
The Busiest Streets in the World
By John Fisher

Shortly after the rise of automobile use after World 
War I, the busiest streets in the world emerged—and 
they were all in the City of Los Angeles.

By the Roaring Twenties, the intersection of Broadway 
and 7th Street in downtown Los Angeles had become the 
crossroads of the western United States. This development 
would continue through the decade and into the Great 
Depression. Between 3rd Street and 10th Street (now 
Olympic Boulevard), Broadway was the premiere  

 
entertainment center of Southern California with twelve 
lavish theaters showing vaudeville, silent films, and soon, 
the “talkies.” Broadway was also the primary retail district 
with large department stores, such as Hamburgers at 8th 
Street and Bullocks at 7th Street. It was so fashionable 
that ladies dressed up to shop there and men would not be 
caught without a three-piece suit and a hat.

A newspaper headline in Los Angeles Examiner in 1924 
proclaimed the intersection of Broadway and 7th Street to 
be the busiest in the world, with 504,000 people passing 

Experimental short-lived traffic circle at Wilshire Boulevard and Western Avenue (circa 1922). 

continued on page 4
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President’s Message
Hello Everyone!

I hope 2016 is turning out to be a good year for 
all of us.

Our Marie Northrop Lectures have been very 
well attended this year. We have one more to go, 
and I hope you can all attend the June 5th lecture, 
which will feature films from the City Archives. 
Michael Holland, the City Archivist, LACHS 
board member, and Chair of the Marie Northrop 
Lecture Committee, has been instrumental in 
converting old training and publicity videos from 
various departments of the City to a presentable 
digital format. The conversion was funded with 
support from the office of former Los Angeles 
City Councilman Bernard C. Parks. Please join 
us as Michael presents “The City of Los Angeles: 
Movies Made by and About the City.” 

At the conclusion of the lecture series for the 
year we will continue to work to bring you many 
new events and programs. At the end of last year 
we were able to take a special tour of the Los 
Angeles Police Department Museum in Highland 
Park, with some special scheduling assistance 
from former Los Angeles City Councilman Tom 
LaBonge. Tom has always been a supporter of 
LACHS and he is currently working to schedule 
a tour for us of the Los Angeles Fire Department 
Museum in Hollywood. Events like these, plus 
many more coordinated by board member Sandi 
Hemmerlein, are our attempt to provide value to 
your decision to continue your membership with 
LACHS.

Thank you all for you your continued support 
of LACHS and I look forward to seeing you at the 
events!

Sincerely,
Todd GAydowski

President
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The Myth of Los Angeles As Desert
By nATAle ZAppA

Angelenos have often commemorated William 
Mulholland’s monumental engineering feat in 
1913: the diversion of immense quantities of 

water from northern California to southern California 
in a 233-mile-long aqueduct. Mulholland correctly 
believed that water would transform Los Angeles into 
a global metropolis, famously declaring: “There it is. 
Take it.” Mulholland unwittingly initiated the now 
infamous “California Water Wars“ in order to make this 
a reality. Numerous conferences, documentaries, and 
public ceremonies have allowed residents of Los Angeles 
to reexamine their consumption of water in light of the 
unprecedented drought plaguing 
the state in recent years. In the 
century since Mulholland’s 
declaration, Angelenos have 
become more repentant water 
users, even initiating a reverse 
migration of water (albeit 
small) back into the parched 
Owens Valley where water once 
abundantly flowed into farms 
and orchards before 1913.

In the minds of 
Californians, then, Mulholland’s 
aqueduct represents a historical 
pivot; a before- and-after event 
when farmers lost and the city 
won; a moment when Los 
Angeles began to soak the desert 
with water and populate it with 
people. The idea that the city 
is an actual desert disguised 
by uninhibited water theft has 
permeated the minds of policy 
makers and popular culture 
(i.e., Chinatown) for so long 
that it is hard to rectify the map 
with the “genesis myth” of the 
Owens River Aqueduct. Yet, in the minds of engineers in 
1888 (when the population of Los Angeles stood at around 
50,000—roughly half the size of Santa Monica today), 
Los Angeles—particularly West Los Angeles, was anything 
but a parched landscape. This map, in fact, reveals an 
incredibly complex series of patchworks containing 
irrigation lines (both newly constructed and older rancho-
era zanjas), “moist areas,” pipelines, washes, creeks, streams,  

 
swamps, rivers, canals, wells, and of course, the large and 
still-wild Los Angeles River.

