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GALA 2013
By todd gaydoWskI and anna sklar

Our Holiday Gala, held December 10 at the Wilshire 
Boulevard Temple, was the perfect ending for our 
events and activities of 2013. A special thank you 

should go to the organizing committee, especially its 
leader, Claudine Ajeti, but also to Diane Kanner, Kay 
Tornborg, Giao Luong Baker, Retta Etchegaray, and to the 
Temple’s staff. 

Congregation B’nai B’rith, the oldest synagogue in Los 
Angeles, was founded in 1862 at Temple and Broadway  
streets downtown. In 1929, with financial support from 
the Jewish motion-picture community, it was moved to 
Wilshire Boulevard and became known as the “Temple of 
the stars.” 

The Temple’s Byzantine architecture and soaring  
sanctuary ceiling reflected the tastes of the wealthy movie 

l to r - Councilman Tom LaBonge; Glen Creason, Map Librarian for Los Angeles Public Library, David G. Cameron Preservation 
Award; Kenn Bicknell and Dale Stieber, on behalf of L.A. as Subject, a consortium of local archive and research institutions, 
receiving the Thomas Owen History Award; Ana Christine Ramon and Darnell Hunt, editors of Black Los Angeles: American 
Dreams and Racial Realities, recipients of The Miriam Mathews Ethnic History Award; Lauren Bon of Metabolic Studios, recipient 
of a special award for her unique equestrian piece of performance art, “100 Mules Walking the Los Angeles Aqueduct;” Raphe 
Sonenshein, recipient of An Honorary Life Member Award, recognized for his work as executive director of the Pat Brown 
Institute for Public Affairs at CSULA, and for his previous work as executive director of the Los Angeles City Charter Reform 
Commission, and for authoring several books on Los Angeles politics; and Todd Gaydowski, LACHS Board President.

continued on page 4
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President’s Message

Greetings everyone! I hope 2014 is off to a great 
start for all of you! Your board is working 

hard to make 2014 a great year for LACHS. I 
know many of you made it to our holiday Gala in 
December. There are pictures of the event in this 
edition of the newsletter so please enjoy those. For 
those of you who missed the Gala we are already 
planning one for 2014. And we have an exciting 
Marie Northrop Lecture Series lined up for this 
year, as well as a new calendar of events in the 
works. I hope to see you all at the Membership 
Events.

Thank you all for your continued support 
of LACHS. Tell your friends about us. Join the 
LACHS Posse!

Sincerely,
Todd Gaydowski, President
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LA as Subject 
October 2013

We’d like to thank all the LAasSubject volunteers who 
helped out at the annual 2013 event in October.

Todd Gaydowski
Patricia and Cynthia Foronda

Todd Gish
Alexa Gomez
Kay Tornborg
Martha Gruft

We should also include Giao Luong-Baker who was at the 
USC Library table across from our table. She was there to 
lend a hand if needed. In addition to recruiting Patricia 
and Cynthia, she also “volunteered” Todd Gish. It was a 
busy day for LACHS and we are grateful for all assembled 
hands.
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New Board Member Geraldine Knatz, Ph.D.

We are delighted to welcome long-
time LACHS member Geraldine 
Knatz to the Board of Directors. 

Born in Wayne, New Jersey, Dr. Knatz says 
that during high school she hung out at 
George Washington’s headquarters, which 
started her life-long passion for antiques 
and volunteering at historic homes.  

After graduating from Rutgers 
University, she moved to California where 
she earned a Master’s in Environmental 
Engineering and a Ph.D. in Marine Biology 
at the University of Southern California. 
While a student, she got a job working for 
the port of Los Angeles as an environmental scientist. 

In those days, she would test the water and rarely 
find oxygen: most of the port was devoid of life. She later 
moved to Long Beach, to head up the environmental 
office, and worked there for several decades, moving up the 
ladder until she became the second-in-command. In 2006, 
she became the first woman Executive Director for the Port 
of Los Angeles and served in that position for eight years, 
retiring on Feb 1, 2014. During that period, Dr. Knatz 
transformed the port by reducing the diesel particulate 
emissions (a known health hazard) from port operations by 
over 80 percent and by investing over one billion dollars 
in port terminals, infrastructure and the San Pedro and 
Wilmington waterfronts. 

Geraldine has a strong interest in genealogy and was a 
frequent speaker on German and Irish research at local and 
regional genealogical societies. She taught Genealogy and 
Public Records research at Los Angeles Harbor College. 
She has traveled the world in pursuit of family history, 
including immediately going to East Germany after the fall 
of the Berlin Wall. She is especially proud of her website  

 
http://www.knatzfamily.com and looks 
forward to getting back to keeping the 
website up-to-date now that she has retired. 
She operated an antique shop for 20 years, 
first in San Pedro and later in Old Town 
Orange. 

Dr. Knatz is currently teaching in the 
engineering school at USC and will expand 
that commitment to include teaching 
“Seaport Policy and Management” in the 
School of Public Policy. She will also assist 
the National Port Association in training 
the next generation of port managers. She 
is a member of the Board of Directors of 

Bank of the West and is Governor Brown’s appointee to 
the Ocean Protection Council. She is also a member of the 
International Women’s Foundation and Women Corporate 
Directors.     She is an active member of the Long Beach 
Historical Society and currently on the committee 
to organize the Third Annual Community History 
Conference in Long Beach in April 2014. ★

Changes to LACHS 
Newsletter Schedule

With this issue, we are inaugurating a new 
schedule for the Newsletter. Instead of 
publishing it as a quarterly we will, at least for 

this year, and perhaps for the following year, go to three 
times a year. The issues will be Winter/Spring, Summer 
and Fall. 

