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Once in his life, a man ought to concentrate his mind upon the remembered earth. He ought to give himself up to a particular landscape in his experience; to look at it from as many angles as he can, to wonder upon it, to dwell upon it. He ought to imagine that he touches it with his hands at every season and listens to the sounds that are made upon it. He ought to imagine the creatures there and all the faintest motions of the wind. He ought to recollect the glare of noon and all the colors of the dawn and dusk.

N. Scott Momaday, “An American Land Ethic”

The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of their simplicity and familiarity.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations

It is curious that God’s revelation tells us that the fullness of humanity and of history is realized in a city.

Pope Francis, The Joy of the Gospel







FOREWORDBy Rosecrans Baldwin

I moved to Los Angeles ten years ago and found it confounding off the bat. I also found it enticing, mesmerizing, and constantly ugly-beautiful. There were all sorts of things that didn’t make sense. Great wealth next door to teeming poverty. Weather patterns that I, as somebody who grew up in New England, struggled to explain. Los Angeles—by which I mean LA, or Greater Los Angeles, the five counties spilling out from the Los Angeles basin—was maybe the most intriguing city I’d ever met—and I still feel that way to this day.

Los Angeles has a lot and very little in common with other American places. Some days it feels like all of them at once—an old city, a modern suburb, the countryside, the wilderness. And some days it feels like none of them at all. I’ve lived in other cities in the United States and abroad, and the methods I use to get a feeling for other places don’t seem to apply as well to LA. Neighborhoods are often indistinct from one another. Streets seem to unfurl endlessly. There’s a period on sunny afternoons, i.e., most afternoons, that feels blinding, stupefying, minus any shadows, when the sun and sky merge to become a blanket that smothers time. Los Angeles is a mystery that’s both hidden and right in front of your nose.

A few months after moving to Los Angeles, I mentioned something along these lines to a bookseller in Los Feliz. She recommended a memoir called Holy Land by a local author, D.J. Waldie. It was a book, she said, that reckoned with all of LA’s enormity in a fashion to make it less elusive, more personal, and more precise. Holy Land is about Waldie’s experiences growing up in mid-century Lakewood, one of LA’s first planned communities. Lakewood was an almost-instant suburb, constructed in 1953, and became a symbol for the county’s mid-century boom. It’s where Waldie has now lived his entire life; in addition to writing, he also worked as Lakewood’s Deputy City Manager. His memoir is organized into 316 fragments, and in them I found a lot of the topics and themes I’d been grappling with: income disparities and shifting populations; real estate developers with heady dreams; identity, dislocation, and loneliness.

After Holy Land’s publication in 1996, Waldie became one of Los Angeles’s premier, most patient observers. Thematically, he reckons with the city as a kind of cartographer for our collective urban unconscious, a student of what it means to live here and be of here at the same time. With Elements of Los Angeles: Essays on Earth, Water, Air, and Fire, Waldie goes after his subjects more directly: using a selection of moments, characters, and data to explain how this strange place evolved—a city that can seem more unnatural than others—as if to create a periodic chart of its history. In each section, Waldie unearths events that show the city either cohering or falling apart. In “Earth,” we watch possibly LA’s oldest tree be cut down in the late nineteenth century for business expansion. Prior to that, we witness Indigenous laborers being abused so a wine industry can flourish. Anecdote after anecdote show Los Angeles being remade through ambition and greed, imagination and hubris. “Dig a trench six feet deep anywhere in Los Angeles County that isn’t the side of an arroyo or a mountain crest,” Waldie writes. “Climb in the trench. What do you see? If you’ve dug in your own backyard, you might see a layer of ‘human altered and human transported soil.’ ”

In “Water,” there’s a precise, almost minute-by-minute accounting of the St. Francis Dam collapse in 1928—otherwise known as William Mulholland’s most catastrophic failure. Some 430 victims were killed in a rampaging flood in northern LA County. It’s a story that might startle anybody taking a hike today around the Hollywood Reservoir. (Lake Hollywood is contained by a Mulholland dam that was constructed around the same time. Mulholland ordered the Hollywood Reservoir lowered right after St. Francis collapsed, partly to soothe public nerves; nobody wanted to see Sunset Boulevard drowned.) But if it’s an event that’s unfamiliar to most LA residents today, is that because they never learned about it, or because they’re inherently heedless, baked by the sun into the so-called Angeleno amnesia? “The eclipse of memory isn’t that simple,” Waldie writes. “Rather, memory in Los Angeles is a labyrinth where overlapping narratives and counter-narratives converge, contradict, and frustrate.”