At the center of this map lies a large area of irrigated 
land. This part of Los Angeles was filled with farms 
producing crops ranging from beans to alfalfa to all 
varieties of greens. Farms irrigated by diverted rivers and 
a large underground water table stretched from Santa 
Monica all the way south to San Pedro, creating a food 
system stitched together by railroads and roads crisscrossing 
the region. What this map shows us, then, is a Los Angeles 
dominated by water (not unlike the post-1913 city)—but 
water used to produce farms instead of urban spaces. This 
early priority on food production gives us a glimpse into 
a remarkably different world in what today is the most 

densely populated part of the 
city—a world filled with flowing 
creeks and bubbling hot springs; 
tepid swamps and flooded 
plains; endless fields of crops 
and filled with foraging animals, 
both wild and domesticated. 
The world recorded in this map 
preceded Mulholland by a scant 
twenty-five years. A desert it 
certainly was not. L.A.’s urban 
westside landscape will never 
return back to this moment, but 
as Angelenos reevaluate their 
relationship with water and 
their food system, the Irrigation 
Map can provide clues to more 
sustainably inhabit this once 
“moist land.” ✪

Natale Zappa is an Assistant 
Professor of History at Whittier 
College. This article is reprinted 
and edited with permission from 
California History Winter 2014.

[EDITOR’S NOTE: Despite 
occasional droughts, the L.A. River and groundwater 
available throughout the Los Angeles basin was more than 
sufficient for the growing population well into the early 
20th century. But Fred Eaton, William Mulholland, the 
barons of the Los Angeles Times, real-estate developers, and 
railway moguls envisioned a city of more than one million, 
and for that kind of growth, the city needed more water—
and the history of the Los Angeles Aqueduct was born.]

1888 Irrigation Map Los Angeles. 
Courtesy of David Rumsen Map Collection,   

Water Resources Center
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through during a 24-hour period. It was also noted by 
Ralph Dorsey, the city’s Traffic Engineer, in an April 1926 
article in the city’s Municipal Employee. This included not 
only 35,000 people in automobiles, but also 200,000 in 
streetcars (both the Red and Yellow Cars), and 269,000 
pedestrians. The volume of people at this intersection 
exceeded those of the more mature, elegant cities of New 
York and Europe. For example, at Hyde Park Corner in 
London, pedestrian traffic was measured at 478,000. At 
5th Avenue and 42nd Street in New York the total traffic 
was 460,000, while at the Place de l’Opera in Paris, it was 
measured at 384,000. 

The forces that contributed to this phenomenon were 
several. First, the population in Los Angeles was increasing 
more rapidly than any other area of the United States. 
After the arrival of the transcontinental railroad in 1876, 
the population was just over 11,000 in 1880. By 1890 it 
would increase five-fold. Then at the turn of the century it 
doubled to reach over 100,000. This trend continued and 
by 1910 the population exceeded 300,000. At the dawn of 

the Jazz Age the population was well over one-half million. 
And by 1930 it doubled again to exceed that rare threshold 
with over 1.2 million people. 

The second contributing factor was growth in the 
ownership of automobiles. Prior to World War I, the 
automobile was just a novelty for the more affluent. But 
with improvements in equipment and reliability, along 
with reduced prices, the automobile was becoming a 
common man’s necessity. The automobile encouraged 
people to experience new-found freedoms and hidden 
treasures that Southern California offered including ,“Let’s 
take a trip downtown.” 

The third contributing factor was that Downtown 
offered opportunities to buy the latest merchandise 
and enjoy casual fun not found elsewhere. The trip to 
Downtown gave visitors the option to not only purchase 
furniture and clothing, if they had the means, but also 
enjoy browsing for what they might like to buy someday. 
Or, “How about a sundae or a malted milk? Anyone 
hungry for a bite at Boos Brothers?” Many came to see live 

continued from page 1

New Acme signal at Wilshire Boulevard and Western Avenue (circa 1926). 

continued on page 5
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society music and jazz bands. Others came to see vaudeville 
shows and the movies. It was the place to go.

Innovations in traffic management emerged partly due 
to the concentration of people at this intersection. The 
first automated traffic signals in the city began operation 
on Broadway in October 1920 with the Acme, a signal 
that featured a bell, red and green lights, and “Stop” 
and “Go” arms that rose and fell into a central housing 
that looked like a tower. Three years later, the first-ever 
strategies for signal system coordination were developed 
for the downtown signal network, which allowed various 
timing plans throughout the day and week, with over-
ride capability—all managed from a small room in the 
basement of Pershing Square.