Unfortunately, the editor has limited time available 
and finds it impossible to maintain a quarterly publishing 
schedule because of time needed for solicitation of articles, 
copyediting, proofreading, setting copy, final layout and 
design in coordination with our graphic designer, etc.

We hope you will enjoy the issues as we continue to 
strive for the highest standards for our LACHS Newsletter.

We’d like to remind you that your local history 
interests/passions/hobbies could grace our pages in 
the future. The Editor would be happy to receive your 
manuscript of approximately 1500 words on topics you 
feel might be of interest to other LACHS members. Or 
feel free to comment on others’ articles in a Letter to the 
Editor. Contact Anna Sklar at editorbyanna.@yahoo.com 
or editor@lacityhistory.org. ★

We Welcome 
New LACHS Members

Los Feliz Improvement Association
Michael Holland of Los Angeles

Harold B. Eaton of Santa Monica
Dennis M. Orfirer of Los Angeles
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moguls and screen actors of the period. In many ways it 
looked less a synagogue and more like an opulent movie 
theater from the grand motion-picture palace era, when the 
Egyptian Theater and Grauman’s Chinese Theatre reigned 
supreme along Hollywood Boulevard. The new Temple 
entered the National Register of Historic Places in 1981.

As the Jewish community moved west and north to the 
San Fernando Valley, the Temple fell into serious disrepair. 
Eventually, presiding Rabbi Steven Z. Leder led a $150 
million program to restore the synagogue to its formal 
grandeur, and it was formally dedicated in September 2013.

When we first entered the sanctuary of the Temple, we 
could tell this was no ordinary synagogue. Jewish history 
is depicted in murals painted by Hollywood art director 
Hugo Ballin, who also painted the murals on the dome 
over the Foucault Pendulum at the Griffith Observatory. 
Rabbi Leder, who oversaw the renovation, 
said in a New York Times interview: 
“The murals were a radical artistic 
statement because the second of the Ten 
Commandments forbids graven images,” 
yet the movie moguls “just decided on 
a different statement.” Also extremely 
unusual was the absence of a center aisle 
that normally would lead to the bimah, a 
raised platform with a desk from which 
the Torah is read. By eliminating the aisle, 
the original architect retained a majestic 
statement of continuity in the sanctuary.

Cheryl Garland was a wonderful 
host and made the Temple an easy and 
convenient venue for us. Cheryl really 

came through for us at the last minute 
when our featured speaker was taken ill. 
She recruited Wilshire Temple’s Major 
Gifts Officer Karen Schetina to fill in 
with a presentation on the history of the 
Temple.  Docent Nan Goodman gave a 
lovely tour of the sanctuary as well.

Our Annual Awards included 
the David G. Cameron Preservation 
Award presented to Glen Creason, 
Map Librarian for Los Angeles Public 
Library and author of Los Angeles in Maps 
(Rizzoli, 2010).

The Thomas Owen History Award 

Metabolic Studio Guests 
Standing, l to r: Lee Roeser, Jennifer Roeser, Jeff Davis, Vicki 
Davis, David Baine, John Yi, Aaron Epensberger, Jaime 
Wolters. Seated, l to r: Meredith Hackleman, Beverly Vander 
Wall, Jen Curtis, Cindy Bautista, Sarah McCabe

Karen Schetina, Wilshire Temple 
Major Gifts Officer 

Wilshire Boulevard Temple, A. M. Edelman, S. Tilden Norton & 
D.C. Allison, Architects 1922-1929

Standing, l to r: Harold “Hal” Eaton, Suellen Cheng, 
Geraldine Knatz (board member), Munson Kwok, Paddy 
Calistro. Seated, l to r: Anna Sklar, Jim Schneeweis, Paul 
Workman, David Workman.

continued from page 1
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Standing, l to r: Shelia Fisher, John Fisher (board member), 
Melinda Feldman, Tom Walsmith, Susan Walsmith. 
Seated, l to r: John Shea, Ann Shea, Phyllis Absalom, Gerald 
Pass.

Standing, l to r: unidentified LACHS guest, Holli Lovich, Kenn 
Bicknell, Ellen Jarosz. Seated, l to r: Merry Ovnick, Donna 
Locke, Don Esacove (board member), Brenda Esacove.

Ken Bicknell and Dale Stieber with Councilman Tom LaBonge

Wilshire Boulevard Temple Sanctuary.

Lauren Bon

was presented to L.A. as Subject, a 
consortium of local archive and research 
institutions, with Kenn Bicknell and Dale 
Stieber receiving the award on behalf of 
L.A. as Subject.

The Miriam Mathews Ethnic 
History Award went to Darnell Hunt 
and Ana Christine Ramon, editors of 
Black Los Angeles: American Dreams 
and Racial Realities (NYU Press, 2010), 
a project developed out of the Ralph 
Bunche Center for African-American 
Studies at UCLA.

An Honorary Life Member 

Award was given to Raphe Sonenshein, 
executive director of the Pat Brown 
Institute for Public Affairs in California 
State University at Los Angeles. Mr. 
Sonenshein was recognized as well 
for his work as executive director of 
the Los Angeles City Charter Reform 
Commission and for authoring several 
books on Los Angeles politics.

A Special Award went to Lauren 
Bon of Metabolic Studios for her unique 
equestrian piece of performance art, “100 
Mules Walking the Los Angeles Aqueduct.”

