boards and the dining room of the 
California Club, and could not be undertaken in the old 
fashion cowboy ways. The times they are a changing.

What he had planned was to bring the water of yet 
another river to the city, across 
the southern Mojave desert, through a complex system 
of pumps and canals which take it up and down the 
mountains. He wanted to trap the Colorado River at 
a point where he had  envisioned the Hoover Dam, 
majestically standing 221 meters high in the middle of 
boulder canyon. “The several million tons of concrete 
that made the Southwest plausible, the fait accompli that 
was to convey, in the innocent time of its construction, 
the notion that mankind’s brightest promise lay in 
American engineering.”11

The times were not innocent and the future lied in 
Mullholland’s hands.
The project was to be run by a newly created entity, the 
Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, 
a cooperative of different cities which today brings 
drinking water to some 18 million people, which Los 
Angeles as of now has actually hardly used compared to 
its assigned share, though retaining the leading role in 
its operations.12 Its creation involved several states other 
than the State of California and the federal government 
and after long fights was approved in the third Swing-
Johnson bill by the US Congress, on December 28 1928. 
He did not see that as superintendent. 

running parallel to the first. Both projects were to increase the 
carrying capacity of the system. 

11    Didion, Joan. The white album. New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1979.

12    The LADWP has continued to operate the electrical facility of 
Hoover Dam until 1987, and currently receives 15% of the energy it 
produces, independently from its share in the MWD project.
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The cover for a brochure advertising the 
development of Owensmouth, by Colonel Otis’  
L.A. Suburban Homes Company. There could 
hardly be a more diagramatic explanation of the 
construction of the city of Los Angeles. 
A subdivision of virgin land which owes its 
existence to the theft of a river in Northern 
California. The name of the city itself reflects 
its origin, it is where the newly piped river 
appears in L.A.
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Despite Mulholland’s tremendous achievements, his 
career ended abruptly minutes before midnight of the 
12th of March of the same year, when the ground gave 
way on the east side of the St.Francis Dam causing its 
collapse and spilling 39 million cubic meters of water 
on  the Santa Clarita Valley, killing 400 people13. Not 
only he had conceived the project and supervised its 
construction, but he had inspected a leakage on the dam 
less than 12 hours before the crack-up, declaring it safe. 
He retired from the Bureau and assumed full 
responsibility for the dam’s collapse. The dream had 
turned in an instant into catastrophe, and William 
Mulholland had been right there, inspecting the brink of 
it.
His legacy14 remains undoubted in history. Today the Los 
Angeles Department of Water and Power is the largest 
municipal utility in the country. Willie had been there, 

13    The collapse of the St. Francis Dam is considered to be one of 
the worst American civil engineering failures of the 20th century and 
remains the second-greatest loss of life in California’s history, after the 
1906 San Francisco earthquak and fire.

14    “The city’s growth and change, which Mulholland had helped to 
create, also destroyed most of the landmarks of his private life. By 
the 1960’s his former family dwellings had disappeared , as had the 
ranch in the San Fernando Valley. 
[...] The Boyle Heights home at Sixth and Cummings, where the 
family had lived from 1894 to 1920, was bulldozed to make way 
for the Santa Ana freeway, while his later home at 426 South Saint 
Andrews Place was razed for an apartment building. At the end of 
the twentieth century, the only habitation that remains is the house 
of his nineteenth-century childhood in Dublin, Ireland.”
Mullholland, Catherine. William Mulholland and the Rise of Los 
Angeles. University of California, 2002
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William Mulholland
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The Hollywood Reservoir from the Mulholland Dam, designed and built by William Mullholland.
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clearing the channels with his hands, when all it owned 
was thirty broken shovels.
William Mulholland is perhaps the greatest architect 
who has dreamt the golden dream, he must be in the 
mythology of Los Angeles, Prometheus.15

He died on July 22, 1935 at 9:45am.