In January 1925 the city implemented the first-ever 
simplified traffic code, which introduced the concepts 
of yielding to pedestrians in crosswalks; yellow school 

crosswalks; right-of-way at uncontrolled intersections; and 
adherence to traffic signals—left turning drivers yielding 
to opposing traffic, and right turns allowed on red. This 
code would influence the State Vehicle Code and later the 
Uniform Vehicle Code for all states.

By 1926, both Broadway and 7th Street were part of 
the initial naming of significant routes across the United 
States. Broadway at 7th Street was designated as the 
western end of U. S. 66, as part of the new U. S. Highway 
System. (The extension of U. S. 66 to Lincoln Boulevard 
in Santa Monica would occur in 1935). Along with other 
streets, 7th Street became part of the original routing of U. 
S. 101 through downtown. (The other links being Whittier 
Boulevard, Boyle Avenue, Vermont Avenue, Sunset 
Boulevard, Cahuenga Boulevard and Ventura Boulevard). 

Farther west, what started as a wide street for a 
residential hotel west of Park View Avenue in 1895 became 

continued on page 6

continued from page 4

Broadway and 7th Street, busiest intersection in the world.
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the now well-known Wilshire Boulevard. The development 
of the boulevard started out as the namesake street of its 
developer, Henry Gaylord Wilshire, a colorful inventor 
(some would say con-artist), socialist, and real estate 
investor. As it developed and extended west it featured 
quiet estate homes and grand churches. 

Business interests in 1926 saw a new potential for 
Wilshire Boulevard and were instrumental in having it 
rezoned from residential to commercial use. After rezoning, 
the character changed quickly, with the Brown Derby 
opening in 1926, the Ebell Theater in 1927, Bullocks 
Wilshire in 1929 and the Pellissier Building, which 
included the Warner (now Wiltern) Theatre in 1931. 
Farther west, the Beverly-Wilshire Hotel would anchor 
the Beverly Hills business district, while the Miracle 
Mile would be one of the first retail districts outside of 
Downtown. Finally, the University of California would 
open their first campus outside of Berkeley in Westwood, 
resulting in a village-type shopping district around it. 

The only way to experience Wilshire Boulevard was to 
see it by motor vehicle. By 1926 the Pacific Electric and 
Los Angeles Railway were starting to show reluctance to 
invest in new rail lines. As a result, privately built rail lines 
along Wilshire Boulevard were never an option. 

Western Avenue’s retail nature was never as fashionable 
as that of Wilshire Boulevard, but it was one of the longest 
streets in Southern California, extending from Hollywood 
to the Palos Verdes Peninsula. Wilshire Boulevard and 
Western Avenue were the north, south, east and west 
routes of choice and necessity. It is not surprising that the 
intersection of Wilshire Boulevard and Western Avenue 
became quite busy as the decade of the 1920’s progressed. 
In fact, a 1928 traffic count showed that 74,000 vehicles 
per day passed through from all four approaches, which the 
“Wilshire Boulevard Traffic Study” proclaimed to be the 
“heaviest automobile intersection in the world.” 

Several traffic control innovations emerged during 
the 1920’s at this intersection. Some worked, while 
others didn’t. First, the city installed a traffic circle at the 
Wilshire and Western intersection in 1922. However, 
the principles of roundabout geometry and operation 
were not known then, and the circle was insufficient for 
the ever-challenging task. It was replaced with an early 
and experimental form of a traffic signal. Known as the 
“American Bobby” it was placed in the middle of the 
intersection, like a London traffic cop. Because it was 
susceptible to being struck, it was replaced by an “Acme” 
signal in 1926, which became the city standard. But not 

Figueroa Street south of Sunset Boulevard circa 1951, set-up of off-center coning operation (circa 1951).

continued from page 5

continued on page 7
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for long: the mechanical motion of 
the arms moving every thirty seconds 
was an unreliable and unsustainable 
design, while the bell sounds were 
irritating to nearby residences. The 
now familiar three-light signals were 
starting to be used in other large 
cities and Los Angeles adopted them 
in 1931. Wilshire Boulevard was the 
first street in the Western United 
States to install them, and they were 
designed with decorative posts and 
finials to complement the Wilshire 
“Lady Flapper” street lights installed 
in 1927. 