David Baine and Aaron Epensberger 
of Metabolic Studios offered a vocal 

continued on page 6
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Silver Lake History

LACHS Member Michael Locke is seeking personal 
stories from LACHS members about the history of 
Silver Lake. He is writing a book for History Press 

and is looking for information not formerly included in 
published material. He plans to include stories about the 
Tongva, the original inhabitants of Silver Lake, as well as 
facts about the community’s heyday as the center of the 
motion picture industry in the 1910s. Its hilly streets and 
nearby lake lent authenticity to many silent movies. 

In his efforts to collect stories, Michael says that 
no formal archive of historical documents exists so he 
has “been challenged to find accurate details.” But, he 
adds that he has “relied on the generosity of friends and 
neighbors to provide photos, old newspaper clippings and 
remembrances.”  

Michael has also consulted many books written about 
some of the artists, writers and other celebrities who lived 
there, including, to name a few, Anais Nin, Aimee Semple 
McPherson, and architects such as Richard Neutra, Rudolf 
Schindler, Gregory Ain and John Lautner. Another source, 
Bohemian Los Angeles, describes the large artist community 
and the equally large communist community in the 1930s, 
‘40s, and ‘50s in Silver Lake. Edendale, as it was known at 
the time, was also the birthplace of modern-day gay rights 
with the founding of the Mattachine Society in 1950 by 
Harry Hay. Unfortunately, Michael says, “There are missing 
links in the narrative. Little by little I have built a fine 
collection of historical data on Silver Lake, and I would like 
to create as complete and interesting a book as possible.” 

highlight that evening, accompanied by a banjo and a 
guitar as they sang a rendition of “Ballad of the 100 Mules” 
by Elson Trinidad. (The video can be seen online at: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=HxrAnctsses ).

Everyone had a wonderful time and special thanks 
also should go to Brett Arena, who chaired the awards 
committee, and to our programs director, Kay Tornborg, 
who originally suggested issuing our Special Award to 
Metabolic Studios and assisted in all the planning.

We know many of you were in attendance but, 
whether you were or not, we hope you will enjoy some of 
the photographs from the Gala event, courtesy of Michael 
Locke. ★

Todd Gaydowski, Councilman Tom LaBonge with Ana Christine 
Ramon and Darnell Hunt

Lee Roeser, Jennifer Roeser, Kay Tornborg (board member), 
Vicki Davis, Jeff Davis.

Retired City Archivist and former LACHS 
Board President Hynda Rudd with photo of 
Herman Silver

continued on page 14

continued from page 5
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LACHS Lectures for 2014

What Happened to the Ethnic Communities
of Historic Los Angeles?

is lecture series is co-sponsored by Los Angeles City Historical Society 
and the History Department of the Richard J. Riordan Central Library

Lectures are held in the Mark Taper Auditorium, on the first floor 
of the Central Library. 640 W. 5th Street, Los Angeles

e library is handicap accessible.
ADmittAnCe iS fRee AnD open to tHe pubLiC.

e library garage is located on the east side of Flower St., just south of 5th St. 
Flower St. is one-way, south. Parking is $1 after 1:00p.m. with a library card and validation.

22nd Annual Marie Northrop Lecture Series

Saturday, March 8, 2014, 2-4p.m.
Chasing Ghosts: Chronicling

Los Angeles’ Hidden 
Italian History

Marianna Gatto
Executive Director of the Italian
American Museum of Los Angeles

Saturday, April 12, 2014, 2-4p.m.
Central Avenue: Closing

of the American West
Christopher Jimenez y West
Professor at Pasadena City College

Saturday, June 7, 2014, 2-4p.m.
Little Tokyo: 130 Years of 
Struggle and the Greatest 
Challenge is Yet to Come!

Michael Okamura
President, Little Tokyo Historical Society
Bill Watanabe and Bill Shishima

Board Members, Little Tokyo Historical Society
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LACHS Members Visit Site of St. Francis Dam Disaster
By kay tornborg

If you exit the 5 Freeway around Magic Mountain 
and find yourself in Santa Clarita, you could scan the 
suburban landscape and the many up-scale housing 

tracts, check out the numerous shopping malls, and then 
crawl back on the freeway without ever realizing you were 
within a 10 minute drive of one of the biggest disasters in 
California history: the collapse of the St. Francis Dam on 
March 12, 1928.

To get to the site of the disaster you have to know 
where to look; there are no signs to follow, no community 
history markers. You wind your way through the look-
alike housing tracts until San Francisquito Road appears 
and then the terrain changes abruptly. Everything looks 
“normal...” but nothing looks normal. There are some 
houses...few and far-between...and what looks like a dry 
river bed, flat in many areas, with small hills on the far 
side. And scrubby bushes. And rocks. 

After a few miles the rebuilt Power House #2 appears, 
amid tall pines and offering a look of municipal stability 
with its Art Deco facade. Just beyond is a little turn-out 
and a stone marker, behind a chain link fence, on which 
a bronze plaque headed “St. Francis Dam Disaster Site” 
notes that the site is “California Registered Historical 
Landmark No. 919.” The marker was dedicated March 12, 
1978...fifty years after the dam broke and over 500 lives 
were lost. 

Up from Power House #2 one can see that the old 
access road towards the dam site has been closed to traffic. 
A vague sense of apprehension takes hold. Soon, there is 
another turn-out overlooking the same dry river bed which 
is here dotted with more stones and occasional piles of 
broken cement. 

