
A Visit to the Zanja Madre
By ABrAhAm hoffmAn

 

The year 2002 marked the centenary of the Los 
Angeles Department of Water and Power, the 
municipal agency that provides Los Angeles residents 

with their electricity and water. The largest public agency 
of its kind in the United States, the DWP has had its 
critics through the past century, but no sane person would 
advocate privatizing the DWP. In 1902 the agency that 
eventually would be called the DWP was created after 
a struggle between the City of Los Angeles and the Los 
Angeles City Water Company. The similarity of names 
notwithstanding, there was a world of difference between 
the two entities. The Los Angeles City Water Company  

 
had been granted a franchise to distribute the city’s water 
in 1869, and for more than thirty years residents had 
complained of poor service. The struggle to regain control 
of its own water took the City of Los Angeles through a 
series of lawsuits, special elections, and finally a buyout 
of the private company. Civic leaders vowed never again 
to abrogate their water rights, and they passed this legacy 
down through succeeding generations.
 All of this is a part of Los Angeles’s water history, a 
history that would be far different without the DWP, the 
Owens River Aqueduct, Parker Dam, and the rest of the 
infrastructure that makes water and power affordable to 
Los Angeles residents. Anyone who disagrees with this 

Zanja Madre, Washington Blvd. & Figueroa St., ca. 1900

continued on page 4
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President’s Message
Greetings Members:

I hope you all have had a wonderful summer and 
are looking forward to the fall season and then the 

holidays. Rest assured that the Board is working hard 
to bring you new programs and another exciting holi-
day gala. We have been joined on the board by several 
people who are eager to plan trips and events for us so 
I believe 2015 will be a productive year.
 You will soon receive your annual membership 
renewal letter, which will include news of a special 
event for members who renew promptly, so please be 
on the lookout for that. 
 We are also working to revamp our website so 
stay tuned for that. I should point out that on the 
front page of our website, there is a link to our newest 
creation, a database of historic photographs of Los 
Angeles, compiled and annotated by our newslet-
ter editor, Anna Sklar, with the support of a grant 
from the Haynes Foundation. It can be found in 
the LACHS HIGHLIGHT section in the lower left 
corner.
 And finally, I am happy to report that with the 
appointment of two new board members, Beth Nam-
ei and Sandi Hemmerlein, our Board is now back up 
to full strength, the better to serve our membership. 
Beth is a librarian at USC and Sandi Hemmerlein is 
an event planner for Atlas Obscura. They both bring 
very useful experience and skill sets to the board.
 I wish you all the best during the holiday season 
and look forward to seeing you at future events.

Sincerely,
Todd GAydowskI, President
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Welcome New Members

Rita Joiner Soza, Encinitas
 Wanda Henderson, Los Angeles

 Remy Krumpak, Los Angeles
 Eve Hill, Sherman Oaks
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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

Welcome to Newest Board Member Sandi Hemmerlein

Sandi is an LA-based writer and photographer with a passion for historical sites 
and preservation. She documents her explorations of the world – including 
Southern California’s offbeat and forgotten places – on her personal blog, www.

avoidingregret.com. Also a docent for the Los Angeles Historic Theatre Foundation, 
Sandi has been a member of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, Los Angeles 
Conservancy, Art Deco Society of Los Angeles, and the Historical Society of Cres-
centa Valley, and is currently field agent/event producer for Atlas Obscura, an online 
compendium of the world’s most wondrous places. Sandi’s photos have been reprint-
ed all over the world by The Daily Mail, Slate.com, FearNet, LA Weekly, and more. ★

Eagle Rock

 the spirit is still there

 somehow

 in Mother Earth

 when you can see

 snow-covered Mt. Wilson

 on a clear day

 the spirit

 of the Eagle

 is still there

El Aguila vive![2]

Así es. This is how it is. The eagle lives. El Aguila vive.  He is this eagle, 
and now we must look up high to the spirit world to know that he is still 
there. But he is journeying and for now we must wish him Godspeed, which 
is what so many of us here and across the country are doing for him at this 
time.

