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  W. I. Gilbert: A canny defense attorney and friend to the stars, celebrated for his courtroom stunts.


  Joseph Ford: A veteran prosecutor and founder of the law school at Loyola Marymount University.


  Lincoln Steffens: Author of The Shame of the Cities, classic muckraking account of urban American graft, and a
  mentor to Leslie White.
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  The Mystery Is Announced


  CHARLIE CRAWFORD AND EDITOR SLAIN! screamed the headline in the Los Angeles Illustrated Daily News. The date was Thursday, March 20,
  1931. At about 4:30 P.M. the previous afternoon the fifty-four-year-old Crawford, nicknamed The Gray Wolf because of the silvery-gray
  hair that waved and curled across his head, had been gunned down in his office on Sunset Boulevard. Also killed was Herbert Spencer, a veteran journalist whod been with Crawford in the room.
  EX-BOSS FALLS TO LONG-FEARED GUNMAN BULLET, the News went on. Crawford, kingpin politician, lived until 8:32 P.M. last
  night, a little more than four hours after the shooting. He died without revealing the identity of his assailant, according to detectives . . .


  Crawford had been, and many believed he still was, a boss, a key player in what was known as The System, a low-profile but all-powerful syndicate that ran the
  gambling, prostitution, and bootlegging rackets in Los Angeles. He was the most feared and dictatorial power in the city, its behind-the-scenes czar, wrote Beverly Davis, who ran an
  upscale brothel for Crawford. You could get away with murder under his wing. This was L.A.s brand of gangsterism: Crawford used officers of the Los Angeles Police Department to
  collect the take from the underworld captains. He worked behind the scenes with Kent Kane Parrot, a fixer whod had George Cryer, the mayor of Los Angeles from 192129, pretty much in
  his pocket. It was a discreet yet effective arrangement that had been in place since Crawford and Parrot contrived to get Cryer elected. As far as the rackets were concerned, L.A. had been a closed
  town ever since, locked down by Crawford and The System. It was the most lucrative, the most efficient, and the best-entrenched graft operation in the country, News city editor
  Matt Weinstock wrote later. Now somebody was monkeying with that operation, trying to destroy it perhaps, or take it over.


  Racketeer bullets declared open warfare in the Los Angeles underworld yesterday, said the L.A. Examiner. MAN HUNT ON! An announcement went out over the newly
  perfected LAPD radio system: Wanted for murderan American, about six feet tall, weighing between 150 and 175 pounds, and between 35 and 40 years of age. Hair, brown. A small black
  moustache. Dressed in neat blue suit and wearing sailor straw hat.


  Was this the killer? It seemed so.


  The political structure rocked precariously while everybody tried to imagine who could have fired the fatal shots, wrote Leslie White, a young detective working in the
  investigative unit of the District Attorneys office. For White, the case had a particular significance, a poignancy almost. Hed met Charlie Crawford several times and had liked him.
  Despite the unanimous opinion that the murder of Crawford was a piece of civic betterment, I felt a pang, White wrote. Would his death improve the city in any way? I doubted
  it. A new boss might be less efficiently corrupt. The King was deadbut who would seek the throne?


  White worked downtown, in the Hall of Justice, a new building opposite the even newer white tower of City Hall. On that morning after the shootings, White was in his small cubbyhole of an
  office, talking with colleagues, trying to figure out who could have pulled the trigger when his boss, Blayney Matthews, the burly and genial head of the D.A.s investigative unit, came in
  with the news.


  Were looking for Dave Clark, Matthews said.


  Leslie White blinkedunable, for a moment, to believe his ears. Our Dave Clark, he said.


  Thats right, Matthews said, and White rocked back in his chair. Dave Clarkknown to the press as Debonair Dave or Handsome Davewas a
  crusading litigator and former assistant district attorney who was now running for judge. He was a war hero with matinee-idol looks. He was, moreover, Leslie Whites friend.


  Had the chief suddenly accused me of the crime, I couldnt have been more astounded, White wrote.


  Sorry to see Dave Clarks name in any way connected with this sensational crime, White hoped for the best, believing that at any moment Clark would arrive at the Hall of Justice and clear
  his name. But hours went by and nothing happened, and White himself became involved in the unavailing search for the suspect. Dave Clark had vanished, nowhere to be found.


  A great crime saga had been set in motion, with toothsome details that Raymond Chandlerwho, at the time, was an executive in L.A.s oil businesswould soon
  feed directly into one of his very first works of fiction, the short story Spanish Blood. Chandler, when he turned to writing, wrote what he knew, and he knew Los Angelesnot
  just its map and climates, but its history of corruption and violence. Like James M. Cain, Horace McCoy, and others who wrote in and about L.A. during the years of the Great Depression, Chandler
  drew material from the headlines and bullet-prose of the tabloids. True crime tells the story of how L.A. got hardboiled and noir.