We finally reach our destination: another access road, 
also blocked off but accessible by foot. Our local guide, 

Dan Kott, has lived in the area all his life and is retired 
from the LADWP. He leads. Kott pointed out that cell 
service is unavailable in San Francisquito Canyon and also 
showed us the spot where the old road, on which we were 
walking, had lost its other lane in a subsequent rainstorm. 
The faded center line was just on the edge of falling into a 
small abyss.

Quietly (which seemed appropriate) we followed Dan 
down the road, then up and then...we were all standing on  
the spot where the dam had been. At the top of a steep hill 
at one side of the road a twisted piece of rusted steel stuck 
out of a cement chunk. On the other side: the broken 
remains of the dam, including a large section of what had 
been the stepped-front (down stream) surface. Not long 
after the failure of the dam, a young man visited with his 
pals and climbed to the top (185 feet) of the still-standing 
center section of the dam, from which he fell. It was then 
decided to dynamite the remaining section to prevent any 
further deaths by curiosity-seekers. The rubble makes for 

a challenging walk-about 
and is only for the very 
hardy.

Our “in-house guides” 
for the day, Abe Hoffman 
and Tom Sitton, with 
occasional assists from 
LACHS member Larry 
Boerio, held an informal 
symposium in the middle 
of the road. We were lucky 
to be led by such a well-
informed crew. ★

LACHS member Abe Hoffman and Simi Valley 
Tour Guide Dan Kott discuss the St. Francis 
Dam Disaster

LACHS Members on the trail to the St. Francis 
Dam Site.

St. Francis Dam after collapse. Courtesy W&P Museum
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LACHS Inspects Music Center’s 
Dorothy Chandler Pavilion

By dIane kanner

Walt Disney Concert Hall may be the better-
known architectural marvel but—as LACHS 
members learned last fall—Dorothy Chandler 

Pavilion, the Philharmonic’s previous headquarters, is 
entrusted with all the great works of art that the world-
famous orchestra has received. On November 16, 
Philharmonic Symphony docent Mary Riggs led LACHS 
visitors to view the collection in the Pavilion’s venerable 
Founders Room. They marveled at Flemish master works 
from Norton Simon Museum that were mounted on walls 
paneled with Australian black bean wood. Overhead, 
chandeliers selected by Music Center decorator Tony 
Duquette remained unlighted, awaiting the arrival of 
Founders—Philharmonic orchestra supporters who donate 
an initial $100,000 followed by annual contributions of 
$10,000.

Duquette had purchased two of the massive 
chandeliers at auction and ordered a third one copied in 
the same style. The two originals were featured in a  

 
memorable 1972 film, The Great Waltz, on the life of 
Vienna waltz king Johann Strauss. Hanging in the Eva and 
Marc Stern Grand Hall and visible at night from the Music 
Center Plaza, the chandeliers are cleaned once a year by 
hand.

During the visitors’ tour, docent commentary was 
supplemented by anecdotes offered by LACHS historian 
Nick Curry, 2012 winner of the society’s J. Thomas Owen 
History Award. Curry recounted his personal memory 
of an incident in the early 1960s when, as an apprentice 
loan officer at Financial Federation, he observed Dorothy 
Chandler herself approach Edward L. Johnson, FinFed 
president and CEO. She wanted a donation to the 
symphony hall campaign, and Curry recalled watching her 
instruct Johnson in how he should complete the pledge 
form. “She had filled in the dollar amount she expected. 
All she wanted was his signature.” FinFed was a savings and 
loan holding company, and it was that industry, as well 
as aerospace and entertainment, that formed the financial 
backbone for the campaign that concluded when the 
Music Center opened in 1964. ★

Membership Benefits Include:
•   Lectures by historians and authors at the Richard J. Riordan 

Central Library’s Mark Taper Auditorium
• Field trips to historic sites
• Advance notification of special member programs
• Tour of the Los Angeles City Archives
• Quarterly LACHS Newsletter
• Membership on committees

YES! I would like to become a member of the Los Angeles City Historical Society.

membersHIp applICatIon (Membership may also be submitted at www.lacityhistory.org)

Name ____________________________________________________________________________________

Address __________________________________________________________________________________

City State Zip_____________________________________________________________________________

Phone ___________________________________________________________________________________

E-mail Address ____________________________________________________________________________

Check your choice of membership:

[ ] $85 Sustaining

[ ] $50 Family/Dual

[ ] $35 Active

[ ] $25 Senior/Student

[ ] $500 Life (Individual)

Clip (or copy) and mail, together with your check to:
Los Angeles City Historical Society • P.O. Box 862311 • Los Angeles, CA 90086-2311
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One of Los Angeles’ Darkest Hours 
Retrieved from History

By abraHam Hoffman

This article was first published in the Los Angeles Times on 
October 3, 1983, commemorating the 50th anniversary 
of the tragic Mineral Wells fire in Griffith Park. It is 
reproduced here in observance of the tragedy’s 80th 
anniversary. For a more detailed account, see Abraham 
Hoffman, “Griffith Park’s Greatest Tragedy,” Los Angeles 
Corral of Westerners, Brand Book 16, ed. Raymund F. 
Wood (The Westerners, Los Angeles Corral, 1982) pp. 
133-151.

Brush fires are one of the unpleasant facts of life in 
Southern California. They occur regularly in late summer 
and fall when high temperatures and dry winds turn 
the native chaparral and oak into kindling. Routinely 
we witness some truly spectacular conflagrations -- fires 
burning for days over many thousands of acres—that are 
arrested with remarkably few casualties.