2. From the poem “Memorias de Eagle Rock” by Jack D. Forbes, in the 
collection, El-Lay riots: Memorias de Ya-Town and Home Boy Poems (Bandon, 
Oregon: Kahonkok Press, 1992, p.29. ★

—Poem courtesy of Heyday Publishing
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viewpoint may wish to reconsider 
it before moving to San Diego, 
Marin County, or anywhere in the 
state that the service is provided 
by Pacific Gas and Electric or the 
Edison Company. 
 However, before there was a 
DWP or Los Angeles City Water 
Company, a Los Angeles existed 
that no one would recognize 
today. From its founding in 1781 
until nearly the end of the 19th 
century, Los Angeles residents 
depended for their water on a 
series of ditches diverting water 
from the Los Angeles River for 
domestic use. The main diversion 
was called the Zanja madre, 
Spanish for “mother ditch.” 
The zanjero, or water overseer, 
supervised the flowing of water 
through the ditches, keeping them 
free of obstructions such as rocks, 
tree branches, and dead animals. 
Some of the sections were lined with brick, creating brick 
pipes rather than open ditches. The system worked until 
the city grew too large for it. After the 1890s the hundreds 
of thousands of newcomers to Los Angeles never thought 
about the ditches once a modern distribution system was 
in place.
 Until recently there was only one place in Los Angeles 
where a bit of the actual Zanja Madre could be seen. In 
1971, during repair work on the Avila Adobe and nearby 
Olvera Street buildings after the San Fernando earthquake, 

a small section of the brick pipe was uncovered. Lined with 
bricks, the section opened a window into the city’s past. In 
the early 1980s a stairwell exhibit in the building behind 
the Avila Adobe featured historic photographs of the city’s 
development of water resources. At the bottom of the stairs 
visitors could look at the section, with some of the bricks 
removed to give viewers a sense of its construction. The 
exhibit was extensively refurbished at the beginning of 
2002.
 Every day thousands of people visit Olvera Street, but 
relatively few take the time to read the historical marker on 

continued from page 1

Washing clothes at Zanja Madre, ca. 1900.

Scott Cramolini and 
His Model A Ford

Kay Tornborg, former board member received the 
following from her friend, LACHS member, 
Scott Cramolini, with a brief explanation.

 In writing to Kay, Scott said, “I thought you’d get 
a kick out of this. This was taken in June at the Vin-
tage Car and Airplane Show at Santa Paula Airport. I’m 
enjoying and getting the most out of my Model A and 
promoting the Ford Model A “Ranger Patrol Vehicle” & 
150th Anniversary of California State Parks with my vin-
tage ranger outfit! At the same time, I’m able to promote 
the local Model A and T chapters.” ★
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the street that tells about the Zanja 
Madre. Walking on the brick-lined 
street, you come across a line of 
bricks running at an angle from 
the others, leading to the historical 
marker. This line indicates the 
underground path of the bricked-
over section of the Zanja Madre, 
and it naturally leads to the 
stairwell exhibit.
 Recently a second piece 
of the brick-lined section was 
discovered. Craig Howell of the 
San Fernando Valley Historical 
Society believed that more could 
be found of the Zanja Madre, 
and in 2000 he found it in the 
Cornfield. This area just north of 
downtown Los Angeles, about fifty 
yards north of the now-closed Capitol Mills building, was 
recently the site of a fierce contest. Developers wanted 
to use the old railroad yard to construct warehouses, and 
a group of environmental activists, many from nearby 
Chinatown, wanted to create a public park on the site. 
The environmentalists won, and plans are under way to 
landscape the area.
 Howell’s discovery can be spotted on the western 
hillside of the Cornfield, about a dozen yards away from 
a concrete slab. In the early 2000s an orange plastic sheet 
provided a guide to the Zanja Madre’s location. The brick 
pipe is hard to see because of the weeds and brush around 
it, but it is there. At first glance it doesn’t seem like much, 
just a sort of jumble of bricks, but this may be a good 
thing, since vandals have left it alone, looking for bigger 
targets on which to spray graffiti.