The “Air” and “Fire” chapters continue Waldie’s process of untangling the narratives—unearthing, reexamining, and holding things out to see what they mean now. There’s a surprising history of filmmaking in Long Beach. There’s yet another odd health-craze moment I hadn’t heard about—LA has had so many of them—with hucksters selling radium cures. And there’s the painter David Hockney taking “Wagner drives” in the Santa Monica Mountains. It all led to an impression, by the time I finished the last page, that this book probably could’ve been twice as long—and at the same time, I didn’t want it to be. One challenge of writing about Los Angeles is that the city is too big, too teeming, too diverse; it can seem easier to take it on as something slap-dashed and contrived. Whereas Waldie, throughout his work, shows Los Angeles to be a persisting, living thing, composed of elements the same as anybody, the same as the plants and animals just outside my desk. Is this a romantic reading? For my part, it helps me understand LA’s reality much better, as a city that possesses its own drives, mind, and feelings—which all have their own significance—and still experiences constant change. Which means it’s probably good on occasion to stop and pay attention for a moment, if we want to think about how it might evolve next.





ELEMENT: EARTH



The world where we are and everything in it was, to Greek philosophers before Plato, first a sound, as a breath beginning a word, as a stoicheíon (στοιχεῖον). With more words, the place where we are became legible. Its vocabulary was simple: earth, water, air, and fire. Later philosophizing added aether (αἰθήρ), the substanceless element of ideas. Do not mistake these elements for fixed identities. Angelenos know that identity is a slippery concept. In the alchemical imagination of Los Angeles, earth becomes water. Water becomes air. And air ascends to fire.

Simple earth isn’t what Angelenos stand on. Our common ground bucks along its many faults and slides from its tectonically inclined slopes. The earth of Los Angeles continually moves, so that whole islands and ranges of hills are disappeared for convenience or profit. Sometimes this earth can be nearly fluid; we feel it shift under our uneasy feet. The dead lie below, but our restlessness roots them out from time to time. In Los Angeles, even the dead are footloose. There’s water deeper down (although not enough of it) and petroleum, a word that once conveyed the giddy, solid and liquid ambiguity of Los Angeles.

The ambiguity is heightened by the city’s double. Beyond the provisionally green rectangles of suburban lawn is the desert, at bay but persistent, sending its hot, dry winds in autumn to jangle nerves. They’re a yearly reminder that rising temperatures and changing weather patterns might, a few years from now, overwhelm the long-distance water systems that are a triumph of engineering over Angeleno thirst.

Whether Los Angeles is or was or will be a desert is mirrored in doubts about its orientation. The heart of downtown Los Angeles isn’t the regular north-south-east-west of Thomas Jefferson’s national grid. We walk disoriented streets that angle to destinations called out in the Instruccion para la Fundacion de Los Angeles (Instruction for the Founding of Los Angeles) issued by Governor Felipe de Neve in 1781. That makes wayfinding here uncertain. Angeleno motorists once looked for direction in the Thomas Guide. A copy was stored under the front seat of nearly every car. Some of us still reach for the guidance of saints whose names are on so many Los Angeles streets. Their lives were meant to be signposts to a better life. In a past remembered by Indigenous Angelenos, a tall, wide-spreading sycamore was the landmark that guided traders and travelers to the place called Tovaangar. It means the world. Unlike our Los Angeles, that world was unbroken.

The tree and that world are gone, replaced by square miles of ordinary tract houses. Their common elements are studs, porches, ghosts, lawns, dreams, dead-ends, and sidewalks. On them are unsheltered sleepers. They may be the truest image of twenty-first-century Los Angeles, where so many are housed but still homeless.