In the noisy construction of the Colorado River Aqueduct, 
everything stopped for a minute of silence. That is the 
geological silence of the desert, the silence of life without 
water. In the words of his niece, Catherine, “no more 
fitting tribute could have been paid to the man who long 
ago had said, ‘I want it written on my monument that I 
helped to build the Aqueduct’”16

 

15    Davis, Mike. City of quartz: excavating the future in Los Angeles. 
London: Verso, 1990.

16    Mullholland, Catherine. William Mulholland and the Rise of Los 
Angeles. University of California, 2002
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The End

74
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“That things ‘just go on’ is the catastrophe. It is not that 
which is approaching but that which is. Strindberg’s 
thought: Hell is not something which lies ahead of us, - 
but “this life here”.1

Not long ago the Times titled simply Carmageddon. 
A picture of a bridge under demolition over the 
405 freeway, just before it jumps the Santa Monica 
Mountains, showed with plenty of flying detritus one 
of the city’s possible apocalyptic ends. Not the city 
demolished but the city stuck in traffic. A section of the 
freeway on the westside was closed for the interminable 
time of 53 hours. For a city built on infrastructure, a 
technological failure is doomsday. 

The fear spread quickly and Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, 
interviewed by the Times on a webcast gave his fair share 
of advice on how to deal with the panic: “get out of your 
automobile, altogether, do your gardening, your honey-
do list, take a walk with your dog, or the kitty, go for a 
hike, take the metro, do what you want but stay away 
from the westside.” Below the mayor’s face a list of links 
with an image gives you access to the Carmageddon 
sequel, Interactive Carmageddon bridge demolition, 
How are you spending your Carmageddon, and live feed 
of photos submitted by the readers, inventing memory 
on the go. The operation was reported to be a success, 
the Mayor dubbed it Carmaheaven. In L.A. heaven and 
hell are so interchangeable, the invented the noir genre 
to explain it: “Real and false were fused here so perfectly 
that they became a new substance, just as copper and 
zinc become brass that looks like gold.”2

Carmageddon shows how eschatology in L.A. is 
superficially pervasive. 

1    Benjamin Walter, Central Park, 1940, p50

2    Erich Maria Remarque, Shadows in Paradise, as quoted in City of 
quartz: excavating the future in Los Angeles. Davis, Mike. London: 
Verso, 1990.

4
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There is something eerie about Los Angeles, its wide 
streets empty at night, the palm trees  swinging in the 
wind. And that is the feeling of being on the edge, quite 
literally.
It is in the smell of jasmine and the green leaves and the 
colors of the bougainvilleas, and the days always sunny, 
serially identical. It is in the banality of the suburbs, 
their conformity and sense of stillness, their precarious 
claims at the brink of catastrophe. Death and mourning, 
like christmas, seem at odds with the general look of 
the city, or its booster ethos. It is in this extremely still 
oneiric existence, the limbo of lucid dreaming, that the 
nightmare is born, for there can be no dream that can’t 
turn into nightmare. 

Proportional to the relaxed banality of Los Angeles, 
L.A.’s nightmare is one of instant catastrophe, of sudden 
annihilation, of the possibility that Souther California 
might be swept away from the face of America, quite 
casually, as casually it seems to have been laid out on the 
desert. A flimsy layer of shacks nailed together without 
too much care, unreliable and ultimately impermanent. 
It might look something like a neatly trimmed lawn 
adorned in pacific exotic flowers, a pool and a cocktail 
floating in an inflatable cup-holder - possibly Dodgers’ 
merchandising - suddenly crushed by a boulder Cadillac 
sized. 

Los Angeles is a corner on the ocean next to the San 
Andreas Fault, which separates the North American Plate 
from the Pacific Plate. Along this fault, America is moving 
south, south-east, and the coast of California is moving 
north, north-west, which is to say they are sliding past 
each other. What this might result in is visible clearly in 
Baja California, which is now separated by a long and 
narrow gulf from Mexico. This gulf follows precisely the 
path of the San Andreas Fault, which opened it like a 
pack of crisps. 
As the fault line makes its way up from the gulf it makes 
a slight bend west, just enough to hug Los Angeles, and 
then continues along its path to San Francisco. Where the 
bend is, or the kink, the force of compression is stronger 
and this is where the San Gabriel Mountains are, and 
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The Los Angeles County Musem on Fire, one of Ed Rusha’s paintings from the  fire series 
from the 1960’s, perhaps the most controversial. Some have seen in it the alienation of the 
artist from the cultural institution of the time, however, it could be read simply as the manifest 
desire of a building to burn, and at large of the city og Los Angeles to burn in fire, just like its 
chaparral, a manifest destiny in flames.
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fight the sprawling front of Los Angeles. They face an 
army of militant middle class homes. Or so they thought 
they were. 

