
From Rancho Ballona to Marina del Rey

By Jan Loomis

Rancho la Ballona, an area of 13,919.90 acres situated 
in what is now western Los Angeles County, was 
originally a concession for grazing rights given by 

Spain to Felipe Talamantes and Jose Ygnacio Machado 
and his brother Augustine in 1821. Machado was born 
in the Santa Barbara area in 1797; his parents were part 
of the Fernando Rivera y Moncada expedition coming 
from Mexico in 1781. Jose's 
father was not able to obtain 
grazing rights for any land 
during his lifetime, but he and 
Augustin joined forces with 
Felipe Talamantes and his son 
gaining the concession to graze 
their cattle on the land while 
they lived in the original El 
Pueblo Los Angeles. His son 
Tomas named the land Rancho 
Ballona. The name was perhaps 
a tribute to Talamantes family 
home in Spain—Bayona—or 
alternatively is a corruption of 
the Spanish word for whale. 

The area stretched from 
present-day Marina del Rey, 
Venice, Mar Vista, Palms, 
Playa Vista to include some of 
Culver City. Accordingly, it now 
includes some of California’s 
most desirable residential 
regions.

The land was mostly salt 
marsh and mud flats until the 
early 20th century. In 1852, fifty 
inches of rainfall put the whole 
area under water, and the area 

was used for duck hunting for several years. Two creeks, 
Ballona and Centinela, divided the land.

 In 1868 a court decree divided the land into 23 
sections, with each of the parcels to have three types of land: 
pasture, irrigable, and bay. The largest allotment, leading to 
the Ballona Creek outlet to Santa Monica Bay, was awarded 
to the heirs of the Machados. 

A squatter called Will Tell built a shack on the land 
sometime in 1870 and created a sportsman’s retreat for 

hunters at the mouth of Ballona 
Creek. In 1888 Moses L. Wicks 
and his partner Louis Mesmer 
purchased the land from the 
Machado heirs and formed the 
Ballona Development Company 
to develop a commercial harbor 
called Ballona Port: the first 
attempt to dredge a harbor 
for Los Angeles. Three years 
later, after repeated failure by 
dredging companies to dredge 
the harbor completely, the 
company collapsed. 

The Ballona marsh 
languished until Moses H. 
Sherman, Eli P. Clark, and 
Robert Conran Gillis formed 
the Beach Land Company in 
1902 with a group of fifteen 
investors including Arthur H. 
Fleming and Frances (Frank) 
Alderman Garbutt.

Gillis, originally from Nova 
Scotia, was a pharmacist who 
arrived in Santa Monica in the 
mid-1880s. Along with his 
brother he owned a drugstore 

Poster for Opening Day at Playa del Rey, 1904.
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President’s 
Message

I hope you have all enjoyed your summer. Now 
that the kids are back in school it is time to 

start thinking about having a party, our annual 
holiday gala! This year we will hold our gala in 
the Huffington Conference Center at St. Sofia’s 
Cathedral, on November 15th. The details will 
be announced shortly.

Well, our Marie Northrop Lecture series 
did not quite wrap up as planned. We will be 
offering a repeat of the third installment, the 
movies by and about the City, with a slightly re-
edited version of the film from the June lecture 
at the Mark Taper Auditorium on October 
2nd. If you weren’t able to make the June 
presentation this is your second chance. 

As we start to prepare for the holidays let us 
all be safe and take the time to appreciate the 
season. I hope to see you all at the gala.

Sincerely, 
Todd Gaydowski
President

Los Angeles City Historical Society
Founded 1976

Officers
Todd Gaydowski, President

Charley Mims, Vice-President
Clark Robins, Treasurer

Board Members
Claudine Ajeti
Scott Crawford
Donald Esacove

John Fisher
Todd Gaydowski

Sandi Hemmerlein
Michael Holland

Gerry Hoppe
Diane Kanner

Geraldine Knatz
Giao Luong Baker

Charley Mims
Beth Namei
Clark Robins

Newsletter Committee
Anna Sklar, Editor

Todd Gaydowski, Contributor
Abraham Hoffman, Contributor

Marc Haefele, Copy Editor
Bob Hatten, Founding Editor

Design by Amy Inouye, Future Studio

LACHS
P.O. Box 862311

Los Angeles, CA 90086-2311
www.lacityhistory.org

Membership Classes
Active $35

Senior/Student $25
Dual/Family $50
Sustaining $85

Life (individuals) $500

Photo Credits: 
p. 1, Anna Sklar; p. 3, courtesy of L.A. as Subject; p. 4, top courtesy 
of Jan Loomis, bottom courtesy of USC Digital Library, California 
Historical Society Collection; p. 5, courtesy of Los Angeles Public 
Library, Southern Pacific National Bank Collection; pp. 6 and 7, 
courtesy of Dignity Health, California Hospital Archives; p. 8, courtesy 
of Saint Sophia Greek Orthodox Church; p. 12, San Pedro Harbor, 
1857 postcard, Collection of Geraldine Knatz; p. 13, photos of 
Rockhaven, courtesy of Michael Locke; p. 14, L.A. City Archives. 