  Flash back to 1910, when the population of Los Angeles was 310,000 or thereabouts, many of them Spanish-speaking. There were more cows than people, says the writer and historian D.
  J. Waldie, and he might not have been joking. Ten years later, in 1920, the population was 576,000. By 1930 the figure would rise to 1,250,000, and L.A. Countywhich gathers together various
  unincorporated cities, including Santa Monica, Beverly Hills, Venice, and Culver City, as well as the city of L.A. itselfwould be home to almost 2.5 million souls.


  Throughout this astonishing period, L.A. was the fastest-growing city in the world. In America only San Francisco had ever grown so fast, during the years of the Gold Rush following 1849. But by
  the 1920s, San Franciscos boom was long done. New York, Boston, and even Chicago had never known an explosion like the one that was happening in L.A. Every working day throughout the 1920s,
  builders started more than fifty new homes. Each week a new hotel went up. The year 1923 alone saw the construction of 800 office buildings, 400 industrial buildings, 150 schools, 130 warehouses,
  700 apartment buildings, and more than 25,000 single dwellings. Property prices doubled, tripled, quadrupled, eventually rising sixfold through the decade. The city began to spread, amoeba-like, in
  search of its suburbs, although in those days L.A. still meant downtown, thriving with business and residences. In 1923 a Saturday Evening Post article about the boom ran a photo showing the
  district, chockablock with office buildings, all about twelve to fifteen stories tall, as high as the earthquake regulations would then allow. Most of these buildings are less than a year
  old, said the caption.


  L.A. was a civilization that will not need to hang its head when the Athens of Pericles is mentioned, wrote the New Republic in 1927when L.A. seemed like a strapping
  youth, foolish and violent at times, bursting out of its skin with exuberance. Within a few years the New Republics pronouncement would seem bizarre and deluded. By 1931 the
  depression gripped California. Capitalism was in crisis and people no longer spoke of L.A. as a utopia with the added luxury of a voluptuous climate. Rather, for a while the whole social fabric was
  stretched and tattered and in danger of being torn in two. L.A. still had the sunshine, but it could be a lonely and hellish placerife with crime, riddled by corruption, and drained of civic
  and moral purpose. Banks failed, thousands of businesses went to the wall, foreclosures hit epidemic proportions, and empty lots awaited the rush of investment that had until recently seemed so
  certain. People blew their brains out, gassed themselves, hanged themselves, took pills and poison, slit their wrists, or walked into the ocean. Southern California became Americas suicide
  capital, an amazing phenomenon on which Edmund Wilson would report for the New Republic, driven to revise its previous optimism. In 1931 alone there were over 750 suicides in L.A.; so many
  threw themselves from the handsome Colorado Street Bridge crossing the Arroyo Seco Canyon in Pasadena that the city first appointed a special police detail to guard the bridge and, when that
  didnt work, erected high fences of barbed wire to stop people from jumping which remain to this day.


  In its early days, L.A. attracted lower middle-class and middle middle-class retirees from the American Midwest, people drawn to the life of relaxed ease promoted in the booster ads of
  L.A.s Chamber of Commerce. A further growth spurt came with the development of an industrial base in the 1920s. At the same time the recently arrived movie business began to attract a
  different sort of young personattractive, ambitious, driven. One could argue that L.A. needed and invented Hollywood in order to provide itself with a different demographic and to achieve
  maturity. Then yet another element was thrown into the mix. After 1929 the character of immigration changed again as the roads into California filled with the armies of the indigent and the
  unemployed, riding in battered jalopies or hitchhiking. At the height of the Depression 1,500 arrived daily, many of them boys, said The Nation, who beat their way out on freight
  trains and are in danger of becoming hopeless tramps or criminals.


  In this defeated atmosphere, the expressionless blue of the sky and the unchanging rhythm of perfect days that followed each other one after the other added to the melancholy. Outside the
  bright gardens had a haunted look, as though wild eyes were watching me from behind the bushes, as though the sunshine itself had a mysterious something in the light, wrote Raymond
  Chandler.


  Cities have characters, pathologies that can make or destroy or infect you, states of mind that run through daily life as surely as a fault line. Chandlers mysterious
  something was a mood of disenchantment, an intense spiritual malaise that identified itself with Los Angeles at a particular time, what we call noir. On the one hand noir is a narrow film
  genre, born in Hollywood in the late 1930s when a European visual style, the twisted perspectives and stark chiaroscuros of German Expressionism, met an American literary idiom. This fruitful
  comingling gave birth to movies like Double Indemnity, directed by Vienna-born Billy Wilder and scripted by Raymond Chandler from a James M. Cain novella. The themesmurderous sex and
  the cool, intricate amorality of moneyrose directly from the psychic mulch of Southern California.