The Greeks thought that earth was the element of things solid and unchanging. The troubled earth of Los Angeles has no certainty, a contributor to the sense of ephemerality that plagues this place—equally Paradise and Wasteland—whose sunshine-and-noir myths are part of our reality. We would be better at being who we are if we better understood the lay of our land, how it preserves the swale of a long-ago creek, the boundaries of a former orange grove, and the memory of a lost island. Every handful of our earth contains histories.




LAY OF THE LAND


I am standing…in a part of the yard where the ground refuses the insistent demands of order. It swells with the unruly and the tropical. A region of the backyard that asserts the authority of the indigenous, a place where the ground refuses to be manicured. There is a bird’s nest, perhaps, and vines with mice, hedges of red-and-yellow hibiscus thrashed by latania.

Kate Braverman, Squandering the Blue



TWO RIVERS. I live on the floodplain where the San Gabriel and Los Angeles rivers have, for millennia, braided channels to the sea. The land between the rivers slopes southwest from the Puente Hills, overlays oil fields trapped by the Newport-Inglewood fault, and descends to the Pacific at the Long Beach shoreline.

Imagine running your hand over the contours of this land. It would feel like a slightly rumpled piece of cloth. If you could see beneath it, through layers of clay and gravel thousands of feet thick in places, there would be a wide valley that had once been a shallow bay of the Pacific. Rivers without a name filled the valley with the stuff of eroding mountains until the rivers themselves were buried. Later rivers were buried in turn as tectonic uplift raised the crests of encircling mountains. Some of these rivers, like persistent memories, flow unseen as subterranean aquifers. Fifty feet beneath my house is the Bellflower aquiclude, a thick layer of clay that traps the Artesia aquifer under it. The Artesia aquifer is a fifty-foot-thick layer of sand and gravel. At 225 feet is the Gage aquifer. At five hundred feet is the Jefferson aquifer. Cities like mine, to slake their thirst, reach down into the past to bring water to light.

When I was a boy, much of the land between the two rivers was still farmed. Before that, it was sheep pasture. Before that, it was rangeland for cattle. In early August 1769, it was “well grown with cottonwoods and alders,” according to Fray Juan Crespí, diarist of the Portolá expedition that had been sent from Mexico to find Monterey Bay. And before that fatal day, this land—with its oaks and willows and tule reeds, its rabbits and deer, its periodic wildfires and floods, its vernal pools, and persistent marshes—was home to the people who today call themselves Kizh (pronounced Keech) or Tongva. As much as these people knew their land, the land knew their touch, knew the fires the Kizh set to give space to the oaks whose acorns they ground into nourishing meal. That degree of intimacy with the land isn’t mine, but I aspire to know how this land might be injured or aided by my touch.

Where I live is like most places on the floodplain between the San Gabriel and Los Angeles rivers: grids of small houses on small lots deceptively appearing exactly the same. They aren’t. Just as there are micro-ecologies from the Pacific shore to the Whittier Narrows and the Puente Hills, there are micro-histories in each of the places the two rivers run through. And in every house on the floodplain, there are individual joys and tragedies but the same sacred ordinariness.

It’s hard to see, from an overpass on the 605 freeway, how the landscape of the floodplain continues to be enmeshed in lives and habits. You have to get out of your car—out of the regime of speed in which we are captive—to get the lay of the land, to understand that the dip and rise of a suburban street preserves the swale of a lost creek, to know that the row of eucalyptus trees at the edge of a park was planted as a windbreak for a vanished orange grove, to hear the cry of a hunting hawk, to catch the lingering smell of a skunk’s agitation, and to pause and be briefly at rest.



DIRT. Dig a trench six feet deep anywhere in Los Angeles County that isn’t the side of an arroyo or a mountain crest. Climb in the trench. What do you see? If you’ve dug in your own backyard, you might see a layer of “human altered and human transported soil.” Developers relocated whole landscapes in leveling Los Angeles, dredging up muck from wetlands, pushing hillside dirt downslope to terrace blocks of house lots like the steps of a titanic stair. Dig elsewhere, and you might see three feet (sometimes more) of “native soil” and below that, older layers of earth in bands of colors and textures.