 

Closer inspection brings a shock of recognition, and 
visitors to the site must ask the obvious question. If this is 
a part of the Zanja Madre, and the piece at Olvera Street 
is part of the same brickwork (and Olvera Street from here 
is some distance away), then where else could this bit of 
urban archeology take us? Further exploration of the area 
may lead to finding more sections of the Zanja Madre and 
even to where its diversion from the Los Angeles River 
began. Looking at this unprepossessing circle of bricks 
around a tunnel going into a hill provides a key into the 
Los Angeles that existed more than 150 years ago and 
longer. It may well be the oldest existing artifact in Los 
Angeles today. King Tut’s tomb may have yielded fabulous 
riches, but opening it brought a curse upon those who 
dared to do so. Let’s hope the Zanja Madre’s reappearance 
proves more benevolent for a city that ignores its history 
yet faces enormous challenges in its future. ★

Zanja Madre. 2014

Looking for Old Newsletters

The archives committee is trying to complete the LACHS collection of newsletters. If you have any of the following 
issues, please consider donating them to the LACHS.   
 The committee is considering a project to digitize all of the newsletters so that the entire collection can be made 

available online for research and viewing. Your donation will help us move towards that goal.
 Mail your newsletters to Los Angeles City Historical Society, P. O. Box 863211, Los Angeles, CA 90086, c/o Kathy 
Kolnick, or give to any board member. 
 All items donated become property of the LACHS and can be used as the society deems fit. 

1989 Issues 1-2-3-4
1990 Issue 1
1993 Issues 2-3
1994 Issues 2-3-4

1995 Issue 4
1998 Issues 3-4
1999 Issues 1-2-3-4
 

2000 Issues 1-2-3-4
2001 Issues 1-2-3-4
2002 Issues 3-4
2004 Issues 1-4

2007 Issue 4
2008 Issues 2-3-4 ★
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Men building a storm drain project near the Baldwin Hills during the Depression.

Los Angeles City Archives

By keVIn roderICk

The Los Angeles City Historical Society has put a 
growing database online of selected photographs 
from the Los Angeles City Archives. There’s more 

than 600 images online now, and the project’s lead his-
torian, author Anna Sklar, tells me there are a lot more 
photos coming. The ones that you should be sure not to 
miss come from the city engineering department, captur-
ing events from the past such as the 1938 flooding that 
inundated a big swath of the city and led to the concrete 
channeling of the Los Angeles River.
 Our earlier post in August on the new online database 
of photographs from the city of Los Angeles archive sure 
attracted a lot of social media attention — thanks for the 
likes and follows! — and also triggered some enthusiastic 
exploration of the photos. 
  As we noted in the first post, the photos are a treasure 
trove of missing pieces from our neighborhood. So many 
hillsides, streets & homes disappeared when the 2 & 5  

 

 
Freeways were built through our neighborhood, in addi-
tion to the channelization and concreting of the LA River, 
it is difficult to even recognize the some parts of the same 
neighborhoods today. 
 The blog Corralitas Red Car Property, which focuses 
on an old Pacific Electric Red Car right-of-way in the Silver 
Lake area, poked around and discovered a 1928 view of 
the corner of Riverside Drive and Fletcher Drive in Ely-
sian Valley. It shows the area before Riverside Drive was 
widened and realigned, and intriguingly shows the viaduct 
over Fletcher that was used by the Red Cars. You may have 
seen footings for the viaduct still visible on the slope above 
Riverside and Fletcher. I especially love seeing this because I 
used to rent a cottage on Riverside Drive that had a myste-
riously wide (to me) dirt parking area above the house. Now 
I know it probably dates back to the Pacific Electric days.
 Fletcher didn’t exist under the viaduct when it was 
first built of all-wood trestle construction in 1904. In 1927 
the center section was replaced with steel & the roadbed 
lowered so Fletcher could be paved through from Atwater 
to Glendale Blvd in Silver Lake.
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Overcrowded streetcar in 1919 at 10th Street (now Olympic Blvd.) and Vermont.