Twenty years later, near 
downtown, a junction of nationally 
significant highways created a 
situation where the intersection of 
Sunset Boulevard and Figueroa Street 
soon became the most heavily travelled motor-vehicle 
traffic intersection. Figueroa Street was the extension of 
the Arroyo Seco Parkway, which temporarily terminated 
a short distance north of Sunset Boulevard in 1948. This 
situation resulted in very high peak traffic along Figueroa. 
To address this situation, the city traffic engineer striped 
Figueroa with three lanes in each direction. However, 
during peak periods, traffic cones were placed “off-center” 
to allow four lanes south during the morning peak period 
and four lanes north during the late afternoon peak 
period, a successful innovation to handle the inbound and 
outbound freeway traffic. The setting of cones twice daily 
continued from 1948 to the early 1950’s when the Harbor 
Freeway, the continuation of Arroyo Seco Parkway, was 
extended into downtown.

West of downtown, long-envisioned improvements 
finally got underway by 1938 to develop a traffic 
thoroughfare along Olympic Boulevard, as an alternative 
to retail-oriented Wilshire Boulevard. State funding was 
secured to build an alternative to busy and slow Wilshire 
Boulevard, one that would emphasize its function as a 
thoroughfare versus a retail street. Major improvements 
were completed along old 10th Street, at Figueroa Street, 
Alvarado Street, Hoover Street and Arlington Avenue 
to provide smooth curves and to eliminate offsets in the 
alignment for the new Olympic Boulevard. After World 
War II the boulevard was extended west of Crenshaw 
Boulevard and widened over the alignment of Country 
Club Drive. The final links of Olympic Boulevard were 
completed in 1948 through Santa Monica as a landscaped, 
divided parkway with few driveways and intersections. 

Soon, Olympic Boulevard became the east-west route 
of choice for commuters between downtown and points all 
the way to the coast. So pronounced was the post-War shift 
in traffic that a way had to be found to handle the demand. 
As a result, in 1949, an off-center traffic coning operation, 
that was working so well on Figueroa Street, was applied 
to a full six miles of Olympic Boulevard between Figueroa 
Street and Beverly Hills. So effective was this treatment 
that Olympic Boulevard carried more traffic during 
peak hours than any other known street. This operation 
continued until just after Santa Monica Freeway, Interstate 
10, was fully opened to the coast in 1965 and it became 
the new choice route for commuting. Ironically, what 
started out as a traffic design for 10th Street to become the 
major east-west route for automobile travel east and west of 
downtown morphed into Interstate 10. 

By the 1960’s the freeway era was in high gear and 
attention was no longer focused on surface street travel. 
Today, the Santa Monica Freeway carries nearly 300,000 
vehicles per day, something unimaginable when Ralph 
Dorsey, the city’s pioneering traffic engineer of the 1920’s 
and ‘30’s, was developing and facilitating strategies for 
traffic signal coordination, standard traffic rules, and off-
center traffic coning operations. But the laboratory of traffic 
challenges in Los Angeles during the period of the first 
half of the 20th Century resulted in special traffic control 
measures that continue to serve as useful tools today. ✪
 
John E. Fisher is an LACHS Board Member and retired 
Assistant General Manager of the L.A. City Department of 
Transportation. 

United Artists Theater, 9th and Broadway, 1927.

continued from page 6
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Chasing down L.A.’s Rancho Era Past
By sAndi hemmerlein

 

The Northeast U.S. has its history of the Thirteen 
Colonies, while parts of the west have their history 
of the Spanish (and Mexican) land grants. This 

was in a time when California wasn’t a state yet and got 
carved up into huge chunks to be used for agriculture and 
ranching.

It is possible to travel back to a time when California 
was part of Mexico. There are some little pockets in and 
around L.A. where you can catch a glimpse of its rancho 
era past before California was 
gobbled up by the U.S. as its 31st 
state. In these environs, time has 
almost stood still.

Rancho Los Alamitos 
remains the last one of five 
ranchos that were partitioned 
out from an original Spanish 
Land Grant of 300,000 acres. 
The rancho, which now provides 
modern-day access to a tiny 
sliver of L.A.’s ranching history, 
is tucked away in a tremendously 
developed, populated area (unlike 
the ranches of, say, the Santa 
Monica Mountains, which are 
still pretty much out in the wild). 
Named after the area’s native 
cottonwood trees, Rancho Los 
Alamitos once extended across 
25,000 acres into present-day 
Orange County, but over time 
its perimeter has shrunken, now 
occupying a mere 7.5 acres on 
Bixby Hill in Long Beach.