  But L.A. is a city of big dreams and cruelly inevitable disappointments where noir is more than just a slice of cinema history; its a counter-tradition, the dark lens through which the
  booster myths came to be viewed, a disillusion that shadows even the best of times, an alienation that assails the senses like the harsh glitter of mica in the sidewalk on a pitiless Santa Ana day.
  Noirin this sense a perspective on history and often a substitute for itwas born when the Roaring Twenties blew themselves out and hard times rushed in; it crystallized real-life
  events and the writhing collapse of the national economy before finding its interpreters in writers like Raymond Chandler.


  In this book I evoke the time when Los Angeles came of age and found a defining tone. Many peoplesome famous, others notwill feature in an urban mosaic in which everything and
  everybody seems to be connected, and, in one way or another, is corrupt, is seeking corruption, or is trying to escape it. But, for me, the story belongs most prominently to two very different
  young men, both long dead and largely forgotten: Leslie T. White and David H. Clark. White, as weve seen, was for a while a D.A.s investigator. In time he, like Raymond Chandler,
  would transform himself into a writer. For Clark, the veteran from WWI and high-flying attorney, the future would be very different. White, who was small and slight and peered at the world through
  horn-rimmed spectacles, proved himself undauntable. The tall and suave Clark, with his movie star looks and his huge promise, went wrong in a most spectacular way. These contrasting trajectories
  have much to say about Los Angeles, and maybe about America. The two men are symbols of light and dark, linked emblems in a citys scandalous process of becoming.
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  Dam Disaster


  In 1928 the boom ran full tilt and the leaks in L.A.s destiny had yet to appear. Nobody guessed yet that depression and a haunted future
  were around the corner, waiting to wash bright hope away. Leslie White was living in Ventura, about fifty miles north of the city. He was in his mid-twenties, recently married, and had his own
  photography business. Murder, and indeed Los Angeles itself, were far from his mind.


  Ventura had a population of fewer than 15,000. It had a Main Street, a courthouse, one of the original Spanish missions, and two small newspapers. On an average afternoon, its air was thick with
  the smell of citrus. But this country town was being transformed by oil fields that had been discovered nearby. Several of these gushers had been brought in by Ralph Lloyd in partnership with
  Joseph Dabney, the former a friend of Raymond Chandlers and the latter who happened to be his boss in 1928. The existence of these Ventura fields, and a dispute concerning revenues from
  them, would be of great and surprising significance for Chandlers career as a writer. But that was in the future.


  Leslie White came to Ventura in 1922. Born on May 12, 1903, hed been raised in Canadain Ottawa, Ontario. His father died when he was seven years old; his mother and aunts, strict
  Methodists, took the young boy to church three times a week, doing their best to point him in the ways of the Lord. He left school at fifteen, prone to ill health, and with an earnest and highly
  moral worldview. In Northern Canada he worked in a lumber mill and as a railroad fireman. He claimed, too, that hed tried his hand as a prizefighter and traveled with a carnival. Certainly
  he loved adventure, and all his life he would be restless, searching for the next interest. On arrival in Ventura he secured a job as a park ranger, saying he knew how to ride though hed
  never been on a horse. Mounting for the first time, he slipped and fell, breaking a collar bone. After he recovered, he went back to work, protecting land that had been bought for rich hunters. He
  became a deputy sheriff, despite admitting that what he knew of the law was gleaned from Conan Doyle and motion pictures. His superiors called him The Kid. He was touchy
  about his physique and youth, and he had a firecracker temper. Once he arrested a man for having carnal relations with a cow. On the lonely fog-swept promontory of Point Magu, he watched rumrunners
  armed with machine-guns bringing their crates of bootleg booze ashore. Gung ho, he was about to steam in to make some arrests when his superior warned him off, pointing out that the trucks into
  which the rumrunners were loading their stuff were driven and guarded by cops from the LAPD. This early brush acquainted White with how things worked in the big bad city where, as he would later
  write, brains and money, or, better still, a combination of both, could sabotage the machinery of justice at will.


  White shifted jobs frequently. The 1926 Ventura County directory lists him as a driver for Shell Oil and has him living on Poli Street, close to the courthouse. By 1928, however, he was married
  to Thelma, his first wife, and had opened the Leslie White Studio on Main Street. He loved gadgets and machines and had transformed himself into a photographer. He made portraits, or pictures of
  weddings and christenings, and did fingerprint and identification work for Venturas newly inaugurated police force. His business did well. A wall-sized blowup of one of his street scenes is
  still featured in the main Ventura library. He was also learning to fly and was a fan of Clara Bow, whose film Red Hair finally reached Ventura in March 1928. White was a member of the
  Chamber of Commerce, the Rotary Club, and the Breakfast Club (at one meeting of which he caused a rumpus by releasing, as a prank, a tame circus lion!).


  Leslie White was a success, and if truth be told, more than a little bored; but that was about to change.


  At three minutes before midnight on March 12, 1928, in Los Angeles County, near the Ventura County line, an abutment to the St. Francis Dam gave way. Twelve billion gallons of
  retained water stirred into life. At that moment a motorcyclist happened to be riding along the road at the reservoirs edge; he said the area of water, covering 38,000 acres and more than
  three and a half miles, appeared to grow still and shiver.