 Riverside used to follow the curve of the slope more 
closely prior to paving. Note the flat dirt lot to the left 
across Fletcher. That would be the new alignment for Riv-
erside Drive.
 While we’re in the neighborhood: Riverside Drive 

in 1928, looking from the Hyperion bridge back toward 
Fletcher Drive, with the trestle in the background. ★
 —Reprinted with permission of LA Observed

More images on pages 8-9

LACHS New Digital Website

By AnnA sklAr

LACHS is pleased to announce the inauguration of 
our website of 675 historical images of Los Angeles: 
Lacityhistory.pastperfect-online.com. We are grateful 

for a grant from the John Randolph Haynes Foundation 
that helped fund the initial phase of this website.
 These images form the basis for a final collection of 
approximately 5,000 images that were taken by the Los 
Angeles City Engineer’s Department from 1890 through 
the 1970s.
  Currently you can do a simple keyword search from a 
particular time period or of a particular street or neighbor-
hood. Use a word you think will appear in the records you 
are searching for. You can search by community name  

 
such as Chinatown, Venice, Westwood, or Downtown Los 
Angeles. You can search by subject such as bridges, streets, 
and or other specific topics. You can also search by date of 
photographs as well. Or you can simply click on the link 
that reads “Random Images,” and scroll through the images 
and accompanying information. Please be sure to click on 
the ID number to see the complete record.
 LAObserved, an online news blog by Kevin Roderick 
recently featured the website in two recent articles, that we 
are reprinting in separate article. (Used with permission 
from LAObserved )
The website was also featured in a weekend series on Off 
Ramp, a KPCC radio show hosted by John Rabe, and a 
news story on KTLA-TV. ★
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More Images from the Online Los Angeles City Archive
 

Left: Flood damage on Tujunga 
Wash at Magnolia Avenue in 
North Hollywood in 1938. 

Opposite top: New 1st Street 
bridge over the river after 
completion in 1929.

Opposite bottom: 1st Street 
bridge, over the Los Angeles 
River, that stood in the 1890s.

edITor’s noTe: For the com-
plete story of the 1938 Floods, 
please see Abraham Hoffman’s 
article, “The Great Rainstorm,” 
LACHS Newsletter, Volume 
XLVI, Issue 1, February 2013.
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19th Century Transit Systems in Los Angeles

By John fIsher

Los Angeles was an isolated pueblo of less than 6,000 
persons in 1870. The catalyst that would start and 
accelerate the change from a wild-west pueblo to ma-

jor metropolis was transit. Many people know of the trolley 
and train lines that served the area in the 20th Century. 
But less is known about the variety of short-lived transit 
systems that served Los Angeles in the late 19th Century. 
 The catalyst for the pioneering transit systems was the 
railroad built by Phineas T. Banning. Just six months after 
the completion of the transcontinental railroad, which 
linked San Francisco with the eastern United States rail 
network at Council Bluffs, Iowa, Banning linked his ship-
ping wharf in San Pedro Bay to 
downtown Los Angeles. This 
21-mile route, which approx-
imates current-day Alameda 
Street, carried both goods and 
people.
 For the first time, residents 
began to realize that travel 
would no longer be restricted to 
walking, horseback or personal 
wagon. City leaders began to 
think of the city’s potential 
for growth, now that it had a 
wharf that had the potential to 
serve as a national port. Entre-
preneurs and speculators saw 
an opportunity to fulfill those 
emerging aspirations.
 The first transit lines were 
developed to provide easier 
access to locations at the edge 
of and just outside the original 
city limits. The first line de-
buted on September 22, 1873 
and was known as the Pioneer 
Omnibus Street Line. It offered city residents new recre-
ational opportunities. Operating on a fixed route and reg-
ular schedule, it linked the historic plaza to a fairgrounds 
and beer garden near the intersection of what is now 
Washington Boulevard and Main Street. Mules and horses 
on dirt streets pulled this large wagon with wooden wheels. 
However, muddy and uneven roadway surfaces plagued the 
line and it ceased operation two years later.
 The next step in improved transit used iron rails to 
overcome the problem associated with riding on dirt  