One of the worst exceptions was a small brush fire 
in the middle of Los Angeles. Only two or three acres 
burned—yet 29 men perished.

The year was 1933, and the month of October 
began with its usual heat. In Griffith Park, 3,700 men 
were working. It was the height of the Great Depression, 
and they all were on the rolls of the unemployed. The 
county welfare office had put them on public-works 
projects and was paying them with funds from the federal 
Reconstruction Finance Corp.

Their assignments in the park were more than make-
work, less than gardening. They hoed weeds, cleared brush 
and patched up potholes in the park’s roads. Some of the 
men were black, some were Mexican, most were white; a 
few worked in business suits. Each morning new groups 
checked in, received their work orders and tools, and were 
assigned to crews spread out through the 4,000-acre park.

At approximately 2 p.m. on Oct. 3, a small but 
intensely smoky brushfire erupted in the Mineral Wells 
area of the park, behind what is now the zoo. The cause 
of the fire was never determined, though there was 
considerable speculation afterward that it had been 
deliberately set.

As the smoke billowed up from the bottom of Mineral 
Wells Canyon, a number of foremen brought their work 
crews to the scene. Soon about 1,500 men were in the 
area, under the authority of a variety of city and county 
supervisors. While some men watched, others climbed 
down a path into the steep canyon to fight the blaze. Most 
of the men who went did so at the request of their  

 
foremen, but the request was not necessarily an order. 
Some men later testified they had refused to go in -- or had 
turned around and come out.

Most of the foremen were not park employees and had 
little or no firefighting experience. Someone hit on the idea 
of a backfire, and one was lit a few hundred yards below 
the canyon rim.

Suddenly the wind picked up and the original fire 
burst with renewed energy. The men in the canyon soon 
realized it was beyond their ability to control. They headed 
for the trail, but it was blocked by flames. Their only outlet 
was a steep slope thick with brush. They began scrambling 
up the sides. As hundreds watched in horror from the ridge 
above, the flames caught up with the frantic, scrambling 
men. The charred bodies of 26 were found all in the same 
position, their limbs caught in the motions of climbing. 
At least 50 others were injured seriously enough to receive 
hospital treatment; three died.

In the chaos and terror, many hundreds of workers fled 
the scene. It took days to check the thousands of names 
on the work lists to determine which of the men who 
didn’t report out had been killed. The bodies were burned 
beyond recognition, and for many anxious hours relatives 
of the missing filed through the morgue to identify the few 
personal effects found at the scene—rings, house keys and 
watches, all of which had stopped minutes after 3 o’clock.

As the city mourned, an inquest was held to determine 
how and why so many men could have been trapped 
in the canyon. Some witnesses testified that the crew 
foremen had coerced the men; others denied this. The city 
and the county haggled over jurisdictional questions of 
responsibility—county workers in a city park. Then Los 
Angeles was stunned to learn that neither the city nor the 
county had carried insurance on these crews. Eventually 
workmen’s compensation and death benefits were paid to 
the survivors.

In the end, the county promised that “workers on 
projects where there is a fire hazard” would in the future be 
“given expert instruction in firefighting by competent men 
from the county fire warden’s department.”

Within a month the tragedy was history, but in 
Griffith Park the fire was not so quickly filed away. For 
many years afterward scars of the inferno could be seen. 
George Hjelte, longtime general manager of the city’s 
Recreation and Parks Department, observed in the 1970s 
that “the park still bears evidence of its suffering…etched 
into the trunks of trees that survived the disaster. The tragic 

continued on page 14
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BOOK 
REVIEW

By kay tornborg

Probably anyone who has read 
Raymond Chandler has formed a 
mental image of what he was like: 
mine was an amalgam of Philip 
Marlowe (his P.I.), Sir Galahad, and 
Robert Stack as Elliot Ness (attractive 
but distant). When you want to know 
more and start looking around for 
Chandler biographies, the field is 
narrow. Only two preceded this one.

Enter: Tom Williams, who spent 
six years researching his subject in 
California, Canada and Oxford. 
(Full disclosure: I am thanked in the 
Acknowledgments for doing what 
I consider practically nothing). I 
also admit to not liking the title and 
cringing at some of the chapter titles 
but this stems from my personal 
view of Chandler as unsentimental, 
which—I found out by reading this 
book—is not entirely accurate. 

Before Chandler settled on detective fiction, he wrote 
poems, many of which illustrate his more “slushy” side:

Tomorrow
“We shall find the Secret,
That mocks us from the shade,
And tell the gods of heaven
Just how the world was made.”

This was written in 1914 “on the road between 
Hollywood and Burbank” by Chandler in cooperation 
with his new-found LA friends as they all indulged in some 
optimism about the future.

These misgivings aside, William’s book is an important 
addition to “Chandleriana.” It covers the misbegotten 
lives of Chandler’s parents...he was an alcoholic and she 
depended on the kindness of relatives. Ultimately, they 
divorced. The burden of supporting Chandler and his 
mother, Florence, fell to her brother, Chandler’s uncle 
Ernest. Ernest provided Chandler with an excellent English 
public school education (Dulwich College) and encouraged 
him to earn his own way: “Work was important to 

Victorians like Ernest–part of a man’s 
identity, and a noble pursuit....”