  The water began to move, ripping through first one side of the dam and then the other, leaving only the dams central section, a 200-foot-high hunk of concrete that lurched forward but
  nonetheless was left standing like an ugly tooth. On either side, a liquid avalanche was released, shaking the walls of the San Francisquito Canyon with a noise that was a monster in the
  night, roaring like a tornado. Seventy families, mostly Mexican fruit pickers, lived immediately below the dam. They stood no chance.


  Fifty miles to the south, the lights of Los Angeles flickered. For a few seconds, the entire city fell into darkness.


  A power station lay a mile and a half from the foot of the dam. The wall of water took about five minutes to get there. This was not the express train portrayed by pulp writers, but the
  generated destructive horsepower was impossible to visualize, wrote historian Charles Outland. With a depth varying from 100140 feet for the first few miles, nothing could
  withstand the violence of the flood wave. Huge pieces of the dam, some weighing 10,000 tons, were washed down the canyon. The massive power station was crushed as easily as an eggshell.


  Drawn by gravity, thundering forward at an initial speed of twenty miles per hour, the flood reached the end of the canyon, slammed against the walls of the Santa Clara Valley, and kicked
  sharply to the right, creating a swirling funnel of water that completely erased the village of Castaic Junction, wiping it clean as a slate. At Castaic there was nothing left to indicate
  that any habitation ever existed there, reported the Santa Paula Chronicle in an extra edition later that day. Where the McIntyre service station, restaurant,
  garage, and camp buildings stood there is nothing but acres of mud and debris, in places 15 feet deep.


  A tent city of construction workers, next in the way, was nearly obliterated. A few lucky men found themselves in tents snapped tightly shut that acted like balloons, floating on the flood. The
  water was now seventy feet high and bearing mangled bodies, trees, homes, and debris as it crossed into Ventura County, plowing toward the sea. Hundred-ton blocks of concrete rode the water like
  corks.


  Ahead lay the towns and villages of Piru, Fillmore, Bardsdale, and Santa Paula, where people were just becoming aware of the disaster about to engulf them. Police sirens sounded and residents
  were told to flee to the hills. Telephone operatorsHello Girls, the Santa Paula Chronicle dubbed themstuck to their posts in Santa Paula and
  Fillmore, making call after call while the flood came closer.


  Other tales of heroism, tragedy, and random luck took shape. George Bassolo of Fillmore drowned when the wave hit his car as he attempted to cross a bridge. A passenger, whose name was
  unknown, escaped when he was thrown free of the car and washed up in an orange tree, reported the Santa Paula Chronicle. The Coffers, from Piru, were caught unawares as they slept.
  Mrs. Coffer drowned when her ship bed tipped over after banging into a tree stump, while her husband and son were saved. The four members of the Gordon Cummings family of Bardsdale got onto the
  roof of their house. The roof was torn away, but they floated on it like a raftthinking for a few giddy, terrified minutes that they would surviveuntil the roof hit debris and broke
  up, drowning them all. Another rancher blew a hole in the roof of his home with a shotgun, and while he was pushing his children out onto the roof, the entire house swirled away, bearing them all
  to unlikely safety.


  Some who spoke only Spanish didnt understand the warnings theyd been given. Instead of fleeing they gathered on the long steel bridge spanning the Santa Clara River between
  Bardsdale and Fillmore. Perhaps they thought theyd be safe, or maybe they wanted to see what was happening. The bridge was torn from its foundations and hurled hundreds of feet when the
  water hit. One woman surfed the flood with her three children, floating on a mattress until it snagged on a tree and they were saved. A Mexican farmer raced in his truck ahead of the onrushing
  waters, taking many to safetyuntil he made one trip too many and his truck washed away and he drowned. One survivor lost his mind and was found wandering in the hills, naked, two days later.
  Highway patrolman Thornton Edwards was the nights Paul Revere, speeding up and down the valley in the dark to warn people.


  The flood passed Santa Paula at 3:30 A.M. and surged toward the Pacific beyond Mantalvo. Back upstream, the St. Francis Reservoir had almost
  completely emptied itself, leaving a wet carpet of oozy mud, shimmering beneath the light of an aging moon.


  Nobody knows how many people died as a result of the failure of the St. Francis. The Santa Paula Chronicle reported at first that more than a thousand people lost their lives, along with
  tens of thousands of animals. These days historians reckon the human loss anywhere between 400 and 700. Many bodies were never found.


  Never in the history of America has there been a disaster more tragic, nor one which came so quickly or brutally, was the conclusion of a later Joint Citizens Report. The
  invincible wall of water, possessed it seemed of some malicious devil, struck without warning, in the dark of night, trapping scores of families asleep without means or hope of escape.