The San Gabes are a block of rocks old enough to have 
been around different tectonic boundaries, way before 
ending up here, where they are now rising faster than the 
rate at which they are crumbling on the city below, rolling 
for home-runs down to Foothill Boulevard. Their front 
is so steep that it has kept L.A. off the range, pushing 
it all along its edge, while the lower Santa Monica 
Mountains have been crowned by Harry Chandler and 
his partners with the scenic Mulholland Drive along 
with countless pools and exclusive mailboxes. The Santa 
Monica Mountains are themselves a minor offshoot of 
the activity of the San Andreas fault, and like them the 
many lower ranges which Los Angeles gently avoids or 
avidly swallows into its grids. That the minor ranges are 
there shows that there is minor faults, children of the San 
Andrea’s, like the Sierra Madre, Raymond, Cucamonga, 
Whittier and Verdugo in the eastern section of the 
sprawl, and the Malibu Coast, Dume, Hollywood, Palos 
Verdes and Inglewood-Newport in the west. Some of this 
are edges to the sprawl, and others simply cross the city 
itself. Along them, some neighborhoods slide past each 
other with nonchalance. Occasionally shaking the city 
here and there, the faults also make sure that the rock is 
shattered and always ready to crumble at the appropriate 
time. Tons of nightmare stored up there, ready to rock.

The vegetation on these mountains belongs to an 
ecosystem which has come to be called chaparral, and 
is made of several plants and bushes which are native 
to the dry and hot regional climate. In the words of 
John McPhee, “High or low - hard, soft or mixed - all 
chaparral has in common an always developing, 
relentlessly intensifying, vital necessity to burst into 
flame”.3 And it’s not only that the plants burn. Since it 
rains so little in the area, its dead branches have a hard 
time decaying, and accumulate on the soil in a thick 
blanket ready for ignition. “It burns as if it were soaked 
in gasoline”4. 

3    McPhee, John. The control of nature. New York: Farrar, Straus, 
Giroux, 1989.

4    McPhee, John. The control of nature. New York: Farrar, Straus, 
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Marie, Naomi and Erina Digby at their home in the Pacific Palisades, 
during a fire on the Santa Monica Mountains, in the late summer of 1993.
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Fires are so frequent, they are deeply embedded in the 
unconscious of angelinos. Ed Rusha has painted a famous 
series on buildings of the city on fire, as if it too had in its 
destiny to burn. 

Every year, in the fall generally, a fast and dry wind blows 
towards Los Angeles from the Colorado Plateau, and as 
all foehn winds, it is a wind of bad premonition. “The 
wind shows us how close to the edge we are”.5

The wind is called locally the Santa Ana, which reads 
Senna-Ena, and when it comes it wrecks the nerves and 
the mood of people6 and it burns the mountains and 
shake the city. It is not very friendly.
The chaparral looses its little moisture and prepares 
accordingly to the small accidents, mistakes or lightnings, 
and surrenders happily into its fate, to burn, and the fire 
is spread with violence by the wind. The fires can go on 
for days and consume a couple of hundreds of thousand 
of acres at once, and tend to exhaust themselves rather 
than being controlled. 
Once the mountains have burnt the soil turns black and 
is fertilized for a new generation of chaparral seeds to rise 
from the ashes. But this is not all that happens to it. 

Chaparral soil, which does not like water much anyway, 
after a fire becomes pretty much waterproof. In its own 
process of decay, the vegetation gives up to the soil some 
waxlike substances which make it less absorbent than its 
normal counterpart, but when the fires break free in the 
mountains, these waxy substances vaporize and condense 
in the cooler temperature that they find just a centimeter 
or so below the ground surface. In this peculiar process, 
the top layer turns into a kitchen towel, and the layer 
below becomes basically waterproof, as the soil particles 
get coated by the wax, and become hydrophobic.
“Of all the assembling factors that send debris flow 
rumbling down the canyons, none is more detonative 

Giroux, 1989.