LOS
ANGELES

1781

T
H

E
  L

O
S 

A
N

G
EL

ES CITY          HISTORICA
L SO

C
IET

Y
 IN

C
.

Welcome New Members
Jeanne Wilson, San Pedro

Jan Banbury-Praske, La Canada
Milan Schonberger, Los Angeles

Maria Siciliano, Los Angeles
Sian Winship, West Los Angeles

Jeff Bridges, Los Angeles
Edward Sumcad, Irvine

Joseph McRoberts, Bellflower
Catherine Luijt, Montebello

Tim Shechmeister, Los Angeles
Roger Grace, Los Angeles
Walter Dutton, Escondido
 Kathleen Collins, Lomita

Robin Meares, Tujunga
Joshua Nelson Los Angeles ✪
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LACHS Women Recognized 
for Writing and Leadership Skills

By Diane Kanner, Board Member

Three current and former members of the board of the 
Los Angeles City Historical Society were honored 
by a federation of historical groups and historians 

known as the Conference of California Historical Societies. 
At a CCHS dinner celebration in Upland on June 25, Anna 
Sklar, Geraldine Knatz and Ann Shea received recognition. 
“Awards are our way of thanking those whose contributions 
to California history add luster and significance to lives 
around them,” the awards committee person’s name 
explained. “These award recipients help to nurture and 
preserve our priceless heritage.”

Sklar was honored for her scholarly contributions to 

LACHS, which include several years of editing its quarterly 
newsletter. Her most recent book, Brown Acres, was 
available at the dinner for guests to peruse.

Knatz co-authored Terminal Island, Lost Communities of 
Los Angeles Harbor, which the awards committee called “so 
beautiful, so emotional, and so true, that this single volume 
will forever be the definitive story of a place whose details 
only a few Angelenos can remember.”

Shea received the President’s Special Award, described 
as “the highest award bestowed by the conference,” for her 
leadership of the organization though a defining period 
when it was struggling to come to grips with 21st century 
technology. She was the president of LACHS for six years. 
✪

SAVE THE DATE
11th Annual Los Angeles Archives Bazaar

Come and celebrate the 
diversity of stories that make 
Southern California such 

a place of discovery. At the Los 
Angeles Archives Bazaar, presented 
by L.A. as Subject and the USC 
Libraries, anyone with an interest 
in the region’s history will find something of value. A 
broad array of institutions and archives will have experts 
on hand to show off 
their collections and 
answer questions—from 
the Autry National 
Center of the American 
West and the Los 
Angeles Public Library 
to private collectors 
whose materials fill the 
gaps left in the region’s 
history.

The USC Libraries 
serve as the host 
institution for L.A. as 
Subject, an alliance of 
libraries, museums, 
and other archival and 
cultural organizations. 

The relationship complements 
the USC libraries’ strong regional 
history collection and is a natural 
outgrowth of the libraries’ efforts to 
preserve and expand access to the 
primary sources of L.A. history.

USC is minutes from 
downtown Los Angeles and is easily accessible by major 
freeways and the Metro Expo line. Doheny Library is 

located in the center 
of campus, adjacent 
to Alumni Park and 
across from Bovard 
Auditorium, on 
Trousdale Avenue. For 
information regarding 
parking on campus, visit 
the Parking Services 
Website.

 LACHS will 
once again be well 
represented, with 
exhibits and videos. 
Please volunteer to help 
out at our table: contact 
Todd Gaydowski@lacity.
org. 213-473-8449. ✪

Saturday, October 15, 2016
9:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m.

Doheny Memorial Library
USC University Park Campus

All Day. All in one Place.
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before he was bitten by the real estate bug. He began buying 
the stock of the Santa Monica Land & Water Company 
in about 1900 as part of a group of investors that included 
Roy Jones, Henry M. Gorham, and Charles LeRoy Bundy. 
At this time, the company owned about twenty thousand 
acres of land—the Rancho San Vicente y Santa Monica and 
some of the Rancho Boca de Santa Monica. The company 
eventually developed numerous neighborhoods that are 
now desirable areas of West Los Angeles — including 
Brentwood and Pacific Palisades.

One of Gillis's partners in the new enterprise was 
Moses H. Sherman. The Vermont-born Sherman started his 
career as a teacher in the territory of Arizona. He was the 
first school principal in Prescott, Arizona and was appointed 
state Adjutant General of Education by John C. Fremont, 
then Governor of Arizona. Known thereafter as General 
Sherman, he and his brother-in-law Eli P. Clark created 
a successful business in Prescott, Arizona and developed 
a railroad that ran from Prescott to Seligman. In 1890 
Sherman and Clark went to Los Angeles to introduce the 
electric trolleys that were successful in New York City. They 
created the Los Angeles Consolidated Railway and the first 
local interurban railroad—the Pasadena & Los Angeles 
Electric Railway. They then built the Los Angeles Pacific 
Rail, a line that ran from downtown Los Angeles through 
Hollywood, Santa Monica, Venice Beach, Redondo Beach 
and back to Los Angeles via Palms. The line stopped at 
beach resorts and included the Sunset Boulevard studio 
of popular painter Paul de Longpré, the bean fields of 
Beverly Hills, the Old Soldiers’ Home in Sawtelle (Now 
the Veterans’ Administration Medical Center), the Camera 
Obscura at Santa Monica, and the Playa del Rey Pavilion 
for a fish luncheon. The route was extremely popular and 
cost only $1 for a round-trip. 