The first few feet of soil are burrowed by gophers, insects, and earthworms. It’s alive with nematodes, fungi, and mood-altering Mycobacterium vaccae actively decomposing organic detritus. Below, the pace of nature slows. Not much has changed in the deepest places since the Los Angeles River last emptied into Santa Monica Bay in 1825. If you could dig more, your shaft would open into the distant past: a Pleistocene lagoon, a dune-lined shore, a meadow where saber-toothed cats and dire wolves hunt and sloths are the size of bears. History is everywhere underfoot.

Urbanized Los Angeles conceals what it stands on. “Sealed soil” underlies the built landscape that covers nearly half of the land surface of the city and nearly as much of the county. There’s nowhere for fallen jacaranda blossoms to decompose in “sealed soil” and nothing to sustain the organisms in its living part. Nowhere for stormwater to filter into groundwater; nowhere to go except, as the stenciled warnings at storm drains say, to the ocean.

The eleven percent of the city that remains “bare soil” is too often salted with lead, cadmium, and arsenic: particulates that the smokestacks of twentieth-century Los Angeles lofted into the air to be laid down on nearby backyards, layer on toxic layer. On top today is a layer of equally harmful diesel soot, a cause of asthma in the immigrant neighborhoods next to freeway interchanges and the approaches to the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach.



PETROLEUM. With even more digging, you might strike oil. In some places in Los Angeles, it oozes from the ground, although as tar or pitch (brea in Spanish). By 1900, a band of oil fields from Brea Canyon in the Puente Hills to Rancho La Brea in West Hollywood fueled industrial Los Angeles. The City Oil Field ran from the foot of Chavez Ravine to Hoover Street, where wooden derricks loomed over suburban bungalows. In Long Beach, a forest of oil derricks rose over Sunnyside Cemetery on the slope of Signal Hill. By 1925, oil was being pumped from wells at Huntington Beach and in Santa Fe Springs, Whittier, Montebello, Torrance, and Beverly Hills. Real estate ads sold the dream of a bungalow with a working oil well in the backyard. Almost overnight, Los Angeles had become the world’s leading oil exporter.

Pump jacks, nodding like giant hobbyhorses, are still at work in Los Angeles, Inglewood, Signal Hill, and elsewhere. Magali Sanchez-Hall, who lives between oil wells and a refinery in the working-class community of Wilmington, was used to the coughs, the rashes, the lung conditions, and the cancers that afflict her neighbors and her own family. “We don’t often look at the environment we’re in and think—the chemicals we’re breathing are the cause,” she says.

An estimated twenty thousand pumping, idle, or abandoned wells—some leaking methane and other gases—lie just beneath the soil in neighborhoods from Ladera Heights to Echo Park, from Whittier to Montebello, and from Long Beach to Carson. Half a million Angelenos live within walking distance of an active oil or gas well, with minority neighborhoods having twice as many wells as mostly white neighborhoods, according to a recent study that investigated the health risks of oil extraction.

In 2022, the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors voted to end drilling and phase out oil extraction in the unincorporated parts of the county. In 2023, the Los Angeles City Council voted to ban new drilling and to end oil and natural gas extraction in the city over the next twenty years. California hopes to do the same by 2045. These deadlines are only aspirational, however.



CAROUSEL. A tract of 285 homes called Carousel is a short walk from a water pollution treatment plant and the gates of an oil refinery in Carson, a mixed residential and industrial city about twenty miles south of downtown Los Angeles. The Carousel tract overlays what had been a fifty-five-acre field of concrete oil storage tanks, partially sunk in the khaki-colored soil among ranks of above-ground oil tanks whose drum shape may have suggested the tract’s name.

Beginning in 1967, Carousel’s developers knocked down the derelict steel tanks, broke up the oil-caked concrete of the half-buried tanks, filled in the resulting pits, and put down a blanket of new soil on which the slab foundations of the modest houses of Carousel were laid. When buyers moved in, they believed that developer Barclay Hollander (later acquired by Dole Food Company) had removed the contaminated soil and buried the past under a thick layer of clean fill. Buyers did not know that only the top layer of tainted soil had been taken out and only thinly backfilled.