This was a working ranch, 
and, in many ways, still is, as 
five of the original barns remain, 
including a feed barn that is still in use. Visitors can tour 
the original 19th-century adobe house, which the Bixby 
family renovated extensively and built major additions 
upon its incredibly thick walls. Much of its current 
decor and furnishings are original. The other highlight 
of the property is its historic European-style gardens, 
whose landscape architecture, created between 1920 and 
1936,was overseen by Florence Bixby who used such 
notable designers as the Olmsted Brothers Florence Yoch, 
and Paul Howard. In developing her gardens, she  

 
attempted to “civilize” the area around the rambling adobe 
ranch house in a way that complemented the home and 
expressed her own taste and interests (and helped obscure 
the growing number of oil derricks that were sprouting up 
nearby). 

The Workman and Temple Family Homestead 
Museum at 15415 E. Don Julian Road is next to a business  
park in the City of Industry and is the most unexpected 
relic of our rancho past: It sits on a six-acre site where 
you can explore L.A. history between 1830 and 1930. It’s 
now just a fraction of the original 49,000-acre Rancho 

La Puente, where the Workman family arrived in 1841 
in a caravan of pioneer wagons traveling overland from 
New Mexico to Southern California via the Old Spanish 
Trail. The Workmans were cattle ranchers with successful 
vineyards, and you can explore their 1840s-era adobe 
house, as well as an adjacent 1920s Spanish Revival “new” 
house that was built after William Workman’s grandson, 
Walter Temple (as in Temple City), became oil-rich. 

Over the years, the property was used as both a school 
continued on page 9

Los Alamitos 19th Century Adobe
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and a hospital before being sold to the City of Industry in 
1975. The city restored the original property to its original 
period-appropriate condition and opened it as a museum. 
On a visit you can admire lots of custom stained-glass 
windows, both American and Mexican tile work, and 
Temple’s own “man cave,’’ called the “Teepee.” There’s even 
a private cemetery where many members of the family—
and California’s last Mexican governor, Pio Pico—are 
interred.

[Editor’s note: LACHS member and former board 
president Paul Workman is a descendent of the original 
Workman family.]

Two Japanese brothers, Tojuro and Tamiji Tagami, 
arrived at White Point on the Palos Verdes Peninsula in 
1910 and discovered natural geothermal sulfur hot springs 
(known as onsen). They then developed the area along with 
Ramon Sepulveda, who had built his Royal Palms Country 
Club and recreation center out of a share of the Rancho 
Palos Verdes land grant just up the shore. The White 
Point resort included a two-story hotel and a restaurant, 
plus a bathhouse, enclosed saltwater swimming, boating, 
and fishing. The White Point resort, on the beach just 
below where Sepulveda himself lived, was one of the few 

recreational facilities that the Japanese were allowed to use. 
But it couldn’t survive the Long Beach earthquake, which 
crumbled the structures and blocked the flow of the hot 
springs in 1933. Both Royal Palms and White Point closed 
a few years later in the wake of the Great Depression.

Visitors today can see the old foundation from 
Sepulveda’s home (located at the perimeter of the White 
Point Preserve and Nature Center), crumbling remains 
of the resort on the shore (especially at low tide), and the 
restored white fountain from the resort’s spa, which had 
been lying in ruins down on the beach until it was brought 
up to the bluff above in 1982.

Rancho Boca de Santa Monica (the “Mouth of Santa 
Monica”) was one of the many 
ranchos of early California, a 
Mexican land grant awarded in 
1839 (while it was still Mexico) 
to winemaker and tar-hauler 
Ysidro Reyes, and his friend 
Francisco Marquez. You can still 
visit some parts of the former 
Rancho Boca de Santa Monica at 
La Señora Research Institute in 
Pacific Palisades. Located within 
the boundary of the former 
Santa Monica Canyon Rancho 
Boca, the Institute at 565 Dryad 
Avenue is open to academics, 
historians, and students interested 
in research and education of the 
Rancho Era of Los Angeles. One 
of its historic sites is the 1920s 
hacienda once occupied by local 
opera star José Mojica, as well as 
a former stable, a carriage house, 
a restored chapel, and the Pascual 
Marquez Family Cemetery—the 
oldest extant private cemetery 
in Los Angeles. Buried there are 
members of the Marquez family 
(including several children who 

died before reaching adulthood), some of their Native 
American servants, friends, and a dog.