Arthur Henry Fleming was born in Ontario, Canada. 
An attorney by profession, he switched to the timber 
business when he came to California in 1896. He was 
married to Clara Fowler, a niece of farm equipment tycoon 
Cyrus McCormick. Her father, Eldridge Merick Fowler, was 
an investor in the Madera Sugar Pine Company. Both Clara 
and her father died in 1904, leaving Fleming a single parent 
and trustee of his wife’s fortune. One of his first ventures in 
Los Angeles was The Beach Land Company.

Frank Garbutt was born in 1869 in Mason City, Illinois 
and came to California with his father, Francis Clarkson 
Garbutt. He was a founder of Union Oil and Paramount 
Pictures and invested in the aviation company that became 
Lockheed Martin. But it was his enthusiasm for amateur 
sports that helped him put his mark on Los Angeles. He 

From Rancho Ballona, continued from front page

L-R  Frances Lindsay Gillis and Mrs. Maddington enjoying 
Playa beach.

Playa del Rey Lagoon ca 1908

continued on page 5
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was an early member of the Los Angeles Athletic Club and 
worked with Alphonzo Bell to create the Riviera Country 
Club. He invested in Playa Del Rey along with Sherman, 
Fleming, and R. C. Gillis. His interest in auto racing led to 
the creation of the Los Angeles Motordrome.

In 1902 the new company began developing La 
Ballona, renaming it Playa Del Rey: “the Beach of the 
King.” The group originally planned something like Venice, 
Italy. But the actual development comprised a pavilion, 
a hotel, a pier, the lagoon, and a wooden speedway. The 
three-story pavilion included a restaurant, a dance floor, 
bowling alley and skating rink. The hotel was designed by 
architects Sumner Hunt and A.W.Eager. About a hundred 
housing lots were sold. An incline railroad was built to 
provide access for the home owners to and from the lagoon. 

Soon several thousand tourists were flocking to Playa 

Del Rey each weekend via Sherman’s renamed “Balloon 
Route.” Luncheon at the hotel was part of the package. 
Other attractions were added over the years, but gradually 
Abbott Kinney’s Venice (perhaps influenced by Sherman’s 
original plan) became more popular. Lack of funds, fire, 
and storms eventually wiped out the pier and the other 
attractions were eclipsed by Kinney’s Venice and amusement 
parks in Ocean Park. 

Playa del Rey’s unique feature was the Los Angeles 
Motordrome built in 1910. A wooden one-mile circular 
track, in its day it rivaled the Indianapolis Speedway. It was 
a project of Frank A. Garbutt and a syndicate of automobile 
racing enthusiasts.. Called the “pie pan” and made up of 
thousands of two by four inch boards, it was very fast and 
extremely dangerous. Barney Oldfield did a record ninety-
nine miles per hour on it soon after it opened. There were a 
number of fatalities over its three years of operation before 
the Motordrome was destroyed by fire in 1913.

Moses Wicks’ 1888 dream of a Ballona port finally 
died when the Army Corps of Engineers in 1916 declared 
the area too expensive to develop. But the 1920s saw much 
housing development and Loyola College (now Loyola-
Marymount University) relocated nearby in 1929. In the 
1950s, Wick’s vision refocused as a marina for small craft. 
In 1956, however, the County of Los Angeles and Congress 
came up with the funding to build Marina del Rey nearby; 
it was dedicated in 1965. The largest man-made small-craft 
harbor in the world, it includes a tiny park and hotels, 
homes, and multiple-unit dwellings with beach views—
echoing the original Playa del Rey proposal of 1902. 

30 years later, the Playa Vista development also echoed 
the original Playa del Rey proposal. Situated on the Howard 
Hughes industrial property north of the Marina, it was 
planned as a dense, high-rise complex resembling Century 
City. In the 1990s, after a compromise agreement with the 
local councilmember and much vigorous protest, it was 
created as a mixed-use development committed to energy 
efficiency, green environmental and marine preserves, 
low-density housing, creative businesses and a walking 
community. Playa Vista is just the latest iteration in the 
transformation of a 19th Century Mexican land grant 
from marsh and ranchlands to a gathering of desirable Los 
Angeles residential neighborhoods and technology hubs. ✪

Jan Loomis is the archivist for the Santa Monica Land and 
Water Company Archives. The archives contain correspondence, 
photos, business records, and ephemera related to the 
developments of the company. Loomis has written three books 
based on this material—Brentwood and Pacific Palisades 
(Images of America) and Westside Chronicles—Historic 
Stories of West Los Angeles. 