Over the next forty years, a few feet below the houses of Carousel, chemical reactions in the buried petroleum waste, fluctuations in the water table, and even the innocent growth of trees drew toxins into the yards where children played and into the air they breathed, air that lingered in kitchens and bedrooms. Some of those children developed asthma and anemia or unexplained cancers, as did an unusual number of their parents. Tests of soil, groundwater, and the ambient air in 2008 found high levels of cancer-causing benzene and other petroleum byproducts under the Carousel homes. Methane gas hung in the air.

In 2016, after contentious years of litigation, 1,500 current and former Carousel residents negotiated a $120 million compensatory settlement—$90 million from Shell Oil, on whose tank farm the homes of Carousel rested, and $30 million from Dole. Shell began a $200 million restoration project to remove five to ten feet of soil from each house lot, replace the soil with new fill, and install vapor scrubbing and exhaust systems for the gases that continue to rise from the poisoned ground. High sound walls went up around the houses. Behind them, crews dug around the concrete slab on which each house stood, taking away only a fraction of the fourteen million tons of Carousel’s contaminated ground. The work was completed. The sound walls came down.

But not everything was made right. In the late summer of 2024, no one was trying to sell their house in Carousel.



ILLUSION OF STABILITY. Imagine an island. It’s just offshore at the northern end of San Pedro Bay. The island is hummocky, forested, and wreathed with the cries of seabirds and ringed by kelp forests where sea otters hunt. Between 250,000 and 100,000 years before the present, the island gradually became the Palos Verdes peninsula as the mountains above the Los Angeles basin eroded into the channel between the island and the shore.

The former island is bounded on the east by an earthquake fault that lies under Rancho Palos Verdes and Rolling Hills Estates, cities that are creeping northwest along the fault a fraction of an inch a year. Palisades face the incessant beat of the Pacific to the west and south. Terraces that were long-ago beaches stand more than a hundred feet above the surf, lifted there by the same tectonic forces that raised the mountains that surround the Los Angeles Basin. Houses—median listing price $2 million in 2024—cover those terraces today.

The topography of the Palos Verdes peninsula encodes change: seabed mud becoming Altamira shale, erosion unmaking hillsides, and lately, road cuts, golf courses, and house lots upsetting the peninsula’s original contours. In this restless landscape are past slips where acres of soil and rock have moved down slope toward the Pacific. Nothing stays unmoved at the margin where Palos Verdes and the Pacific touch.

The land began moving again on August 17, 1956, in a slow-motion slide that had been activated by a road cut that extended Crenshaw Boulevard and by the subdivision into house lots of the ridges that furrow Abalone Cove, Portuguese Bend, and the Klondike Canyon area of Rancho Palos Verdes. The land creep picked up speed in the following weeks, moving as fast as three or four inches a day. Foundations cracked. Walls leaned out of plumb. Streets and pipelines buckled. A drive through the slide area, on a road that seemed to writhe while you watched, passed homes that had been wrenched into surreality.

People had troubled this ground for the sake of the view. They propelled its instability with their septic tanks and leaky irrigation lines, releasing an ancient layer of mud (bentonite and montmorillonite) below their houses. They had trusted an illusion of stability in a landscape of change. Homeowners in the slide area watched what gravity will do. Owners abandoned their houses, although some, lucky to be on a stationary island within the slide area, elected to stay. Some of those homes sell for upwards of $3 million today.

This status quo abruptly changed between 2023 and 2024. Two seasons of heavy rain released more clay ready to slip. “We’ve built up to the extreme edge of what is a dynamic landscape,” said one geologist after more homes were red-tagged as uninhabitable in March 2024. In August, the Southern California Gas Company shut off service to 135 houses in the slide area where movement up to thirteen inches a week threatened to sever gas lines. Electric service was cut a few days later. The ground under the iconic Wayfarers Chapel, built in 1951 overlooking Portuguese Bend, began to slip so rapidly that the church was dismantled in August 2024 and put into storage. The future remains uncertain for an architectural icon built by Lloyd Wright (son of Frank Lloyd Wright) in unique harmony with its setting.