5    Slouching Towards Bethlehem, 1968 -Joan Didion

6    Foehn type winds carry significant quantities of positive ions in the 
air which are known to affect human behavior negatively. Crime rates, 
illnesses and depression have been noticed to increase in the days they 
blow.
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The filtration tower of the Rubio Canyon debris flow basin in Altadena
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than the waterproof soil”7. The mountain might stay 
there, waiting for the water to come, for a good while. 
And rain in Southern California is not really that 
common, but when it comes, it likes to come all at once.

The rainfall in Los Angeles averages ten inches a year, 
a quarter of what falls in Seattle or  New York, but on a 
particular bad year, an inch of rain can fall in one minute. 
In 1969, more rain has poured down over the San Gabriel 
Mountains than in New York in a year, in just nine days. 
As the drops soak the top kleenex like layer, they soon 
reach the water repellent one and are forced to drip down 
and they form little streams that mark the mountains in 
what is called the rill network. As rills meet, the speed 
of water increases considerably, and these miniature 
watersheds with impermeable beds, make sure the water 
picks up as much speed as it can in its free fall down the 
canyons of the mountain, and with it everything it can, 
from ravel to rocks, to eventually houses and cars. 

A debris flow, in its consistency is not so different 
from a stream of fresh concrete with its occasional 
reinforcements of boulders and harder stuff. To make 
things worse, it always seems to rain the hardest on the 
parts of the mountains that have just recently burnt, 
loading the big gun. At the bottom of the canyons, built 
on fans of previous debris flows, is the suburban front, 
with its swimming pools and 2by4 houses, ready to be 
annihilated, and just as casually rebuilt, for the people 
who live on the edge either are either as stubborn as the 
granite, true pioneers, or in most cases they just don’t 
know, they’re from out of town.
They made the crossing. In California everyone made the 
crossing.

The Spanish came leaded by the faith of father Serra. The 
Anglos came to California on their oxen, to be redeemed, 
to make they’re own luck, they came to gamble. They 
were born in the stories of their crossing, of those left 
behind and the mere fact that by suffering they had 
earned their redemption.  They were people who killed 

7    McPhee, John. The control of nature. New York: Farrar, Straus, 
Giroux, 1989.
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The Rubio Canyon debris flow basin in Altadena
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rattle-snakes if they saw them, because that was the code 
of the West. They were in many ways those with little to 
lose, with no home. “Remember, never take no cutoffs 
and hurry along as fast as you can” is how they got 
there. 8

They had a vision, up there when they finally set foot at 
the top of the Sierras and looked down upon their land. 
This would be a land where some of the crossing would 
stay, that feeling of not looking back. Didion writes of 
L.A. “time past is not believed to have any bearing upon 
time present or future, out in the golden land where 
every day the world is born anew9.”
A 1979 review for the New York Times of her book The 
White Album,  reads: “Didion, too, thinks of herself as an 
optimist. Hers is an optimism somewhat akin to F. Scott 
Fitzgerald’s definition of a first-rate intelligence: ‘the 
ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same 
time, and still retain the ability to function.’10”
This inner schism, is what permits you to live on the 
edge, consciously. If so you wish.
The schism is often even physically visible. It is why next 
to your three bedroom, garage and pool dream, streams 
so little that would be barely called that anywhere are 
lined with concrete. Why the Los Angeles river has been 
landscaped by the U.S. Army Corps11. And why, every so 

8    Letter from Virgina Reed to her cousin, during the crossing to 
California. In Didion, Joan. Where I was from. New York: Knopf :, 
2003.
9    Didion, Joan. Slouching towards Bethlehem. New York: Farrar, 
Straus & Giroux, 1968.

10    Fitzgerald, F. Scott. The crack-up, with other uncollected 
pieces, note-books and unpublished letters; together with letters to 
Fitzgerald from Gertrude Stein, Edith Wharton, T.S. Eliot, Thomas 
Wolfe, and John Dos Passos; and essays and poems. New York: J. 
Laughlin, 19561945.