From Rancho Ballona, continued from page 4

Houses Built in Playa del Rey Development, ca 1908

Motordrome Playa del Rey 1910



6 Los Angeles City Historical Society  October 2016

California Hospital Bird’s Eye View 1905

California Hospital: 
129 Years in the Heart of Los Angeles

By Judith Thompson

This year marks California Hospital Medical Center’s 
129th year of caring for the health of Los Angeles. 
It’s seen the early pioneering days of the city, the 

boom in population and business in the first part of the 
20th century, two world wars, status as a celebrity hospital 
serving Hollywood stars, and the advent of high-tech 
medicine. Today, the striking red-tiled high-rise hospital 
supports great diversity and an 
underserved urban population 
from its location at the 
intersection of Venice Boulevard 
and Grand Avenue.

California Hospital was 
founded in 1887 in a small and 
unpretentious two-story brick 
building on 6th Street in Los 
Angeles (population 80,000 at 
that time) by Dr. Walter Lindley, 
an enterprising young man born 
in Indiana. Within a few years 
he gathered together twenty-
one fellow physicians, who 
each chipped in $1,000 to buy 
a plot of land on South Hope 
Street, where they built the first 
physician-owned hospital in 
the U.S. It opened for business 
at 1414 South Hope in 1898, 
and was an attractive four-story 
wood-framed structure with 
gables, corner cupolas, awnings 
over the windows, and a large well-landscaped garden 
facing 15th Street. It had 30 beds. The campus rapidly 
added three more buildings to house patients and facilities, 
employing the British-born architect John C. Austin, who 
also designed Griffith Observatory and many other iconic 
L.A. buildings.

A school of nursing, the California Hospital Training 
School for Nurses, was opened in 1898 and graduated 
its first class of four the next year. The nursing school 
closed in 1984, but nursing school grads and an instructor 
still work at the hospital. A brick apartment building 
now called the Villa Metropolitano, two doors north of 
California Hospital’s Emergency Department entrance on 
Hope Street, was originally the Metropolitan Hotel. In 

1944 it was acquired by the US government, was named 
Moore Hall, and housed US Cadet Nurse Corps students 
being trained by California Hospital for the needs of 
World War II. 

In 1916 an enterprising group of Lutherans of 
Scandinavian heritage from the American Midwest formed 
the Lutheran Hospital Society of Southern California, with 
the express purpose of “establishing hospitals, dispensaries 
and clinics.” The Society bought California Hospital in 

1921 and successfully operated it and several other L.A. 
and San Diego hospitals for the next 70 years.

The turn of the century brick and wood buildings 
proved inadequate for “modern” healthcare, and in 1926 
a new nine-story brick hospital was inaugurated at 1414 
South Hope Street on the site of the old buildings. The 
new hospital served Los Angeles well until the Northridge 
earthquake of 1994 damaged it to the extent that patients 
could no longer be housed there, and it was demolished 
in 2000. The current patient tower at 1401 South Grand 
Avenue was opened in 1987—Tibbitts Tower, named 
after a much-respected hospital administrator, Samuel J. 
Tibbitts.

continued on page 7
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California Hospital ca 1920’s

The hospital was acquired in 1998 by Catholic 
Health Care West, and in 2012 Catholic Healthcare West 
changed its name to Dignity Health. The name, according 
to the new leadership of the hospital chain, would better 
represent the goal of “showing respect for all people by 
providing excellent care and helping them lead healthy, 
meaningful lives.” Today, California Hospital Medical 
Center is one of Dignity Health’s network of 39 hospitals 
across three states. Twenty-two of these are Catholic-based 
facilities. 

California Hospital Medical Center is a general 
medical and surgical hospital with 318 beds. The most 

recent survey data show that over 80,000 patients visited 
the hospital’s emergency room; there were over 17,000 
patients treated; its physicians performed 3,454 inpatient 
and 3,355 outpatient surgeries. About 360-400 babies a 
month come into this world at the hospital. The hospital’s 
new Los Angeles Center for Women’s Health opened in 
February 2012 with comprehensive services including 
general check-ups, breast and gynecologic health, 
menopause and age management, wellness and prevention. 

For more than 20 years the Hope Street Family Center, 
now located in a new building on Venice Boulevard, has 
been an important part of California Hospital’s community 
programs, providing in-home and on-site educational, 
health wellness, behavioral health, developmental, and 

social services that support local children and families. 

Snippets from California Hospital’s history:
•  In 1910 the hospital was put in charge of setting up the 

first-ever emergency aviation hospital at the country’s 
first air meet, the Dominguez International Air Meet, 
at Dominquez Field south of Compton. It consisted of 
a small cottage on wheels equipped with an operating 
table, and an ambulance—a horse-drawn carriage—stood 
outside.

•  The first X-rays taken in Los Angeles were performed at 
California Hospital in 1889 by Dr. Albert Soiland with 
equipment he built himself at home. He was the founder 
of the Department of Radiology at USC’s School of 

Medicine, as well as the founder 
of the American College of 
Radiology.
•  In 1928 the cost of three days’ 

stay with dressings, pharmacy 
and extra diet charges was 
$16.45.

•  In 1932 and again in 1984 
California Hospital served as 
the official Olympic Games 
hospital when Los Angeles 
hosted the games.

•  A nine-story brick building 
belonging to California 
Hospital can still be found at 
1401 South Hope Street. It 
was completed in 1957, was 
home to medical and dental 
offices for years, and is now the 
Villa de la Esperanza affordable 
apartments. 