 
streets. Even if the street were muddy, embedded rail tracks 
offered a more reliable and comfortable ride. However, 
these systems relied on horses and mules that were dirty 
and could easily spook horses. 
 The first street car system, with iron tracks, iron wheels 
and horse-drawn wagons began operation on July 1, 1874. 
Operating on a fixed schedule, it ran along Spring Street 
from Temple Street to 6th Street, then along 6th Street to 
Figueroa Street. The franchisee, Robert Widney, considered 
the route an investment in land sale opportunities.
 In 1875, other investors opened a horse-drawn street-
car along Main Street between Temple Street and Washing-
ton Boulevard and then along Figueroa Street to Agricul-
tural (now Exposition) Park that included a racetrack, a 

saloon and a brothel. It was non-family entertainment far 
beyond the censorious eyes of business proprietors and 
righteous citizens.
 Two other lines extended east across the Los Angeles 
River to present-day Lincoln Heights and Boyle Heights, 
thus creating the first streetcar suburbs. New streetcar lines 
were added and others were extended, resulting in a net-
work radiating across the city with the Plaza serving as the 
central hub. In most cases, each new streetcar line helped 
to establish a new community or suburb of a growing city.

View of the new cable car on Broadway just after passing 2nd Street.
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 While the horse-drawn streetcars would provide access 
to areas in the southern and eastern areas of the Downtown 
business district, they would struggle on even slight grades. 
Thus, the hilly areas to the north and west remained 
inaccessible to transit. However, that would change after 
the adoption of an idea that had proven successful in San 
Francisco. Steel cables had long been used in the mining 
industry and London-born Andrew Hallidie had the idea 
of using them for assisting transit up the steep grades along 
Clay Street in San Francisco in 1873. Under this concept, 
a 75-horsepower engine pulled a cable at a constant speed 
located just below the surface. Streetcars moved by grip-
ping the cable and stopped by releasing the cable. 
 The first cable streetcar in Los Angeles was the Second 
Street Cable Railroad, which began operation on October 
8, 1885. It was built primarily to sell lots west of the busi-
ness district in Crown Hill by scaling the slopes of Bunker 
Hill and extending all the way to present-day Glendale 
Boulevard. At the time, the portion of the line through 
Bunker Hill was the steepest cable car slope in the nation. 
The operator advertised the Crown Hill area as “Pure 
air—No fogs, Cheap lots.” However, shortly after the lots 
were sold, the system was allowed to deteriorate and was 
abandoned four years later after a storm buried part of it 
under 20 feet of mud.
 The second cable streetcar began in 1886 along 

Temple Street. This system extended to Angeleno Heights. 
It advertised, “Have a home in the hills!” and “Stop paying 
rent in the Valley” (referring to the flatter area near the 
business district). Today, Victorian homes grace this area 
made accessible by the cable car. 
 The third cable car system arrived in 1889 and was 
the largest of the three. One branch extended to Lincoln 
Heights to the northeast and the intersection of Jefferson 
Boulevard and Grand Avenue to the south. The second 
branch extended from Boyle Heights to Westlake (now 
Mac Arthur) Park to the west.
 By the end of the 19th Century numerous horse-
drawn and cable streetcars traversed the city and spurred its 
growth. By this time the population of the City of Los An-
geles had mushroomed to over 100,000 persons. But while 
these transit systems allowed this growth, they were inad-
equate to serve the next stage of the city’s growth. Horses 
fouled the streets, were slow, and were easily spooked. Also, 
cable systems were expensive to bury and required frequent 
replacement. In addition, they were inherently inefficient 
in that they were always operating on full power to pull the 
cables, regardless of the number of number of active cars at 
any given time.
 New technology would render these systems obsolete. 
By 1897 horse-drawn streetcars were discontinued and in 
1902 the Temple Street cable streetcar called it quits. ★

Horse barn for the Los Angeles Cable Railway, 1889, 12th and Olive Streets.
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Union Station Volunteer Angela DiMasio

By AnnA sklAr

Angela DiMasio, a LACHS member, is a retired 
schoolteacher of English as a Second Language who 
began volunteering at the Information Booth at 