State, county, and city engineers have spent seventy years mapping the island that became a peninsula, probing its geology, and applying various strategies—from dewatering wells to slide dams—to keep the land where we would prefer it to be. Their work in 2024 revealed that a larger and much deeper land movement lies 250 feet beneath the Palos Verdes slide area. The deep slide is moving faster than the surface landslide, whose features “have continued to enlarge, expand, widen, or grow,” and are now sliding westward up to four inches a week.

The movement has even lifted the seabed along the Palos Verdes coastline. New beaches have appeared. As if in protest, the land of the Palos Verdes peninsula is leaving, perhaps to be an island somewhere else.



THE VALLEY. Los Angeles is haunted by the places outside—places in the high desert where the qualities of light, air, noontime temperature, and nighttime dark provoke unease. A desolate wind always seems to be blowing at the raw edge of a subdivision where an unbuilt cul-de-sac terminates in sand and tumbleweeds. Out there—in an arc from Neenach to Quartz Hill to Valyermo—that wind might carry the sound of a desperate howl boundlessly over salt flats, dry streambeds, and more unbuilt house lots. The secret fear in Los Angeles: no one would take any notice.

The distillation of this kind of borderland is the Antelope Valley, sometimes called “the land of cheap dirt.” It’s been a military encampment, a movie set, a crime scene, a high-tech incubator, a pre-recession boomtown, and a spiritual retreat. The valley had a population of 30,000 in 1970. In 2007, it was 400,000. It was on its way to a million Los Angeles expatriates but for the fiscal crisis of 2008. Foreclosures winnowed out single mothers with a subprime mortgage and sons they hoped to shield from ghetto and barrio ganglands. By-their-bootstraps Latino families were stranded in neighborhoods hours away from jobs. California City, a suburb a hundred freeway miles from Los Angeles, seemed at risk of turning into a ghost town.

Today, the Antelope Valley’s 2,400 square miles have just under 500,000 residents. When the dry wind of October passes through on its way to fray nerves in Los Angeles, the empty lots at the desert margin appear as if in the mythic West of a John Wayne movie.

Like the valley’s iconic Joshua tree and the moth that is its sole pollinator, the mutualism between borderland dreamers and those who sell dreams is an essential part of the valley’s ecology. The Joshua trees are dying because of the climate crisis, so dependent are they on the specifics of daytime temperature, on pheromones in the air, and the silent flight of moths.

Conservationist Abbott Kinney warned Angelenos in Forest and Water in 1900:


[T]he desert is at our door today. It is pushing up against the mountain barrier that divides us. It is creeping up on the passes, north and east, and conquering a corner now here, now there.… [T]he deserts even now come into our lovely valleys for a few days with their fire and furnace breath to look at [what] they may some day hold.



The desert, carried on its servant wind, is already drifting down into the places inside, into Beverly Hills, into Brentwood.



MEMORY FOR A BLESSING. In a city made by footloose people, even the dead are forced to wander. The Catholic, Jewish, and Protestant cemeteries of nineteenth-century Los Angeles were uprooted and their occupants relocated, mostly beyond the city limits, by 1920. In a two-square-mile district at the eastern edge of Boyle Heights, among modest houses, carnicerías, and auto body shops, there are eleven cemeteries. The wayward dead are segregated there: Catholics, Jews, Serbians, Russian Molokans, and Chinese have separate resting places.

Four Jewish cemeteries cluster south of Whittier Boulevard. Home of Peace is the oldest. Agudath Achim and Beth Israel are smaller. Mount Zion is the most forlorn, apparently not actually owned by anyone. The Jewish Federation of Los Angeles describes itself as “successor in interest” and pays Mount Zion’s property taxes. In 2013, concerned Jewish volunteers reset Mount Zion’s tombstones thrown down by vandals and resealed the broken grave beds of pious Angelenos interred in the accepting soil of East Los Angeles.