  Behind the tragedy lay politics, human error, and, accused the Santa Paula Chronicle, the actions of a foreign and selfish water boardthe Los
  Angeles Department of Water and Power (DWP). The dam should never have been built. Cracks had appeared along its surface months before, prompting locals, anxious about the muddy brown water seeping
  through the abutment, to resort to gallows humor. Ill see you soon, theyd say, unless she gives.


  On the afternoon of March 12 the dams architect, William Mulholland, the DWPs famed chief engineer, came out from the city to inspect the leaks. Mulholland had built the dam to
  provide Los Angeles with a years worth of backup water supply, because people were dynamiting the titanic aqueduct system hed built to bring water to the city from the Owens River
  Valley, some 300 miles away on the eastern side of the Sierra Nevada. Los Angeles had grownand was continuing to grow, at ever greater speedout of desert land, and its existence
  depended on any deserts most precious resource: water. Mulholland had completed his aqueduct in 1913. He turned on a gushing spigot, pointed to the water, and in a laconic and legendary
  pronouncement, said: There it is. Take it. Farmers in the Owens River Valley, cheated of their water and livelihoods, had been angry ever since. Some sabotaged the aqueduct: there
  was, in effect, a war over water. To make matters worse, Los Angeles was enduring a cycle of droughthence the need for additional supply, a reservoir or dam. Mulholland spurned other,
  perhaps more favorable, sites and opted instead for the San Francisquito Canyon. He was an arrogant and brilliant man; his drive and vision helped invent L.A. Perhaps he believed himself
  infallible. He began building the St. Francis Dam in 1924, finished it three years later, and at the end of his inspection on March 12, 1928, pronounced it safe and sound.


  Only a few hours later, catastrophe struck. At first Mulholland blamed saboteurs, then shouldered the blame himself. People who knew him said his face aged twenty years. Apparently we
  overlooked something, Mulholland would tell a coroner. Its very hard for me to say it. And the only ones I envy are the dead.


  The bursting of the dam put out electricity all over Ventura County, but the telephones were still working. Leslie Whites phone rang at about 2 A.M. on the morning of March 13. On the line was his friend Roy Pinkerton, editor of the Ventura County Star, a new paper with a circulation of less than
  5,000. The St. Francis has just gone, Pinkerton said.


  White grabbed his camera and headed to a local airfield where Pinkerton had arranged for a small plane to rush him to the scene. The plane flew south and beat its way through thick, low-hanging
  sea fog toward Santa Paula. As dawn crept into the sky, White saw bridges swept away, homes floating in a muddy torrent where only the day before cattle had grazed. We could distinguish
  vague dots struggling in the turbulent surface. We could not understand, at the time, that we were watching people die below us. The swift high waters had whipped away almost every bit of
  vegetation from the valley slopes. Orange groves and apricot orchards and fields of beans and alfalfa were leveled. A few houses stood strangely intact, the flood having missed them by inches.
  Uprooted railroad tracks stuck out of the torrent like twisted spaghetti, sleepers hanging from them at crazy angles. Vultures already circled, swooping down to peck at animal and human debris.
  White took photographs that Roy Pinkerton sold to the Los Angeles Examiner. For White, though, this was only the beginning of his involvement.


  In the floods immediate aftermath, tempers ran explosively high. The subject is hot in the Santa Clara Valley even today. The nub was this: Los Angeles County water had killed Ventura
  County people. This is no time to sit idly by in the midst of hysteria, said the Santa Paula Chronicle. Los Angeles Should Pay. The big white chiefs of Ventura
  Countythe politicians, the ranchers whose properties had been damaged or destroyedcalled for restitution and prepared for a claim by commissioning a detailed record of the tragedy.
  Leslie White was recruited to number and photograph each body as it was found.


  Mud-caked cadavers were stacked high in hastily improvised morgues, one of which was established in the Masonic Hall at New-hall, aka the Hap-A-Lan dance hall. An old sign above the door
  said


  Welcome; inside were bodies with sheets thrown over them. The force of the water was so great that none of the victims recovered on the first day had on so much as a stitch
  of clothing, wrote White. He moved up and down the valley, driving from Newhall to a mortuary in Santa Paula, to a pharmacy in Piru where corpses were also piled. Many were twisted and
  battered, mauled by water and debris. They lay on long pine planks, where theyd been washed off with garden hoses so White could photograph them.


  As the days went by, the work became more and more grisly. White photographed, for instance, the Cowdens, an entire family that had been wiped out. The bodies of father, son, and daughter washed
  up quickly but the mother, Corinna Cowden, was found days later, already in such an advanced state of decomposition that her eyes and nose were gone. Some corpses, buried in silt and protected from
  the air, were well preserved even when found more than a week later. Others were rotten with maggots and vegetation, nothing appearing human except the rows of grinning teeth. So little remained of
  some bodies that the pieces were stored in small baskets.