Union Station in the summer of 2013.
 She has been thrilled by the sparkling renovations that 
took place preceding the 75th Anniversary of the station 
this year. “Everything looks so brilliant. The brass was 
cleaned and polished. The chandeliers gleam from the sun-
light rays through the expansive windows of the station.”
 “We get a lot of educated people, as well as a lot of 
homeless people,” she told me. “When I started, I bought 
gift cards from Starbucks and Subway and gave them away 
to many of the homeless.” Angela is especially admiring of 
one homeless woman who refused to give her name but 
was a constant presence at the Information booth. “I was 
so inspired by her. She’s been in here over and over again. 
I think she’s in her 60s or 70s. She is so full of faith. She 
doesn’t feel that God has abandoned her.”
 As she reflected on the many visitors she has helped, 
she said, “There was one man, obviously from Korea. He 
wasn’t dressed well and said he wanted to take a train to 
Korea.” Despite her efforts to explain why he couldn’t do 
this, he didn’t seem to understand. She finally told him he 
would have to go to the airport. “Eventually,” she said, “he 
just wandered off.
 She gets tourists from all over the world, is fluent in 
Spanish, can converse in French, speaks a little Italian, and 
has a smattering of German in her vocabulary. “Most of 
the tourists speak English, however,” she adds. “Most of 
them are surprised at how clean the city is. ‘You live in a 
very beautiful place,’ they often tell her.
 “They get a view I want them to get,” she admits. She 

doesn’t recommend the seedier aspects of downtown.
 Angela volunteers four hours a day, two days a week, 
from 1 to 5 p.m. at Union Station and also provides tours 
of downtown four hours a day on alternate two days a 
week for a commercial tour guide organization. “Most 
of the people who take the tour on Thursday come back 
to the Information Booth to learn more about L.A. The 
ones who sign up for the tours are mostly young, in their 
twenties. They’re really interested in our history and ask a 
lot of questions. Many ask why there are homeless in Los 
Angeles. They can see them lying on the grass in the park 
across the street, or sometimes on the streets we visit on 
the tour. I tell them that a lot of them came here years ago 
because it’s warm.”
 “There was a mother and son this summer. He was six 
years old. He wanted to go to a particular museum. They 
actually live in Los Angeles and came to Union Station 
on the Metro Line. I explained that there are many other 
museums, and we came up with Ripley’s Believe it or Not 
in Hollywood. I got the price, but I could see from her face 
that she couldn’t do it. I said, ‘If I give you $20, will you 
promise to take him? Tell him it’s a birthday present from 
me. He wanted to go to a museum so badly, and he was so, 
so happy that he could now go.
 “We hand out souvenirs to the kids, construction hats, 
coloring books and crayons.”
 Angela lives in Granada Hills. I said that’s a long way 
to drive. She explained that, at first, she took the Red Line 
to Hollywood, but she couldn’t get parking at Universal 
Studios where she would pick up the Red Line. “I can get 
here,” she says, in “35 to 45 minutes.” When I said “It 

takes me over an hour to get here in non-traffic time 

Angela DiMasio at Union Station’s information desk.

Donald Young has been a Union Station volunteer for 18 years.
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from the Westside, how do you do it?” 
 “I take the 118 to the 210 and then the 2 to Echo Park 
to the 5 and get off at Alameda,” she answered. I was star-
tled by her wonderful knowledge about getting around Los 
Angeles and asked how she managed to avoid the evening 
crush. After explaining an unusual but L.A.-wise system of 
navigating the return home, she added, “I get home by 6, 
rarely does it take more than 50 minutes.”
 As to her work at Union Station: “I love it. When I 
am standing in the booth, I am so happy. One of the big 
lessons I’ve learned is how to engage with people. If I’m 
alone, I make eye contact. At first I couldn’t understand 
why a man walked away when I tried to help him. I real-
ized that when you’re working with the public, you must 
let them you know they are there. It is so easy to have joy 
in your life by making contact with people.”
 She admits to helping tourists probably more than 
she should. “I’ve often bought fare for people. There was 
this man who had to get to Lancaster, so I got in line and 
bought him a ticket. Then there was this young woman, a 
girl really, who had just gotten out of jail. She no money 
and wanted to go to Granada Hills. I prayed for guidance; 
she was so exhausted. So, I took her to Granada Hills, 