[Editor’s note: Ernest Marquez is a descendant of the 
Mexican land grantees who owned what became Santa 
Monica and Rustic canyons and parts of Pacific Palisades 
and Santa Monica. He spent decades gaining legal access 
to the family cemetery that is hidden behind the million-
dollar homes in Santa Monica Canyon. He is co-author 
of Port of Los Angeles: an illustrated history from 1850 to 
1945; the author of Noir Afloat: Tony Cornero and the 

continued on page 10

Fountain in front of Dominguez Rose Garden

continued from page 8
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former Los Nietos land grant near Downey that were rich 
with mineral springs. The property in what’s now known 
as Heritage Park at 12100 Mora Drive was a prospering 
ranch for several decades before a 2,500 oil-gusher in 
1921 ushered in period of major oil drilling. Heritage Park 
now is a pretty significant archaeological site of the area’s 
agricultural period of the early and late 1800s, replete 
with a pit of cattle bones and household waste of the time 
period. There are also foundations of old adobe structures, 
a reproduction of an 1880s carriage barn, Victorian 
gardens, an orange grove, and a 1920s-era aviary. Other 
reconstructed structures include a conservatory, a water 
tank house as well as a windmill from the 1880s, which 
could still generate power for the property, if they needed 
it to. 

Dominguez Rancho Adobe was the birthplace of 
private land landownership, years before the Homestead 
Act of 1862, when, in 1784, King Carlos III granted the 
land to Juan Jose Dominguez, a retired Spanish soldier 
who came to California with the Portola expedition and 
later with Father Junipero Serra. Originally the seat of 
Rancho San Pedro, the original land grant encompassed 

Notorious Gambling Ships 
of Southern California and 
Santa Monica Beach: A 
Collector’s Pictorial History; 
all three books published 
by Angel City Press. In 
2014, the Huntington 
Library purchased his 
4,600- compilation of 
photographs amassed 
over a 50-year period that 
includes rare photos of 
1870s Santa Monica and 
Los Angeles.] 

The Los Encinos State 
Historic Park, until the 
late 19th century, was 
the hub of Rancho El 
Encino in the southern 
San Fernando Valley. 
The rancho stands out 
historically because the 
land was granted to three 
“Mission Indians,” who 
used the property for a 
modest cattle ranching 
business. The five-acre 
park includes the eight-
room de la Ossa Adobe, a two-story limestone bunkhouse 
building, a blacksmith shop, and a citrus grove. Located 
along El Camino Real, the rancho became a popular 
stop-over point for travelers who needed to rent rooms 
for the night. The rancho changed hands and industries 
a few times before being parceled out, 1170 acres of 
which became the town of Encino when a land syndicate 
composed of Pacific Electric mogul Moses Sherman, 
the Los Angeles Times Harrison Grey Otis and Harry 
Chandler, and Otis Brandt of Title Insurance, the largest 
title company in Southern California purchased 475,000 
acres in the San Fernando Valley from Isaac Newton Van 
Nuys in 1909 shortly after work began on construction of 
the Los Angeles Aqueduct. Los Angeles annexed the land 
in 1915, two years after the aqueduct arrived in Saugus and 
water could then be delivered to the new towns of Encino, 
Marian, and Van Nuys as well as other towns served by the 
Southern Pacific Railway and the newly laid lines of the 
Pacific Electric that provided transportation to downtown 
Los Angeles.

Santa Fe Springs doesn’t have really anything to do 
with Santa Fe, New Mexico. Instead, it’s named after the 
Santa Fe Railroad, which purchased parcels of land in the 

continued from page 9

Rancho Boca de Santa Monica

continued on page 11
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continued from page 10
75,000 acres, including the 
entire Los Angeles harbor. It’s 
hard to believe this museum 
is in Compton, with its 
1826 adobe, exotic gardens, 
historic trees, and the biggest 
bougainvillea tree you’ve ever 
seen—which hasn’t been 
trimmed in over fifty years. 
It is definitely a quiet oasis, 
a hidden treasure, and off 
the beaten path at 18127 So. 
Alameda—but an important 
part of our rancho era past. ✪

Slightly edited and reprinted 
with permission from KCET-
TV. Sandi Hemmerlein is an 
LACHS Board member, is a 
regular contributor to KCET, 
as well as “Discover Los 
Angeles” and “Atlas Obscura”, 
and has her own website, 
“Avoiding Regret.”