•  In 1944 the hospital attracted 
world-wide attention for its 
“Fathers’ Room,” equipped 

with a loudspeaker so dads could hear the first cries of 
their newborns. In 1956 babies’ first cries were broadcast 
and recorded in the delivery room and sent to the fathers’ 
waiting room. A phonograph record of the event was 
presented to the happy parents when leaving the hospital.

For more information about California Hospital’s 
history or to arrange a visit to their archives, please visit 
http://www.supportcaliforniahospital.org or email Susan.
Shum@DignityHealth.org. ✪
 
Judith Thompson, a volunteer and former CHMC Medical 
Librarian, originally wrote an earlier version of this essay for 
posting on the LACHS blog.

California Hospital, continued from page 6
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18th Annual LACHS Dinner and Awards

Our annual gala 
dinner and 
awards program 

will be held this year 
on Tuesday evening, 
November 15 in the 
hospitality center of Saint 
Sophia Greek Orthodox 
Church. Members are 
invited to tour the famed 
cathedral before dining in 
the Huffington Center, 
both located at 1324 S. 
Normandie Avenue, Los 
Angeles. Docent tours 
will include the library 
and museum as well as 
the cathedral. 
 
This years awardees include:
Pulitzer Prize Winner & 
Documentary Filmmaker Viet 
Thanh Nguyen who will receive 
the Miriam Matthews Award in 
recognition of his work at USC 
in American ethnicity studies 
as well as his debut novel, The 
Sympathizer, which received 
the 2016 Pulitzer Prize for 
Fiction; Betsy Kalin of Bluewater 
Media who will receive the J. 
Thomas Owen History Award 
for her production of East LA 
Interchange, which documents the fate of Boyle Heights as 
freeway construction wrecked havoc on its sense of place; 
and the volunteer docents of Las Angelitas will receive 

the David G. Cameron 
Preservation Award for 
preserving the history of 
downtown’s El Pueblo 
de Los Angeles for half a 
century.

Our guest speaker 
this year will be retired 
Los Angeles Times art 
writer Suzanne Muchnic, 
author of LACMA SO 
FAR: Portrait of a Museum 
in the Making, published 
by the Huntington 
Library, Art Collections 
and Botanical Gardens 
(2015). ✪

For reservations and additional information, please contact 
LACHS board member Claudine Ajeti at cajeti@aol.com 

Interior of St. Sophia Cathedral. 
Photos © Andy Romanoff, http://andyromanoff.zenfolio.com

Midde: Huffington Center 
Dining Room  

Left: Exterior, Huffington 
Center 
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lacityhistory.pastperfectonline.com Website Report

Every month we receive an updated report on the 
number of photo and image searches from Past 
Perfect, the company that hosts our online website. 

Here are some recent annual figures.
In 2014, there were 12,897 random searches. These 

were simply searches that clicked on random photos and 
data in the 650 images online. There were 1,685 specific 
researches using a keyword for streets, communities, etc. 
In descending order of number of searches: “Hollywood’’ 
led with 405 searches; remainder were 25 or less: 
“Downtown,’’ “Wilshire,’’ 
“Venice,’’ “Pasadena,’’ 
“Westwood,’’ “Sunset,’’ and 
“Echo Park.’’

In 2015 the number of 
searches dropped dramatically. 
There were only 3,207 random 
searches, and only 452 
keyword searches including 
the most popular, “Clinton 
Street,” with 126 search 
requests and “Hollywood’’ 
following with 110 requests. 
Others were less than 
30 including “Viaduct,’’ 
“Downtown,’’ “Venice,’’ 
“Tuesday,’’ “Westwood,’’ 
“Chinatown,’’ and “Wilshire.’’

In 2016 through May 
1 the number of searches 
continued to drop: 403 
random, and only 52 specific 
keyword searches.

A few surprises: No 
searches for “San Fernando 
Valley,’’ “Los Angeles River,’’ or “floods.’’ (“1938’’ would 
bring up dozens of historic flood photos). It’s possible 
that some people don’t understand fully how to search for 
communities or events that have more than one word: 
such a request requires quotation marks before and after 
first and last word. Even so, a simple search for “bridge’’ 
or “viaduct’’ brings up 276 photo images and historical 
data for bridges throughout Los Angeles, construction, and 
occasional destruction. Just requesting a date, “1928,’’ for 
example, brings up 275 images from throughout the city. 
“Landslide’’ is a good search term for 1937 in Elysian Park, 
when 1,500,000 tons of loose rock and dirt suddenly fell 
on Riverside Drive and destroyed the bridge and roadway. 

Here are a few of the more interesting photos available 

that were not searched by keyword: “Flood’’ would bring 
up 83 images and historic information for flooding 
throughout Southern California. “Los Angeles River” 
would bring up 112 photos including bridges and the 
river: A search of bridges would bring up 256 different 
images throughout the city, from the San Fernando Valley 
to downtown Los Angeles. A search of “Pacific Coast 
Highway” would bring up a few rare photos of “Malibu 
Road,” built in 1929 over the objections and lawsuits of 
the Rindge family that attempted to prevent any public 

access over, by, and through their Malibu land. “Malibu 
Road’’ became the “Roosevelt Highway that eventually 
became “Pacific Coast Highway.’’