where she asked me to,” Angela added, “But I didn’t take 
her to my house. Although I don’t regret it, I’m not sure I 
would do it again.” 
 Angela graduated from the University of Georgia with 
a major in Spanish. “I did not want to teach Spanish. I 
wanted to be in tourism. That didn’t work out. I couldn’t 
find a job, so when the ESL job came up, I took it. She 
loves travel and has travelled all over the world—Europe, 
South America, Latin America, Africa, but she says, “I’ve 
never been to Greece, Sweden or Norway.” When I ask 
why not, she shrugs, and changes the subject. “Now, after 
35 years, I get to do what I always wanted to do. I can 
enjoy what I wanted to do and I am helping people as well. 
After college she went back and got a master’s degree in 
School Administration and Counseling. When she retired, 
“I was an assistant principal in counseling with more than 
a dozen schools under my supervision when I retired. It 
was great because, unlike with teaching, I worked more 
months in the year, 40 hours a week for 35 years, so I was 
able to retire at 59. ★

More on Union Station on page 14

Interior of renovated Union Station.
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For those of you who want to know more about the 
history of Union Station and how it was built, its de-
cline in service, as well as the recent renovation, two 

books were published this year that can answer any and all 
your questions about this remarkable national landmark, 

and I highly recommend both.
Both books feature extensive photographs, and dia-

grams often not duplicated by the other. Each could easily 
be considered a ‘coffee table’ glossy book. 
 —AnnA sklAr

LOS ANGELES UNION STATION: Tracks to the 
Future by William Bradley, Angel City Press,  
144 pages, $37.00. 

LOS ANGELES UNION STATION, edited by 
Marilyn Musicant with contributions by historians 
William Deverell and Matthew W. Roth, Getty 
Publications, 109 pages, $24.95. 

Bradley’s book offers a history of the early transportation 
networks in Los Angeles and features unique historical 
photographs, not only of Union Station, but also of the 
earlier transportation systems. It includes high-quality 
reproduction of these images often playing out across two 
pages. The book features the “story of the fierce battles, 
cultural relocation, and astounding financial risks” involved 
in creating this historic monument.

Musicant’s book, while 
also featuring many 
photographs, repro-
duces them in smaller 
sizes. The book is a 
more scholarly ap-
proach to the historic 
struggle to build the 
station as well as the 
controversies sur-
rounding its construc-
tion, including the 
final agreements by 
the Union Pacific, the 
Southern Pacific, and the Santa Fe railroads to underwrite 
construction of the Union Station. Matthew Roth’s essay 
offers an incisive view of how the city worked with the 
railroads to ensure a smooth transition with city streets, the 
newest freeways being built to accommodate automobile 
traffic, the Aliso Street Bridge, and the millions of dollars 
in state and federal funding obtained by city engineer 
Lloyd Aldrich during the Great Depression to offer finan-
cial assistance to the city as it made major changes to city 
arteries leading to the station.

Western States Jewish History & the 
Jewish Museum of the American West Would Like Our Help

Do take a good look at our new virtual museum at www.JMAW.org. Then, tell your children and grandchildren. 
If you use Facebook—or they use Facebook—tell them to go to www.facebook.com/JMAWMuseum.
 We need more volunteers. We will send you a past article from Western States Jewish History and ask that you 

pull information from that article onto a form that you e-mail back to us. From this information we make another 
exhibit for the Museum.
 The first time it takes about 45 minutes. The volunteer is listed as the curator for that exhibit. (Warning: this can 
become addictive–and fun.)
 Our staff, all volunteers work hard to make WSJH & JMAW a valued source of Jewish History for future 
generations.   —Gladys Sturman & David Epstein, Publishers
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By ABrAhAm hoffmAn