Overcoming a few minor 
hurdles, Chandler sat for the English 
Civil Service exam in 1907 and made 
good use of his expensive education 
in math, English, German, Greek, 
English history and French. The 
exam lasted six days and Chandler 
came out third of the 600 candidates 
and first in the Classics exam. He 
then began commuting daily to 
Whitehall where he worked as a 
clerical accountant, monitoring and 
recording the movement of naval 
supplies. This experience, not too 
engaging at the time, turned out to 
be invaluable when Chandler finally 
landed in LA and landed a job with 
Dabney Oil Syndicate where he 
eventually became vice-president of 
the company.  Chandler was fired 
in 1931, one year later, apparently 

for “his alcoholism, absenteeism, promiscuity with female 
employees, and threatened suicide,” as noted in a New 
York Review of Books article. The oil company’s loss became 
crime fiction’s windfall. 

There are many footnoted references to Chandler’s 
rather conservative, veddy English, younger years and 
cogent explanations of how they informed his later writing. 
Indeed, there are 563 footnotes at the back, including 
those in the Preface and Afterword. Williams has done his 
homework and, rather than weighing the book down, the 
specificity of his references turns the effort into a page-
turner. I read it with the same avidity I had for Chandler’s 
work and learned a lot about his somewhat sad life. It also 
brought to mind Abe Hoffman’s review of John Buntin’s 
L.A. Noir in the last LACHS Newsletter in which he notes 
that “Los Angeles is not a city with images of pulp fiction; 
for much of the 20th century, it was pulp reality.”

Williams notes that, “Los Angeles in the 1920s was a 
dark place, where the seeds of hard-boiled fiction found 
fertile soil.” Chandler had arrived at the right time (1913) 
to absorb much of the local “color” and channel it into his 

A MYSTERIOUS SOMETHING IN THE LIGHT: The Life of Raymond Chandler
by Tom Williams. Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 2013. 368 pp. Photos, Notes, Select 
Bibliography, Index. Hardcover, $29.95

continued on page 12
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continued on page 14

BOOK 
REVIEW

By abe Hoffman

The bombing of the Los Angeles 
Times building on October 1, 1910, 
marked a major turning point in the 
struggle between capital and labor in 
Los Angeles. The events surrounding 
this tragedy, which resulted in the 
deaths of 20 people, resulted in the 
effective destruction of the labor 
movement in the city. For decades 
Los Angeles would be known as an 
open-shop town that discouraged 
union activism, in contrast to San 
Francisco’s reputation as a union 
town. 

Despite the significance of this 
episode, it has never been given 
the detailed examination that Lew 
Irwin provides in this book. Irwin 
offers extensive background on 
all participants in recounting the 
events leading to the bombing 
and its aftermath. John J. MacNamara, president of 
the International Association of Bridge and Structural 
Iron Workers Union; Ortie McManigal, union member 
who blew up dozens of buildings and bridges under 
construction in a fairly successful effort to “persuade” firms 
to accept union contracts; and James B. MacNamara, J.J.’s 
brother, who planted the dynamite at the Times building, 
were the principals involved in planning the planting of 
explosives. 

McManigal, who took care that no one would be 
harmed by the explosions he set off in the dead of night, 
did not take part in the Times bombing, and he turned 
state’s evidence against the MacNamara brothers. The 
extreme measures taken by the MacNamara brothers 
stemmed from the intense anti-union hatred of Times 
publisher Harrison Gray Otis and his son-in-law, Harry 
Chandler, the paper’s editor, who led the city’s businessmen 
in resisting the goals of the labor movement. 

 After the bombing, the District Attorney’s Office 
took the unusual step of hiring William J. Burns, head of 
a national private detective agency, to identify and arrest 
the perpetrators. Earl Rogers, noted Los Angeles attorney, 

was also hired to gather evidence. 
After months of investigating the 
case, Burns detectives arrested 
the MacNamara brothers and 
McManigal in Chicago and illegally 
brought them back to Los Angeles 
for trial. The manner by which they 
were moved prompted national 
union leaders, who believed the men 
were innocent, to claim they had 
been kidnapped (which in a sense 
they were) and to raise a national 
campaign for funds to defend the 
brothers. 

Enter Clarence Darrow, 
nationally acclaimed attorney, known 
as the “Great Defender” for taking 
on cases that seemed lost causes. 
Add to the mix a supporting cast of 
more attorneys, reporters operating 
at a very low standard of journalism, 
and a judicial process that invited 
corruption on both sides, including 

perjury, witness intimidation and bribery. To top it off, 
just about everyone was in it for the money except possibly 
Otis and Chandler. Rogers, Burns, Darrow, and others 
expected to be paid well for their services; their concern 
was more financial than ideological. 

The political ideology involved in the case, Socialism, 
was represented by Job Harriman, leading candidate for 
mayor who lost the race when the MacNamara brothers 
changed their plea to guilty in order to avoid a death 
sentence. Irwin argues convincingly in his narrative that 
the MacNamara brothers committed the crime, J.J. 
planning it and J.B. planting the dynamite. The evidence 
overwhelmingly shows their guilt. Unfortunately, Irwin 
does not provide documentation for his sources of 
information. There are only 16 endnotes in the book (all 
explanatory rather than citing sources) and a bibliography 
less than two pages long that will drive researchers mad 
with frustration for its failure to indicate where Irwin got 
his information. Irwin gets a bit hyperbolic in his claims 
for the “neglect” by historians of this major episode in the 
city’s history. 