Searches for “Los Angeles River” or “San Fernando 
Valley” or “Los Feliz” or “Silver Lake,” “Echo Park,” would 
bring up dozens of new images showing historic flooding, 
old buildings, homes, etc. “Arroyo Seco” would produce 
photos from early 1900s, and the construction of the 
Arroyo Seco Parkway (Pasadena Freeway)

There are now 665 images on our photo website: 
lacityhistory.pastperfectonline.com with new search terms 
added as well. We hope you enjoy browsing through them. 
✪
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BOOK 
REVIEW

HELEN MILLER BAILEY: The Pioneer Educator and 
Renaissance Woman Who Shaped Chicano(a) Leaders, 
by Rita Joiner Soza. Xlibris, 2014. 322 pp. Illustrations, Notes, 
Index. Hardbound, $34.99.

By Diane Kanner, Board Member

The efforts of an Anglo college instructor to 
open the eyes of her mid 20th century Mexican 
American students to the riches of their Latin 

American culture might have gone undocumented if one 
of the instructor’s followers had not decided to write the 
professor’s biography. Self-published and much more an 
appreciation than an impartial effort, this book, by an 
LACHS member, nonetheless provides significant insight 
into the coming of age of an East LA movement that went 
national. 

Chicano Studies courses at UCSB and elsewhere were 
touted as being ahead of the game in the 1960’s, yet Helen 
Miller Bailey had been conducting them at a junior college 
in East LA since its doors were opened in 1945, and before 
that, at eastside high schools. “Helen Miller Bailey labored 
to level the playing field of educational opportunity for 
East Los Angeles students,” Soza writes. “Hers was not a 
statewide initiative or No Child Left Behind-type federal 
program. The Civil Rights Act, Affirmative Action, and 
the LA Walkouts of 1968 (seeking equal education for all 
students) came about well after she had immersed herself 
in Mexican culture and began to transform the hard clay 
soil of East Los Angeles to fertile ground for studying and 
preparing for lives of service.”

Raised in Modesto, and educated at UC Berkeley and 
USC, Bailey was an avid traveler who picked up an interest 
in Latin culture along the way, then employed film from 
her travels in classroom 
lessons. Fifty of the 
films were donated 
to East Los Angeles 
College’s Vincent Price 
Museum upon Bailey’s 
death in 1976, and later 
archived at USCwww.
uschefnerarchive.com/
project/baileyfilms.

She married in 
Los Angeles in 1932 
and together with 
her husband became 
involved with social 
justice issues initially 

at a downtown 
Methodist settlement 
house. In a foreword 
by the Chancellor 
of the Los Angeles 
Community College 
District, Dr. Francisco 
C. Rodriguez, one 
finds the salient reason 
Bailey became such 
a folk hero in the eastside community. “Access to higher 
education and the opportunity that followed was the door 
to personal discovery and professional exploration,” he 
writes of his life journey, a journey like that of Bailey’s 
students, “and to renewed hope that was counter to the 
generations of poverty and isolation that my family and my 
ancestors unselfishly endured.” 

The campus of East Los Angeles College (ELAC) is 
located in Monterey Park, east of the 710 Freeway between 
the 10 and 60 Freeways and serves 66,000 students each 
year. The second oldest of the area’s nine community 
colleges, its alums, and Bailey admirers, include political 
figures Art Torres, Richard Alatorre, Lou Moret, and Gloria 
Molina. Dr. Julian Nava, history professor emeritus at 
CSUN, served as one of many sources for the biography. 
Bailey’s legend lives on at ELAC in the library, named 
in her honor. Molina, like classmates, called her teacher 
“Doc.” “Because I was a shy young woman at the time,” 
Molina told the author, “Doc’s energetic spirit, positive 

attitude, and eye contact 
were really great models 
of professional presence 
for me. I have never 
met another professor 
like her since. Helen 
Miller Bailey served as a 
type of role model few 
of us had in our lives. 
She was a woman of 
the world with such a 
commanding presence. 
She made you want to 
be somebody.” ✪

Rita Joiner SozaHelen Miller Bailey
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BOOK 
REVIEW

THE ART OF WEALTH: The Huntingtons in the Gilded 
Age, by Shelly Bennett. San Marino: Huntington Library, 
Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens, 2013. 350 pp. 
Hardbound, Illustrations b/w and color, Notes, Index and 
Bibliography. Hardbound, $40.00. 

By Marc Haefele

She was a winsome teen who blew into post-Civil War 
New York with a tin-horn gambler on the run from 
the law. Soon, she was pregnant and writing to one 

of the richest men in America, “Dear Mr. Huntington, 
I am so worried I don’t know what to do.” Yes, that Mr. 
Huntington.

It’s a story never before told in full, in The Art of 
Wealth, Shelley Bennett’s spectacular new quadruple 
biography of Arabella, Collis, Henry and Archer 
Huntington, a fierce family foursome that gave the 
Southland the Red Car lines and its most venerated 
museum, and America two of its greatest fortunes.