Leo Braudy’s book is the latest in the 
Yale University Press’s “Icons of America” 
series, books dealing with American 
history “through the lens of a single iconic 
individual, event, object, or cultural 
phenomenon.” Volumes in the series run the 
gamut from the Liberty Bell to the Empire 
State Building to Superman. Braudy’s entry 
deals with the Hollywood sign that can 
easily be seen from the Hollywood Freeway, 
firmly placed on the hillside of Mount Lee. 
He traces the history of the sign and with it, 
the creation of Hollywood as subdivision, 
the development of the motion picture 
industry, the image of “Hollywood” the sign came to 
represent, and, finally, the effort to plant the sign securely 
in the ground, to rescue it from terminal dilapidation, and 
its status as a cultural and historic landmark.
 The story of Hollywood begins long before the 
construction of the sign. Harvey and Daeida Wilcox 
bought 125 acres during the real estate boom of the 1880s, 
envisioning a community that did not permit alcohol, 
minorities, or heavy industry. Such lofty goals were 
considerably modified when the movie studios showed up, 
though in fact most of the major studios did not locate 
in Hollywood—MGM in Culver City, Warner Bros. in 
Burbank, Universal in the San Fernando Valley. Braudy 
notes that the sign, originally HOLLYWOODLAND, was 
erected to advertise a real estate development that actually 
wasn’t in Hollywood. The sign was built in 1923, fifty feet 
high, and illuminated with 4,000 light bulbs.
 By the early 1930s the sign was assuming more 
significance beyond advertising real estate. In 1932, Peggy 
Entwhistle, a stage and film actress, allegedly committed 
suicide by jumping off the “H” in the sign. Braudy 
provides an interesting argument that suicide may not 
have been the reason for her death, then backs off and 
lamely cites the tag line from The Man Who Shot Liberty 
Valance about “when the legend becomes fact, print the 
legend.” Surprisingly, Bruady claims that the movie studios 
didn’t pay all that much attention to the Hollywood 
sign, and neither did the developers who had ordered its 
construction. In 1947 the LAND part of the sign was 

demolished, as part of the restoration of the 
sign paid for by the Hollywood Chamber of 
Commerce at a cost of $5,000.
 From the 1940s to the present day 
the history of the Hollywood sign is a 
tale of deterioration, band-aid repairs, 
and parodies. Pranksters periodically 
changed the sign to read HOLLYWEED, 
HOLYWOOD, and other mutations. As 
the sign deteriorated, so did the movie 
studios, beset by lawsuits, the growth 
of television, and the departure of the 
old movie moguls. Braudy observes that 
funding for repairing the sign, especially 
in 1978, came from outside the movie 
community, most notably with a hefty 

donation from Hugh Hefner and rock star Alice Cooper. 
More recently, the renewal of Hollywood Boulevard as a 
tourist mecca, and the defeat of a proposed development 
on land above the sign (the preservation campaign 
bankrolled in large part this time by film and TV industry 
leaders and other organizations that came up with the 
$12.5 million repair price tag), ensures the permanency of 
the Hollywood sign as an American icon.
 There are many stories to be told about the Hollywood 
sign and how it exemplifies the entertainment industry 
well beyond the borders of the original subdivision. For 
the most part Braudy tells these stories in an engaging, 
conversational style, providing generous helpings of movie 
and community trivia. I wish he had done a bit more fact-
checking, as there are a few errors here and there, Dragnet 
began as a radio program in 1949 before moving to TV 
in 1951, not 1949 (p. 135); Harrison Gray Otis did not 
found the Los Angeles Times—he took it over after others 
began its publication (p. 66). “Spanish” land grants were 
few in number as the vast majority of the approximately 
800 land grants were made in the Mexican era (p. 13); The 
Clansman was a novel, not a play, before it became Birth 
of a Nation (p. 57); and the howler of them all is Braudy’s 
confusing actor Sessue Hayakawa with Senator Samuel I. 
Hayakawa (p. 37). Well, these gaffes are to be expected 
when the legend takes precedence over the facts. ★

Abraham Hoffman teaches history at Los Angeles Valley 
College.

BOOK 
REVIEW

THE HOLLYWOOD SIGN: Fantasy and Reality of an American Icon, by Leo Braudy.  
New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011. 215 pp. Illustrations, Notes, Bibliography, Index. Cloth, 
$24.00. www.yalebooks.com.
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