  On March 20 White set out on a different kind of expedition. Together with Bernie Isensee, another Ventura photographer, and an armed deputy sheriff, Carl Wallace (a future intimate of J. Edgar
  Hoover), White crossed the county line back into L.A. County to photograph what was left of the dam. Isensee, soon to quit photography and become a highway patrolman (a later picture shows a
  handsome man in jodhpurs and aviator shades), owned a stereoscopic camera that produced negatives fifty inches wide. The men set up their equipment above the dam, with White shooting from the exact
  spot that Isensee covered in his wider version. Then they worked their way back toward the sea, along the path the flood had taken, selecting different vantage points from which to take more and
  more pictures. The eighteen huge images made by Isensee remain the most striking visual record of the scale of the flood, showing a skyscraper-high dam destroyed, an enormous reservoir emptied, an
  entire landscape and hundreds of buildings leveled.


  At one point during the day, the men paused at the end of a washed-out road for a group photo. White set up his camera on a tripod, set a timer, and walked back into the shot so he could be a
  part of it. Indeed, he stands smack at the photos center, a cocky little rooster of a guy, looking all business with his hat pulled down a little over one eye and his hands on his hips.


  Los Angeles quickly agreed to make restitution. Money came from the DWP, from the Harbor Board, from L.A. County, and from individuals. Claims were adjudicated without going to court. Precise
  dollar and cent values were given for property loss and loss through death. A racial element came into play here: Nora McDougal, for instance, received a $15,000 settlement for the death of one
  adult, while Emilio Quezada received $500 for a similar loss. But Spanish-speaking victims signed off on the papers, receiving much less than their English-speaking counterparts, and L.A. got what
  it wantedthe chance to move on and start forgetting that the St. Francis Dam ever existed. Nobody knows exactly how much was paidestimates vary from $5.5 million to $25 million in
  1928 dollars. Roy Pinkerton wrote that $7 million had been paid by the mid-1930s. Meanwhile the water levels in the Hollywood Reservoirheld in place by the Mulholland Dam, a sister to the
  St. Francis and built along the same lineswere immediately lowered, and the dam itself was scaled back. Nobody wanted another disaster, least of all the DWP.


  The first checks were handed to Ventura County victims and their families within months, while Leslie White went about the mournful task of helping to identify the corpses that were still
  showing up. For weeks the authorities continued to bring in putrid corpses which had to be carefully examined and photographed, and for months skeletons were found on the great scar left by
  the flood, he said. What he saw would haunt him for the rest of his life.


  Whites young wife urged him to quit, but he stuck to the job. One morning, while he was preparing to photograph yet another fetid cadaver, he felt a sudden pain in his chest and a balloon
  of blood spurted from his mouth. His left lung had hemorrhaged and collapsed. Exhausted, he lay in a hospital bed. Doctors warned that he was developing tuberculosis and advised rest at a clinic in
  the desert near Palm Springs. White couldnt afford it. Instead he gave up his Ventura darkroom and moved with his wife down the coast to Los Angeles, for the dryness of the air. Odd as it
  may seem now, like many in the citys early days, he went to L.A. for his health.
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  A Hero Named Clark


  Illness and one of Californias worst disasters combined to bring Leslie White to Los Angeles in the summer of 1928. On the other hand, David
  Harris Clark was a native son, born in Highland Park (near where Dodger Stadium is now) on April 4, 1898, thirty years before White moved to L.A.


  Clarks father was named William Alton Clark, the Alton having been taken from the town in Illinois near where explorers Meriwether Lewis and William Clark (from whom this
  line of Clarks claimed distant descent) started their great westward journey of discovery in 1804. William Alton Clark was himself born in Maine in about 1860. The 1930 U.S. census
  records note that he was unsure of the date. He married his childhood sweetheart, Anna Laina, and they traveled through the West before settling in Los Angeles in about 1890. They were probably
  intrepid, and experienced both adventures and hardships; but nothing suggests either was ever wild. Anna Laina was stoic, not a talker (her mother was a Finn), and generally kept her smoldering
  temper in check. By all accounts she was, when young, a beautiful woman.


  The 1898 City Directory for L.A. lists William Alton Clark as a clerk for the Southern Pacific Railroad, then the most important and reviled corporation in the state. The 1910 census lists his
  occupation as railroad secretary. By the 1920 census, however, he was happy to describe himself more fully: chief accountant for the Southern Pacifics freight
  division, an important job. He had bought a large home in Highland Park, on the fringes of downtown, and was supporting a large extended family: his wifes mother and father, his wife,
  and their five childrenthree boys and two girls.


  He was a tall, lean, bespectacled man, proud of the steady rise he had achieved in a city that even then tended to promote spectacular and instant success. Hed survived and prospered
  amidst the various strategy shifts and upheavals and changes of ownership that the vastly powerful Southern Pacific had gone through in the early part of the previous century. He was diligent,
  hardworking, a churchgoer, and well positioned in L.A.s business community. As a railroad man, Clark was also a representative of the past in a place that didnt like to look back, a
  city to whose bursting growth he had contributed but which already saw its future with the automobile. Still, the shrewd William Alton Clark had every reason to suppose that his children would
  prosper from the secure base he had provided.