Collis Huntington, a former Sacramento storekeeper 
who became top executive of America’s transcontinental 
railroad, knew just what to do. He never denied he was 
father of Arabella Yarrington’s little boy Archer, but just 
how the married robber baron became such has never been 
disclosed, according to “The Art of Wealth.” 

Huntington pulled Arabella and son Archer from her 
off-Bowery hovel and put them in a house of her own on 
Lexington Avenue. Thus began her 30-year rise to Gilded 
Age aristocrat that left her official portrait glowering down 
through tinted pince-nez at visitors to the Huntington 
Library in San Marino.

When his wife, Elizabeth, died in 1884, Arabella 
married Collis and moved in with him — after a courtship 
of 16 years. But Bennett insists she was never a kept 
woman. “She was a shrewd investor,” she told me.

“When she borrowed from Collis, she paid him back,” 
Bennett added. By the time the two got hitched, she’d 
made the equivalent of more than $6 million hustling 
Manhattan real estate. She had her own mansion on New 
York’s West 54th Street, which she sold to none other 
than John D. Rockefeller (it’s now the MOMA sculpture 
garden).

The pair became formidable collectors of great art: 
They could afford virtually anything when much of 
Europe’s art was for sale. They built themselves a Fifth 
Avenue palace, where Tiffany’s stands now, and bought a 
mansion on San Francisco’s Nob Hill. They commuted 
between the coasts and filled both homes with art they 
bought in Europe.

This is not 
the book to read 
if you’d like to 
learn how Collis 
Huntington’s 
railroad became 
notorious in 
California as The 
Octopus. Bennett 
acknowledges Collis was a notorious robber baron, but 
notes that he was also a passionate progressive on issues like 
the abolition of slavery and the education of black people 
(he was a supporter of Tuskegee Institute), and he opposed 
Asian exclusion laws. Booker T. Washington was a major 
admirer of the elder Huntington, who, toward the end of 
his life, became involved with the Metropolitan Museum 
where many of his paintings now hang.

After Collis died, Arabella married—wait for this—his 
nephew, Henry. They had much in common besides a last 
name. They were the same age, for one thing. (Collis had 
been almost 30 years older than Arabella.) But they also 
shared a love of art and great means to acquire.

It’s after Henry Huntington that Huntington Drive, 
Huntington Beach and Huntington Park are named. He 
created not only the venerated Red Car system, but also 
the communities that it served from Ontario to Orange 
County. As historian Reyner Banham noted, Henry really 
invented Greater Los Angeles.

As Arabella went on collecting, Henry bought 800 
acres of San Marino and built his library, plus a bower 
for his bride that became the Huntington Library, Art 
Collections and Botanical Gardens, long one of the 
Southland’s foremost showplaces of fine art. 

Bennett says her book, the consummation of her 31-
year career at the Huntington, stems from her finding a 
cornucopia of Huntingtonia in son Archer’s own museum, 
the Hispanic Society in New York. It’s a six-year labor of 
love, with a wealth of reproduced masterpieces and family 
photos. It leaves her only one unanswered question: “I’d 
like to see a DNA test to prove that Archer is really Collis 
Huntington’s son.” ✪

 
This review originally aired on KPCC’s “Off Ramp” June 19, 
2013.
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BOOK 
REVIEW

TERMINAL ISLAND: Lost Communities of Los Angeles 
Harbor, by Naomi Hirahara and Geraldine Knatz.  
Los Angeles: Angel City Press, 2015. 288 pp. Illustrations, 
Bibliography, Index. Paperbound, $35.00.

Review by Abraham Hoffman

Pick up a book on Los Angeles history and you might 
find mention of Dead Man’s Island, the big rock 
in San Pedro Harbor that was demolished in 1929. 

That brief mention tells little of the people who lived in the 
Harbor area, visited the island, or resided on its conjoined 
neighbor, Rattlesnake Island. There is good reason why 
Naomi Hirahara and Geraldine Knatz have subtitled 
their book “Lost Communities of Los Angeles Harbor.” 
Rattlesnake Island became Terminal Island when a railroad 
ended there and, presumably, all the rattlesnakes were 
killed.

The authors trace the history of the two islands from 
Native inhabitants through World War II. As the economy 
and population of the area grew, the islands attracted 
a mixed bag of transients, Bohemians, and well-to-do 
businessmen and their families. Working-class people, 
making their living as fishermen, lived in East San Pedro 
at the south end of Terminal Island. Wealthy people built 
vacation resorts and summer homes on the island. As 
commerce and industry developed around the harbor, 
Japanese immigrants arrived at Terminal Island to work 
as fishermen or in the canneries that processed tuna and 
albacore into little round cans.

Hirahara and Knatz neatly divided their work into two 
parts. Knatz traces the early history of the communities 
through the 1920s, telling of the squatters on Terminal 
Island, the tourists and vacationists, and the growth of 
industry. Hirahara continues the story by recounting the 
lives of the Japanese 
who made Terminal 
Island their home. She 
describes the dual—and 
at times contrasting—
culture of Nisei 
children growing up 
American with Japanese 
traditions. Making 
their living largely by 
commercial fishing, 
the Japanese families 
endured discriminatory 
laws but also lived in 
harmony with Italian, 

Mexican, and 
other working-
class people on the 
island.