Replica of original Santa Fe Springs Conservatory
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BOOK 
REVIEW

CLIFTON’S AND CLIFFORD CLINTON: A Cafeteria and a 
Crusader, by Edmond J. Clinton III. Los Angeles: 
Angel City Press, 2015. 208 pp. Illustrations, Bibliography. 
Hardbound, $30.00

By AnnA sklAr

During the 1930s, ’40s and ’50s, Clifton’s two 
cafeterias in downtown Los Angeles were major 
attractions for Angelenos, especially the exotic 

Clifton’s Pacific Seas on Olive Street, opened in 1931, 
but remodeled in 1939 to resemble a daft re-imagining of 
a Polynesian restaurant, its interior featured neon palms 
and a tiki hut interior, as well as Christian mottos, and an 
organist and a trio of singers who performed on an “Aloha” 
stage. The building’s exterior featured a massive waterfall 
and tropical foliage that covered the three-story building 
above the street-level mosaic-lined sidewalk beckoning 
visitors. Clifton even offered a “courtesy sightseeing bus,” 
unnecessary to attract the thousands of visitors already 
entranced with the extraordinary exterior whose signage 
proclaimed “Pay What You Wish,” and “Visitors Welcome” 
blazing on each side of the much larger Clifton’s sign—
the “o” shaped in the form of a heart. Pacific Seas was far 
more popular than the Brookdale Cafeteria on Broadway 
that opened in 1935. But Brookdale also offered a bizarre 
interior, this one an imagined forest glen.

Edmond J. Clinton III has written a charming and 
fascinating story of his grandfather’s life. Clifford was an 
extremely religious man, but also an excellent businessman 
who followed in the footsteps of his father who had 
originated Clinton’s Cafeteria in San Francisco. Grandson 
Edmond Clinton was able to rely on Clifford’s extensive 
personal memoirs and trove of colorful and black and 
white photographs.

It was noteworthy that Clifton’s establishments were 
also the only major downtown eateries that were integrated 
during and after the 1930s. More than a restaurateur, 
Clifford was an active civic reformer, deeply involved in 
helping resolve corruption issues, both in the county and 
in the city. Despite the popularity of his restaurants, or 
in part because of their success, Clifton was apparently 
possessed with the fervor of an evangelist shortly after he 
uncovered corruption in County General Hospital after 
County Supervisor John Anson Ford asked him to evaluate 
the hospital’s finances. Clinton soon afterward embarked 
on a campaign to rid the city of its corrupt elected 
officials and police force. He joined forces with other civic 
reformers to lead the successful recall of Mayor Frank Shaw 
in 1938. The book focuses on Clifford’s reform campaign 

and is replete with 
dramatic stories told 
by his grandfather. His 
house cellar suffered 
a bomb attack from 
crooked cops in 1937, 
which Clifford clearly 
relished and was unfazed by, as he led reporters to the 
picturesque drama. Edmond devotes most of his biography 
to Clifton’s idealism as a leader and as a witness to the 
downfall of corrupt cops, politicians as well as embezzling 
administrators at County General Hospital. He also 
provides a portrait of an egotistical idealist who “cleaned 
up the city,” while illustrating that he had no qualms about 
taking credit for all his successes. 

A quick-tempered man, he was also extremely 
altruistic. During the Depression he established a policy 
displayed in signs posted in his restaurants, “Dine Free 
Unless Delighted,” a message he also had printed on dining 
receipts. He opened a penny cafeteria for one year to help 
feed homeless and jobless men. Some took advantage of 
Clinton’s moral generosity, but most diners at Pacific Seas 
and the later Broadway Brookdale cafeteria paid the full 
amount. Eventually the family opened a chain of seven 
restaurants, including Clifton’s Silver Spoon at 515 West 
7th Street. Clifton’s children opened the restaurant in 1975 
in the previously owned four-story opulent Brock’s Jewelry 
Building. They preserved and displayed almost everything 
from the original store, including a still-locked safe. Dining 
areas were lined with handmade mahogany display cases 
filled with historical items, and the main dining room was 
spanned by a high, elegantly carved ceiling. The Silver 
Spoon closed in April 1997.

For the non-historian, unfamiliar with the complex 
stories of Depression-era scandals, the book can be a 
revelation. But, it is also the story of a man who changed 
the way people went to cafeterias for lunch or dinner. 
Women dressed up in their best finery to lunch at Pacific 
Seas as did the fewer men who always wore suits and 
ties. Pacific Seas, which I vaguely recall for its fascinating 
décor, music, and religious messages, and a five-cent cup 
of multi-purpose food, a by-product of his original “Multi-
purpose Meals for Millions”—MFM—as a young teenager 
I just had to taste, which to my teenage palate, tasted 

continued on page 13
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Two Exhibitions at the 
Autry Museum in Griffith Park

to Take Note of

wesTern FronTiers: sTories oF FACT And FiCTion

June 4, 2016–January 8, 2017
Revolutionary Vision explores the intertwined legacies 
of f/64, California’s premier photo-modernist group, 
and Richard Misrach, one of the state’s most well-known 
contemporary photographers. Includes works by Ansel 
Adams, Imogen Cunningham, Richard Misrach, Edward 
Weston, and others who present changing visions of the 
Western landscape. 