  Dave Clark, the second of his five kids, was educated at nearby Monte Vista Grammar School and Los Angeles Highthe oldest high school in Southern California, then a big Gothic pile
  situated downtown on North Hill Street at Sunset Boulevard. Among the schools future alumni would be Fletcher Bowron (a four-term mayor of L.A., from 19381953), Ray Bradbury, Charles
  Bukowski, Dustin Hoffman, and Johnnie Cochran (the attorney who defended O. J. Simpson)as well as some who achieved darker fame.


  Dave Clark excelled both academically and as an athlete. In 1917, on Americas entry into WWI, Clark joined the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis. Clark is able and
  disciplined and good material. He performs well, but must watch his temper, wrote one officer who taught him. Clark and a group of friends, fearful the war would end before they saw action,
  headed north to Canada and enlisted in the Royal Flying Corps. Clark became a fighter pilot. His service records show that he was based with the RFCs 5th Squadron on the Western
  front. Dispute would later arise about how much action Clark saw, but certainly he flew sorties, was shot at and shot back. The life expectancy of pilots on the Western front was brutally
  shortoften only a matter of weeks. Harold Beaumont, one of Clarks American friends, was killed on July 17, 1918. You have to carry on, Clark wrote to his brother, but
  noted too that in a rage during the mess that night he had smashed a bottle and cut his hand. Damp hangars, muddy roads, crystal blue skies. Ill miss Harold. He was a crack pilot. I
  suppose now Ill have to kill a German for him. A photograph of the time shows Clark, dressed in uniform with a scarf trailing around his neck, leaning against the fuselage of a
  single-engined SE5 fighter. Hes tall, broad-shouldered, dark-haired. His eyes look tired, but his expression is calm. He liked and needed action and didnt forget the spirit of the
  war. Always, after hed returned from France to find an America that increasingly shrugged off wartime idealism in favor of realism and then hedonism, he wore an RFC badge on his lapel, a pin
  with a pair of wings.


  Clark had a cool bravado that could amount to cruelty, but he was close to his family and never doubted he would return to Los Angeles. He was determined to succeed in the city where he had
  grown up, but questioned what career he should pursue. In 1920 he took a screen test with First National Pictures. My heads not empty enough to be an actor, he told his
  brother. Or maybe Clark decided to pursue what looked like a steadier career. He spent the next two years studying law at USC and left, without graduating, as soon as he was admitted to the
  California Bar on March 3, 1922. Again, we might detect impatience here, the action of a man determined to get ahead fastalthough forgoing law school graduation was frequent practice for law
  students in those days, when the route to a professional career was more flexible. It could be that he was strapped for casha common occurrence throughout his life. The handsome and socially
  connected war hero joined Wellborn, Wellborn & Wellborn, a small but established and powerful downtown law firm.


  The Wellborns had for decades been players in the growth of Los Angeles. Olin Wellborn, Sr., a Confederate veteran of the Civil War, had been a three-time congressman in Texas who secured the
  federal judgeship for Southern California in 1895. For a while he partnered with oil magnate E. L. Doheny in a number of ventures. Though Olin Wellborn, Sr., died in 1921, his sons and grandsons
  continued the firm and still represented E. L. Doheny and had office space in Dohenys magnificent art-deco Petroleum Securities Building at Olympic and Figueroa.


  It was here that Dave Clark went to work, seeing the downtown building boom firsthand and learning his trade as the fast and brittle mood of the 1920s took hold. Womens skirts soared
  above the knee, the stock market scaled new peaks, a lot of people expected to get rich in a hurry, and Clark moved with ease among other lawyers, reporters, and cops. He was happy to throw off his
  coat and get down on the floor and play cards or shoot craps with the guys. Dick Steckel, a police captain who worked way down in Venice, was a particular friend. They golfed together. Clark was a
  championship level golfer, for years featured on the USC alumni team. He rode well and played polo too. He was charming, forceful, and perhaps vainconfident in his charisma and looks.


  In 1926 he married Nancy Regina Malone, the petite and beautiful daughter of a New York judge. Nancy brought with her a little girl, Mary Lenore, her daughter from a previous relationship.
  During that same year Clark made another big decision, leaving Wellborn, Wellborn & Wellborn to join the fast-growing District Attorneys office. He wanted to make a name for himself as a
  litigator. For a starting salary of $375 a month, he became one of twenty deputies in the D.A.s trial department, which was responsible for prosecuting more than 300 cases a
  monthburglary, robbery, grand theft auto, drunk driving, narcotics, assault, possession of a still, and murder cases, an increasing number every year. Crime in the 1920s, like pretty much
  everything else in L.A., was out of control. The LAPD simply couldnt cope, leaving many crimes undetected or unpunished. The murder rate more than tripled in the decade, rising to more than
  sixty a year. The upright and debonair Dave Clark knew that hed be busy each morning when he strode into the lobby of the new Hall of Justice, the heels of his shining oxfords ringing on the
  marbled floors.