DEADLY TIMES:  The 1910 Bombing of the Los Angeles Times  
and America’s Forgotten Decade of Terror

by Lew Irwin. Guilford, CT: Lyons Press, 2013. 356 pp. Illustrations, Bibliography, Index. 
Hardbound, $26.95. 
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BOOK 
REVIEW

By dIane kanner 

Speaker Alan Hess, standing 
before a Los Feliz branch 
library audience last fall, 
uttered the same lament about 
architect William Pereira that 
author Stephen Gee expresses 
about his subject, architect 
John Parkinson. How could 
such a talented designer be 
so under-appreciated? In his 
first book, Iconic Vision: John 
Parkinson, Architect of Los 
Angeles, Gee fills the chasm in a 
gracefully illustrated volume.

Pereira was a modernist 
of the mid-20th century. 
Parkinson was a traditionalist 
of the late 19th- and early 
20th-century who capitalized 
on contemporary stylistic 
preferences. What makes 
Parkinson worthy of being 
placed under a microscope was 
not his grasp of innovation but 
a canny ability to win favor with decision makers selecting 
architects for public buildings, first in Napa, then Seattle, 
and finally Los Angeles. The openings of Los Angeles City 
Hall and Union Station, respectively, in 1928 and 1939, 
were recognized with parades attracting thousands of 
spectators, marching bands and the hoopla of politically-
charged public ceremonies.

Parkinson was born in rural England and raised in 
humble conditions by parents who instilled in him high 
expectations. An avid student of building construction, 
he apprenticed in the building trades for six years before 
making his way to Canada. After a year, he returned to 
England, then finally took Horace Greeley’s “Go West” 
advice and relocated to America’s West Coast. Some of his 
most significant Los Angeles contacts were made while 
working in Napa, where he honed his skills. By 1981, Gee 
writes, Parkinson was Seattle’s leading school architect.

He was a member of the Los Angeles Public Arts 

Commission at its inception 
in 1903, eight years after 
arriving in Los Angeles at 
the age of 33. According to 
Michael Holland, Archivist 
of the City of Los Angeles 
Archives, this advisory board 
set for itself a tall order—
to increase government 
efficiency and eliminate 
official corruption. Seeking 
to “arouse public sentiment 
in favor of a beautiful city,” 
the Commission became 
the dreamers on one side of 
the table, facing the more 
pragmatic politicians on the 
other. Parkinson often got 
his way from participants on 
both sides. 

The design of the Los 
Angeles Memorial Coliseum 
in 1920 was his first major 
commission. Next came Los 
Angeles City Hall in 1928, 
then Bullock’s Wilshire in 

1929, and then, after his death, Union Station, completed 
in 1939. Gee has separated Parkinson’s biographical story 
from the stories of his best-known structures. As a result, 
the second half of the book holds the most interesting 
stories for Los Angeles history readers, with court battles 
preceding the groundbreaking for City Hall and Union 
Station.  

It is difficult to state, as Gee claims, that Parkinson is 
“the city’s greatest architect.” City Hall, for example, was a 
project executed by three architects. And it was Parkinson’s 
son, John, who worked side by side with his father on 
Bullock’s Wilshire, and oversaw the Union Station project 
after his father’s death in 1935. I would like to have seen 
a more critical examination of the architect’s life and 
work. Gee’s profession is in television production, and it 
is his skill as a visualizer that provides the book’s greatest 
strength. This book is recommended for readers who have 
an interest in the first years of LA’s 20th century. ★

ICONIC VISION: John Parkinson Architect of Los Angeles
by Stephen Gee. Los Angeles: Angel City Press, 2013. 208 pp. Illustrations, Bibliography, Index. 
Hardbound, $50.
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A Mysterious Something, continued from page 11

writing. Ultimately, Los Angeles became one of his most 
memorable “characters,” constantly woven into tales of 
corruption, greed and murder with specific street names 
and obvious substituted place names, like “Bay City” for 
Santa Monica. 

Chandler’s relationship with his best-known character, 
Philip Marlowe, is adroitly examined by Williams. In 
The Little Sister, Marlowe has taken on a bitterness and 
also confesses to not understanding his own motivations. 
Unlike Chandler, he has come to detest LA: “I smelled Los 
Angeles before I got to it. It smelled stale and old like a 
living room that had been closed too long. But the colored 
light fooled you.”

Then Williams continues (and you realize he’s 
right); “This is not the voice of Raymond Chandler we 
are hearing; it is the authentic voice of his character, an 
independent being. Though we are familiar with it, it still 
retains a shocking quality because it is now so much more 
than the voice of a mere detective.”

So now I know more about how Chandler’s writing got 
under my skin. There are passages from his works that stay 
with the reader indefinitely...in your mind you follow a car, 
driving to a specific place, while ominous weather prevails 
and warm scents threaten. Lights are seen from afar, giving 
the reader a feeling of being alone and in danger. Williams 
brings into focus the painstaking work, the determination 
that drove Chandler constantly and that enabled him to 
finally transcend detective fiction and create a genre of his 
own. Chandler fans will find this book rewarding. ★

Deadly Times, continued from page 12

“The event was not mentioned in any California 
history textbook that I had read in high school or college,” 
he claims, and “history texts today now all but ignore that 
deadly event.” This is simply untrue. John Caughey’s classic 
textbook, California, first published in 1940, discusses the 
event, and recent California history textbooks by Andrew 
Rolle, Walton Bean and James Rawls, Robert J. Chandler, 
and Richard Orsi, et al., all devote space to the Times 
bombing. The episode is also described in James Hart’s A 
Companion to California and Leonard and Dale Pitt’s Los 
Angeles A to Z, both valuable reference works. So which 
California history textbooks was Irwin reading in high 
school and college, and how does he conclude that current 
works ignore the bombing? Clearly, this is a work for a 
nonacademic audience, and Irwin has done an excellent 
job of writing a fast-paced and compelling narrative. 
Discerning readers, however, will find the book less than 
definitive. That task awaits an author whose work will fully 
document the history of the Times bombing. ★

Abraham Hoffman teaches history at Los Angeles Valley 
College.