Bougainvillea bloomed redly on Mount Zion’s perimeter wall in May 2024, and the entry gate was chained shut. The number to call with inquiries was lost in the blossoms. Mount Zion resists the mourner who might lay a pebble on the grave of someone whose memory is still a blessing.



FORMER HILLS. Traffic apps, promising redemption from gridlock, willfully send drivers into far worse. That’s because not all of Los Angeles was made for the convenience of drivers. Wayfinding software sees only billiard-table topography and directs the impatient driver accordingly. What comes next in some neighborhoods needs steady nerves.

One of the riskiest shortcuts is Echo Park’s Baxter Street, a route with a thirty-two percent grade (more than three times what California highway standards now allow). As Los Angeles Times columnist Steve Lopez found, “On Baxter, whether you’re heading up the steepest incline from Allesandro on the west side of the peak or Lakeshore on the east side, you don’t see pavement in front of you through the windshield. You see sky, like you’re on a moonshot, blind to what might be coming at you from the other side of the mountain.”

Los Angeles hasn’t cared much for its hills. Poundcake Hill (topped by the city’s first high school and then the county courthouse) was whittled away for the Clara Shortridge Foltz Criminal Justice Center. Normal Hill (once the location of a predecessor to UCLA) was lowered to ease traffic congestion and then nearly flattened for the Central Library. Fort Moore Hill (command post for US troops in 1847, later the first municipal cemetery) was cut up for the Hollywood Freeway. During construction, the bones of Anglo pioneers tumbled into the excavation.

Bunker Hill, once home to a multiethnic, multiracial community, fell to “slum clearance” in the 1960s. Graders scraped thirty feet from the hill’s crest, opening up twenty-seven blocks for commercial development. For a time, the shrunken hill was an acropolis of Fortune 500 companies: Mike Davis’s menacing City of Quartz. The companies are gone now, like the hills themselves.



WASTE. This isn’t going to be pretty. Over time, the filth of Los Angeles has been dumped in the bed of its river, set on fire, fed to hogs, and buried. Los Angeles buried a lot. From 1956 until 2013, when it closed, the Puente Hills landfill took in more than 130 million tons of trash, raising a mound of waste 500 feet high. Clean dirt covered each week’s accumulation, each new layer called a lift. The Puente Hills landfill will become a park by 2037, the trash only a memory. What lies beneath will last for what will seem like forever.

Trucks continue to deliver trash to two landfills maintained by Los Angeles County, and nearly twenty other active landfills are still in commercial operation. Beneath one of them—the Chiquita Canyon Landfill near Castaic Junction—ninety acres of waste is burning and boiling underground. “Vapor hisses from surface fissures,” the Los Angeles Times wrote in March 2024. “Bubbling ponds of effluent form ‘rivers of odorous waste.’ And at times, steaming hot liquid bursts into the air like a geyser.” Nearby residents have filed more than 25,000 air quality complaints.





THE TREE WHERE LOS ANGELES BEGAN


This story is told from its end to an imagined beginning.

It’s about a remarkable tree now gone, but even more,

it’s about a place also lost. Places that are lost are

the most precisely located. They’re found in memory.



TODAY. APPROXIMATIONS. At N 34°03’10.6” by W 118°13’58.2”—as precisely located as any place in Los Angeles—a bronze-colored commemorative plaque is set flush with the surface of the sidewalk where Commercial Street curves slightly northwest at Vignes Street, near the riverside edge of downtown Los Angeles. It’s almost certain you’re the only visitor there. The plaque may be the least noticed place of civic memory in Los Angeles. A relief of a wide-spreading tree fills the plaque’s top half, but this probably isn’t where that tree once grew. No coordinates fix its location. We only have approximations.

If you stand in front of the plaque, you face a strip of weedy ground and two empty lots, one scattered with construction equipment. The eastbound and westbound lanes of the 101 freeway are beyond. Across the freeway is the Patsaouras Transit Plaza and the headquarters of the Metropolitan Transit Authority. Turn around, and you face another empty lot (chain link fencing, barbed wire) and Platinum Showgirls LA. The strip club is closed and won’t open until 10:00 p.m. It’s before noon, but the adjacent cannabis retailer already has customers.