World War II 
effectively ended 
community life on 
Terminal Island. The FBI considered Japanese as possible 
spies, then proved it by confiscating radios, cameras, and 
other personal possessions—as if white people owning such 
items were exempt from such accusations. Entire families 
were shipped out on short notice to Manzanar and other 
concentration camps. Buildings were torn down. However, 
the book ends on a positive note: descendants of the 
families, calling themselves the Terminal Islanders, hold 
reunions. And the federal government eventually (in the 
1980s, more than four decades after the fact) apologized 
for the forced evacuation and paid reparations to the 
surviving people who had been deprived of homes and 
livelihood.

As important as the text of the authors are the dozens 
of historic photographs that illustrate the book and the 
outstanding job of integrating the pictures with the 
narrative. It’s highly unlikely that very many people will 
be familiar with the photographs, taken from the archives 
of the Autry National Center, the California Historical 
Society, the Los Angeles Harbor College Library, and other 
sources. The pictures, including many personal ones of 
island residents, bring to life the lost communities and 
enable readers, admittedly vicariously, to connect with a 

part of Los Angeles 
Harbor history. That 
part may be lost, but 
thanks to this book, it 
isn’t forgotten. ✪

Abraham Hoffman 
teaches history at Los 
Angeles Valley College 
and is a frequent 
contributor to our 
newsletter.
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Rockhaven—Waiting for a Future 
By Kay Tornborg

If you somehow missed the Saturday, June 18th, 
LACHS tour of Rockhaven, hurry on over and at 
least drive by and then send your $15 (a bargain!) to 

support the Friends of Rockhaven. ``Precarious’’ is the 
word that comes to mind regarding the historic  mental 
health complex’s future.

Rockhaven is the last survivor of the more than 20 
sanitariums that were built in the Crescenta Valley (now 
Glendale). The site address  is actual address Verdugo City, 
a.k.a. Honolulu Blvd. Rockhaven is on a nondescript 
stretch of street that leads west from the cozy village of 
Montrose. Rockhaven is even cozier, but desperately 
in need of the community interest and political will to 
preserve it.

There was a time, in the 1870s, when people traveled 
to “health resorts” in 
the Crescenta Valley to 
enjoy the healthiest air in 
Southern California. The 
Rockhaven founder, Agnes 
Richards, traveled from 
the mid-west following 
the early death of her 
husband, and worked as 
a nurse in Patton State 
Hospital (San Bernardino) 
and Los Angeles County 
Hospital, where she earned 
her RN degree.

Appalled at the 
treatment of mental patients at this time, especially 
women, she purchased a little rock house in Verdugo City 

and began with 6 patients in a setting run by women, 
for women. Her methods of dignified treatment in 
homelike settings was a growing success and, by the 1930s 

she started acquiring 
neighboring buildings and 
even built some, designed 
by local contractors, 
the Prescott Brothers, 
in the Spanish Colonial 
revival style so popular in 
Glendale at that time.

After 30 fulfilling 
years, Agnes Richards was 
ready to turn over the 
reins to her granddaughter, 
Patricia Traviss. Together 
they hired Ivan Cole, a 
talented and well-trained 

gardener who transformed the gardens of the 3.5 acre site 
into a utopia of flowers and foliage

By 2001, Patricia had been at the helm for 50 years 
and sold the site to the Ararat Company, which was unable 
to turn the buildings into a modern facility. It was closed 
after their announced intention of leveling the site and 
building a modern structure.

The Rockhaven brochure (which I thank for the above 
information) says the City of Glendale stepped in in 2008 
and “rescued this gem.” After that one sentence there is no 
mention of anything but hope...hope that the community 
can come together, hope that a park will be created, 
hope that the beautiful pathways and old trees, wrought 
iron railings and cozy buildings can be re-purposed into 
a cultural oasis that the community can enjoy into the 
future. ✪

Gates to Rockhaven

LACHS members enjoying the tour.

Rockhaven Private Room
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A Contest for Our Members

Although City Archivist Michael Holland and LACHS President Todd Gaydowski are ineligible for this 
contest, the first person to properly identify all four photos will receive a copy of The Art of Wealth: The 

Huntingtons in the Gilded Age by Shelley M. Bennett, or a First Edition of The Jealous Kind by Edgar Award 
winning author, James Lee Burke. All photos are on our lacityhistory.pastperfect.com website. Entries should be 
sent to lacityhistory@gmail.com.

1 3

2 4



October 2016 Los Angeles City Historical Society 15

Back by Popular Demand! • Sunday, October 2, 2016 • 2 to 4 p.m.
Encore Presentation: “This is L.A.” • Speaker: City Archivist Michael Holland

 
Los Angeles Central Library • Mark Taper Auditorium – 2nd floor • 630 W. 5th St. • Los Angeles, CA 90071

 
Re-edited version of our 3rd Marie Northrop lecture from June 5 featuring newly digitized 
footage from the city archives. The presentation was such a runaway hit that many had to be 
turned away at the door because every seat in the auditorium was taken. Our new and im-
proved version of the lecture is offered for all who missed it the first time — or would like to see 
it again.
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