The kAuFmAn ColleCTion 
in the Norman F. Sprague, Jr. Gallery 

August 8, 2015–July 9, 2017
This exhibition highlights recent additions to the Autry’s 
growing art collections. Includes a powerful selection 
of works representing diverse peoples and perspectives, 
including bronzes by Frederic Remington and Allan 
Houser, paintings by Rick Bartow and Eanger Irving 
Couse, lithographs by Fritz Scholder, watercolors by David 
Einstein, and others.  ✪Clifton’s Brookdale.

Tony Abeyta (Navajo, born 1965) Untitled, oil and mixed 
media on canvas.

Clifford Clinton, on leave from 
the U.S. Army at the Pacific Seas 
cafeteria, 1943.

like cardboard mush. 
Clinton developed 
the multi-purpose 
Multipurpose Meals for 
Millions Foundation 
shortly after World War 
II to help relieve famine 
in Europe. Recognized 
by both Eleanor 
Roosevelt and author 
Pearl Buck, MFM was 
a re-constituted meal 
of soy beans and a 
mixture of dehydrated 
vegetables that was 
packed in cans. General 
Mills soon took over 
distribution of MFM, 
and mailed over thirty-six million two-ounce meals to 
eighty-six countries between 1945 and 1955. 

The many photographs and reprints of Clifford 
Clinton’s various “manifestos” bring to life a time when 
Los Angeles was the blueprint for noir writers such as 
Raymond Chandler, Nathaniel West, Ross MacDonald, 
and James M. Cain, author of The Postman Always Rings 
Twice, now best known for its film version starring John 
Garfield and Lana Turner, often shown on Turner Classic 
Movies. The book is a reminder of a time past when “Angel 
City” still had Bunker Hill, Chavez Ravine, and its own 
Broadway, the “busiest street in the world.”

Pacific Seas closed in 1960, but Brookdale, on 
Broadway, continued to serve customers until its closing in 
2010 when it was purchased by nightclub operator Andrew 
Meieran, who recently re-furbished the cafeteria and 
added his own dramatic flourishes, including a bar, that 
undoubtedly would have appalled Clifford, who motto was 
to serve the Lord, without benefit of alcohol. ✪

continued from page 12
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BOOK 
REVIEW

TANGLED VINES: Greed, Murder, Obsession, and An Arsonist in  
the Vineyards of California, by Frances Dinkenspiel. New York:  
St. Martin’s Press, 2015. 302 pp. Illustrations, maps, bibliography, 
index. Hardcover, $26.99

By miChAel hollAnd

I really enjoyed Frances Dinkenspiel’s story of an epic 
arson at a wine storage facility in 2005. I remember 
hearing about it as it occurred and was wondering what 

the ending would be. The addition of historical material to 
round out the narrative doesn’t detract from the well-told 
story.

Tangled Vines also has a personal meaning for the 
author. The conflagration destroyed not only collections of 
library wines of storied Napa wineries going back several 
decades, but also historic wine collections reaching back 
into the 19th century as well. One such casualty was 
some bottles of Port and Angelica from 1875, which had 
been passed down through Dinkenspiel’s family and had 
been produced by her great-grandfather Isaias Hellman. 
Dinkenspiel had previously chronicled his life in her book 
Towers of Gold. 

Dinkenspiel includes references to the Mission period 
and the era of the ranchos in her descriptions of California 
life in Los Angeles and Rancho Cucamonga. It was in the 
latter that a murder mystery of sorts took place involving 
John Rains who owned the Cucamonga vineyard and 
winery. This was the property that Hellman eventually 
purchased and owned for some time. As much as I enjoyed 

it, I really thought that 
the modern crime story 
element would stand 
on its own. However, 
the development of the 
CWA—the California 
Wine Association—in 
San Francisco, provided 
a fascinating chapter in 
the wine trade’s move 
to Northern California, first as sellers and eventually 
as growers. The promising industry’s expansion was 
postponed by national Prohibition, of course.

The book won’t answer the most basic question for 
people who don’t drink wine: “What’s the big deal about 
all this overpriced wine?” There are a couple of scenes in 
the later chapters that touch on making and enjoying wine. 
I know that I wish I could have been in the room with the 
author and the sommelier Fred Dane when they tasted the 
1875 Port. But, take heart, the arsonist and his victims had 
their day in court. I won’t spoil the story for you. Find it 
and be warned that it does make for thirsty reading. ✪

Michael Holland is a board member and is the Los Angeles 
City Archivist.
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