2019. SAGE AND SONG. It’s mid-April 2019, and Indigenous Angelenos—who wish to be known as the Kizh—(pronounced “Keech”)—gather on the sidewalk along Commercial Street. Ernie P. Teutimez Salas, chief of the Kizh, and his daughter Nadine have arrived along with officials from the city to dedicate a plaque. Sage burns in the bowl of an abalone shell to mark the spiritual significance of the event. Nadine leads tribal members in song. They smile and pose for a photo; the plaque is at their feet. The plaque reads:


Kizh-Gabrieleño Sacred Sycamore Tree–Sha’Var

Here once stood the grandest of all sycamore (Sha’var) trees measuring sixty feet high with a canopy spreading two hundred feet wide. The tree was given the Spanish name of El Aliso. The original inhabitants of this area, the Kizh (Keech) or Gabrieleño were known as the people of the willow houses. These indigenous people have occupied this land for over 12,000 years. Their once peaceful life was forever changed by the California Mission era.

Always important in their history was this tree which once served as a site of worship, gathering and prayer for the Kizh. Native leaders would travel from as far away as Yuma, Arizona to unite at this sacred site. This Koo-nas-gna, or sacred burial place, is home to many Kizh burials as it once stood at the center of one of the largest Kizh villages, Yangna, now known as Los Angeles.

While El Aliso is long gone, the shade it provided no longer available and the memory of the conversations under its branches long lost, its significance to the Kizh is not forgotten. While its physical presence is gone, the oral history handed down through the generations has kept its beauty and story alive in the Kizh people.

Chief Ernie P. Teutimez Salas, April 2019

This plaque is dedicated by the City of Los Angeles to the original native inhabitants of this area, the Kizh—many of whom are still alive today.



While sage smoke and song rise into the overcast sky, the 101 freeway rumbles and whines nearby. El Aliso may have stood nearer the freeway’s edge. It may have stood where an on-ramp swoops into the 101. It may have been even further from its commemorative plaque in the space occupied by the median of the 101.

If it’s important to you to stand at the exact place where a sycamore the Kizh called sacred once stood, you’ll have to avoid cars getting on the freeway, or you’ll have to drive by on the 101. In Los Angeles, pilgrimages require a car, or pilgrims are required to dodge them.

It’s characteristic of this heedless and forgetful city that not just a tree but places themselves go missing. Hills are planed down. Arroyos are filled in. Wetlands are paved over. A river is misplaced. The landscape of Los Angeles is as unsettled as we are.



2017. NOT ALL IS GONE. El Aliso is gone, but those it once sheltered are not lost. In 2017, the Los Angeles Department of Transportation opens up a stretch of Commercial Street to install underground cables and uncovers the burial site of an Indigenous family. The Kizh welcome their ancestors but choose to reinter them where they were found. Something of El Aliso itself may remain. Something may have escaped the dissolution of Yaangna (also spelled Yangna) and be present beneath today’s concrete and asphalt. In life, the tree was deep-rooted, tough, and hard-grained.



1985. ANOTHER VACANT LOT. The 101 freeway crosses the Los Angeles River and bends around a high retaining wall. Behind are the ruins of brick and concrete buildings that homeless Angelenos have sheltered in for the past thirteen years. They will be gone soon. The ruined buildings—the former Maier Brewery—are becoming another vacant lot.



1955. IF YOU DRINK IT COLD. Before the plaque on Commercial Street, before the empty fields beyond, there is the original, narrower 101 freeway angling west into the heart of Los Angeles. Drivers come out of the near darkness of an overpass into dazzling light and merging traffic that bends around the perimeter wall of the Friedman Bag Company and the Maier Brewery. Natural gas holders loom behind, black cylinders caged in girders.

Drivers can’t miss the brewery. Its Brew 102 sign is the first thing they see coming west, the last thing they see leaving east. Of Brew 102, an old-timer remembers, “If you drank it cold, it tasted like beer.” The company turns out 370,000 barrels of it a year, according to the Los Angeles Times. The bulk of the brewery is gone
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