NOTE: Lew Irwin will be signing his book at Book Soup 
on Sunset Boulevard March 12.

Silver Lake, continued from page 6
Silver Lake was named after 19th century Los Angeles 

Water Commissioner Herman Silver. Michael says that 
former Los Angeles City Archivist Hynda Rudd “took an 
early interest in my project.” As part of her Master’s thesis 
at the University of Utah, Hynda wrote a lengthy history of 
Herman Silver, an early Los Angeles Water Commissioner. 
She gave Michael a copy. She also loaned Locke a rare copy 
of a book written about Silver, which he is using to recreate 
the story of Silver’s life. “If there were fifty people like 
Hynda Rudd out there my job would be an easy task”, he 
said, “that’s the challenge of writing a history book without 
the existence of an archive.” Michael intends to check Los 
Angeles as Subject for potential archival material as well.

If you have an interest in the project and have 
something you would like to contribute, please contact 
the author directly by telephone (323) 644-3338 or email 
(mjlocke@pacbell.net) ★

Darkest Hours, continued from page 10
event, of course, had left its mark upon the families of the 
ill-fated men, but the event wanes in man’s memory, and 
eventually is forgotten by all but the park itself.” ★

Postscript: In February 2007 a grove of 29 pine trees was 
planted in the park to commemorate those who lost their 
lives in the fire. Present at the event was 96-year-old John 
Loa, a survivor of the tragedy, who helped plant the last of 
the trees. 
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BOOK 
REVIEW

By anna sklar

This beautifully-designed 
and illustrated book, with 
its plush cushioned cover 

and multiple sheet music covers 
is a lovely coffee table book. But 
Songs in the Key of Los Angeles is 
more than a simple reproduction 
of selections from the extensive 
sheet music collection within the 
Los Angeles Public Library. It 
includes hundreds of sheet music 
covers as well as a few full sheet 
music scores well known, from 
1849 to 1959. Moreover, the 
essays that introduce the various 
sections of the book are excellent, 
filled with fun trivia, and provide 
a fascinating background to 
the songs and the context of 
the history in which they were 
written.

Each essay documents the 
extraordinary role of sheet music in crafting the image 
of the city. As Kun notes, “Unlike New York, where 
sheet music was used to build the music industry, in 
Los Angeles, the sheet music was used to grow regional 
Southern California tourism and bolster local enterprises.” 
Many of the beautiful four-color sheet music covers feature 
beautiful Southern California young women, flowers, 
oranges, and the ubiquitous palm trees that flourished in 
the area.  Song titles such as I Love You California, In Old 
California, In Dear Old California and Sun Shines Bright in 
California, reflect the ongoing fascination by songwriters 
with the California landscape. Al Jolson made California 
Here I Come famous in 1924, but Irving Berlin’s An Orange 
Grove in California has long since been forgotten. 

Southern California also served as an inspiration for 
songwriters, including Ramona, Charles Lummis’ Spanish 
Songs of Old California, that he collected and translated in 
1923, and the familiar When the Swallows Come Back to 
Capistrano, by prolific African-American songwriter Leon 
Rene.

What might surprise readers is the extraordinary 

number of songs written by 
dozens of African-American 
composers living in Los Angeles 
during the 1920s, 1930s and 
1940s. Stew, a single-name 
composer, won a Tony for his 
Broadway musical, Passing 
Strange, and he describes the 
growth and development of 
African-American music in 
Los Angeles in soaring prose 
and poetry. As he notes, “Sheet 
music strives for nothing less 
than to be the face of music, 
the physical embodiment of the 
invisible.” Stew admits that he 
never really learned to read or 
write sheet music for his Tony-
award winning show. Three days 
before writing the seminal essay 
included in this collection, he 
writes, “On my 51st birthday, I 
finally bought an iPhone App to 
learn how to read music.” 

In addition to the many sheet music covers, full text 
of sheet music is included in this volume for such songs as 
Strolling ‘Neath the California Moon, Little Ol’ Los Angeles, 
La Fiesta March, Glorious Southern California, Los Angeles, 
and the inimitable City of Angels with lyrics by Princess 
Indita. Pick any one and start humming a new tune.

Although the book does not include the more recent 
famous, and probably most iconic, Los Angeles song, I 
Love L.A, by Randy Newman, there are dozens of long- 
forgotten tunes written in the earlier days of the city 
which titles include the name of the city, including one 
of Jay Livingston songs, Songs in the Key of Los Angeles. 
Remember Angeltown, Wines of Los Angeles County, Los 
Angeles Waltzes, Los Angeles-Los Angeles I Wish I’d Come 
Before, Los Angeles Hurrah? Maybe not.

La Serenata de la Fiesta, introduced by Rudy Vallee, 
and When the Swallows come back to Capistrano, are two of 
many songs about Spanish California, some originating in 
the early days of the pueblo. Songs in the Key of Los Angeles 
is a valuable contribution to the history of Los Angeles, in 
words and music. ★

SONGS IN THE KEY OF LOS ANGELES: Sheet Music From the Los Angeles Public Library
Words and Music Arranged by Josh Kun, with Special Contributions by Van Dye Parks, Stew 
and Many Others, Los Angeles: Angel City Press, 2013, 224 pp. Illustrations, Bibliography, Index, 
Hardbound, $50.00
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