  A courtroom is a theater, and L.A. had already known some star performers, notably Earl Rogers, who defended Clarence Darrow against jury-tampering in 1911, and was described by Darrow himself
  as the greatest trial lawyer of his day. Rogers was a showman, a flamboyant and mesmerizing orator who, in his entire career, lost only three cases. He was also a reckless drinker and
  a womanizer, and died at age fifty-one in 1922, the year Dave Clark entered the law. Rogers was a legend, and perhaps for a young lawyer like Dave Clark, something of a role model. But
  Rogerss courtly, theatrical style already belonged to the past. Clark was something else againleaner, harder, with a persona that seemed designed for the camera, not the stage. A 1926
  photograph of the D.A.s staff, taken just after the move into the new Hall of Justice, features Clark prominently; hes taller than everybody else, more tanned, and much better
  dressedin a slick tailored suit with a silk tie tight at his neck, an immaculate white handkerchief folded in the outside breast pocket, that flyers pin on his lapel. He has a pencil
  moustache and a gorgeous quality about him. Reporters likened him to John Barrymore, to John Gilbert, and later to Clark Gable.


  On the morning of July 6, 1928, Dave Clark rose early, kissed his wife Nancy on the cheek, left their home in West Hollywood, got into his Model T Ford, and turned onto
  Wilshire Boulevard, heading downtown. He had a big day ahead. District Attorney Asa Keyes (pronounced to rhyme with eyes) had given Clark important jobs before, but none as big as the
  one that faced him today, when he would begin prosecution of racketeer and bootlegger Albert Marco, called L.A.s Capone by the Daily News.


  Marcos just a goon to me, Clark told the News, ridiculing the idea that the gangster might be given special consideration. No stone will be left unturned and
  he will be sent to San Quentin.


  Tough words characterize this ice-cool prosecutor, wrote Gene Coughlin, a top writer on the News. Like many L.A. reporters of the day, Coughlin had served his apprenticeship
  in Chicago. He was friendly with Lionel Moise who, its been said, taught Ernest Hemingway his trade on the Kansas City Star. Certainly Moise provided Hemingway, and Coughlin too, with
  a hard-drinking, hard-fighting journalistic persona that they adopted as their model. Coughlin was working the Marco story under instruction from News owner Manchester Boddy who had assumed
  control of the fledgling tabloid (L.As first) in 1926, and immediately decided that the paper needed a circulation-boosting crusade. Vice, and Albert Marco in particular, became a target.
  Albert Marco is loud, brash, and plumply complacent, wrote Coughlin in his gleeful and lurid way. The whole of Los Angeles trusts that Debonair Dave will rid our
  city of this menace.


  It was a scorching summer day; by noon the temperature would reach 90 degrees. Crowds packed the Superior Court and jammed the corridors outside, barring what little breeze there was from the
  Hall of Justice. Charlie Chaplin, who loved a good trial, was given a numbered ticket so he could claim a seat. Albert Marco sauntered in and posed for photographers. Seated beside his
  counsel Marco paid scant attention to the proceedings, glancing about the courtroom and smiling for friends, wrote Coughlin. He was dressed in a gray suit, a skyblue silk bowtie with
  handkerchief to match, and wore a huge diamond in his lapel.


  The D.A.s office had tried to prosecute Marco several times before, but hed always beaten the rap. Marco had friends in top places and was in no doubt that hed secure an
  acquittal this time too. His courtroom demeanor mixed preening arrogance and feigned boredom. Albert Marco had once lost $250,000 in a single hand of poker to Nicky Arnstein, the famed gambler
  Nick the Greek. Marco wanted the world, and Dave Clark, to know that a mere murder charge didnt faze him.


  Marco had been born in 1887 in an Alpine village in northern Italy, where hed been apprenticed to a hatmaker before deciding to try his luck in America. He, along with thousands of others
  primarily from Italy and Central Europe, passed through Ellis Island in 1908. He drifted west, roaming Nevada and Washington State as a pimp and confidence man. In Seattle he ran the prostitution
  business at a large and briefly successful gambling hotel. In 1919 he was arrested for burglary in Sacramento and served a brief sentence. The early 1920s found him in Los Angeles, already driving
  a Cadillac, wearing slick suits with a Panama hat pushed back on his head, and shipping bootleg booze into a Long Beach warehouse. In 1925 he drew a gun on an LAPD officer and brutally
  pistol-whipped him. For this, Marco got a $50 fine and was given his gun back. He had good reason to believe himself above the law. He was an important cog in The
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  Angel City
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  The Gangster Goes Down
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  Oil, Law, and Scandal
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  Our Detective Learns the Ropes
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  Shots in the Night
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  Beverly Hills C.S.I.
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  Cover-Up
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  Good Time Charlie
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  Systems Under Siege
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  Reach for a Typewriter
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