11    The Army Corps is a division of military engineers who have 
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The debris flow basin behind Foothill Blvd in La Crescenta-Montrose.
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often on the front, you might find nestled in between the 
neat lawns and the first chaparral, an empty dam, which 
like a baseball glove, hopes to catch the mountain on its 
way down to Foothill boulevard.

The persistent problem of floods, led the city’s engineers 
to form the Los Angeles County Flood Control District, 
or simply Flood. These are the people who worked out 
the defense systems which are occasionally visible here 
and there in the city, and to most people pass rather 
unnoticed. Some kind of Maginot Line against the natural 
world. They are those who have made sure that creeks 
and river were turned into concrete channels, all together 
forming a man-made watershed, hopeful to control 
nature.

been given the almighty role of fighting nature on the behalf of the 
American people. As there weren’t many engineers Washington 
during the American Revolution hired some French one. They had 
been sent to build up fortifications in and around New Orleans, in case 
the British attacked again, and once there, the Army Corps were told 
to look after the Mississippi River and its complicated watershed. A 
task, by no means, simple, and a battle they are still fighting now, and 
many say they’ll never win. In Souther Louisiana, the Army Corps are 
those who everyone must refer to. The existence of a city or another is 
dependent on their decisions.  
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The Earl Canyon debris flow basin in La Crescenta - Montrose
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A house facing the Earl Canyon debris flow basin in La Crescenta - Montrose
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The first operational debris basin was gravel pit in 
Tujunga, and when the mountain filled it of gravel again, 
it worked as inverted quarry, and trapped the flow that 
would have otherwise wiped out some of the city below. 
Once given their prototype,  Flood spread the basins all 
across the front, and there is possibly several hundreds of 
them which go from big to humongous, generally above 
the last houses of the line, but sometimes below a few, 
tragically standing in the way of the mountain. The basins 
haven’t always worked, some filled up and spilled on the 
streets below, some the mountain just got around, but in 
general they have let people sleep under the mountain 
with relative ease, falling asleep to the occasional noise of 
a hundred tons of rocks smashing into a concrete bowl. 

A noise that must be, strangely reassuring.
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Some Autobiographical Notes
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For Susan Sontag photography is the art in which the 
”interesting” first triumphed. While my first reaction to 
Los Angeles was to find it interesting, now — after taking 
these photographs and writing these words — I find L.A. 
beautiful.

I first saw Los Angeles appear on the windowpane 
on January 2010.  In contrast to a true pioneer, I was 
dressed like a European — brown leather shoes, khaki 
pants, trilby — who viewed the city with a combination 
of fascination and naivety. Los Angeles is fairly generous 
to newcomers. Banham was a newcomer, as was 
Baudrillard. When they got to L.A. they forgot about 
Europe, it disappeared in front of their eyes. Life in 
Southern California was something else; they were 
seduced by its hallucinations. 

The city intrigued me as alien and unexpected. Eventually 
L.A. became a series of familiar images: a plane landing 
on a rainy day over the beach; a palm tree bent by the 
wind, with a half-cropped white pick-up truck; a road full 
of rusted neon signs; a curve on a mountain road where 
a wooden telegraph pole stood on the side; the Egyptian 
pharaoh styled gate of 13200 Mulholland Drive, its 
golden eyes gazing over the greenery.

Obsessed by these images, I returned the following 
January and stayed for six months. I took a bus from the 
airport and stayed at the Half Moon Motel on Sepulveda 
Blvd, close to where the Santa Monica and San Diego 
Freeways meet. The camera was what I had to attempt 
to understand — and appropriate — such an unfamiliar 
place. To participate in the collective invention of 
memory that is L.A., to tell my version of this great myth.

5
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I finally left the city on 4 July 2011. As the plane took off 
from LAX and banked out over the Pacific, I remember 
one final image — the smoke and fire of the barbecue pits 
across Playa del Rey.

I overstayed one day on my Visa, which was cancelled.
It was Independence day.
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StenoSoda at the Halfmoon Motel on Sepulveda Blvd, Los Angeles, 2009
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