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					A place belongs forever to whoever claims it hardest, remembers it most obsessively, wrenches it from itself, shapes it, renders it, loves it so radically that he remakes it in his own image.

					—Joan Didion, The White Album

				

			

			When I got off the plane at LAX three decades ago, I knew exactly two people in Los Angeles. One was a college buddy writing spec scripts for Star Trek: The Next Generation, the other a family friend working for the National Enquirer on the Michael Jackson–and–Bubbles beat (Bubbles was then Michael’s boon companion, and a chimpanzee). I had moved west for grad school, and for the first six months I couldn’t tell what I thought about my new hometown. I bought a Volkswagen with an underpowered diesel engine from two Germans who needed to fly back to Berlin the next day. They started at two thousand dollars and settled for the five hundred bucks I had on hand. Two weeks later, I was the third car in the queue to make a left on yellow—okay, when I was ready to turn, it was red—and an LAPD motorcycle cop pulled me over. He looked straight out of central casting. Peering at my New York State driver’s license through mirrored sunglasses and over a luxuriant mustache, he said unsmilingly, “Welcome to LA. You’ll learn.” He was right.

			I learned that Los Angeles fascinated me on every level, from the way the last bit of sunlight flares out on a summer night behind the Santa Monica Mountains to how people on the West Coast wear their learning more lightly than I was used to. I learned the ways that constant good weather alters the psyche. I learned that the place I’d moved to, hoping it would have so little history that I might have a chance to make some myself, instead rewarded constant digging and curiosity. I learned that the Formosa Café, a bar on Santa Monica Boulevard, still had a floor safe under one of the tables, installed by famed gangster Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel. I learned that there’d been a utopian socialist commune in the Antelope Valley desert near Palmdale a century ago, and that there are cloistered nuns just below the Hollywood sign. I learned that the novelist John Rechy penned one of the first great novels about male hustlers out of his experiences in downtown’s Pershing Square, and that the anarcho-communist Flores Magón brothers fomented rebellion in their native Mexico from Edendale, a long-forgotten neighborhood now absorbed into Silver Lake and Echo Park. I learned that Southern California has a wealth of architectural intelligence deployed on single-family homes and an anemic system of public parks, and that these two facts are not coincidental. I learned that San Francisco’s Summer of Love could have taken place in Los Angeles if the cops and the sheriffs hadn’t railroaded the city’s best musicians out of town in the midsixties. I learned that John McLaughlin, one of the great hard-edged LA abstractionists of the 1950s, created such uniformly sized paintings because he bought his canvases prestretched from the art department at Sears.

			At forty, I learned how to surf.

			I learned that the more I thought about what made Los Angeles unique, the more unique it became to me. I co-organized a conference on how space itself can be scripted and ended up leading bus tours of the city that tried to decipher those scripts. I taught a seminar on rebranding Los Angeles. I spent a year at the Huntington Library going through the archives looking for tissue that would connect everything I was learning. I came to realize that the only way to understand the city, at least for me, was to weave stories about it and, like Scheherazade, to keep weaving as if my life depended on it.

			The stories that follow reimagine Los Angeles, creating a series of internal connections between the disparate, but also around common themes. Each chapter is a narrative unto itself, but there are threads that connect one essay to another. Characters return in different guises, landscapes get retraced, familiar locales take on new attributes, correlations build. The web works of Los Angeles–based artist Pae White have been an inspiration. White would search her grandmother’s garden in Pasadena for the largest, most labyrinthine spiderwebs she could find, slide colored paper behind them, spray them with fixative, and frame the results in a spare, modernist style. Like alchemy, White’s simple process transmutes nature into culture and reminds us that nothing stands in isolation, that connection is the way of the world.

			The old line about Hollywood-the-Industry—scratch the phony tinsel and you’ll find real tinsel underneath—has tended to apply to too much writing about Los Angeles–the–Place. LA is a real place, after all, not just a back lot, with real stories that are more complex, contradictory, and compelling than anything that ever made it to the screen. These are the stories that follow, and they are for the people who live in the city, but also those who don’t but are drawn to its legends.

			A story about a story told by Aimee Semple McPherson might be just the right way to finish here. Sister Aimee, as she was known, was the most famous woman in 1920s America, and without doubt the most famous resident of Los Angeles not working in the movie business. A white Pentecostal preacher who lost her first husband while evangelizing in China, who spoke in tongues, faith-healed the sick, and rode a motorcycle onstage to preach the gospel, Sister Aimee was a hellion who enraged the more genteel elements of the city, as well as other pastors, when she preached racial harmony on the radio and fed the poor of all colors and nationalities from her Angelus Temple, just below Sunset Boulevard with a grand view of Echo Park Lake.

			One day in 1926, she disappeared while visiting Venice Beach. Her mother hired divers to search for her body, her followers were devastated, and the city went through one of its longest periods of true mystery. Five weeks later, the miraculous occurred. Sister Aimee popped up in Mexico, having escaped from a trio of kidnappers—“Steve, Jake, and Mexicali Rose.” She returned to be greeted by some thirty thousand jubilant Angelenos, unfazed by the fact that her desert captivity had left her neither bloody nor bowed and accepting of the fact that the hunky (and married) engineer of her radio show had disappeared and reappeared at about the same time, witnesses claiming they’d seen him and Sister Aimee canoodling in Northern California. No amount of shaming by the city’s power elite and her fellow preachers, not even a grand jury inquiry, was able to rattle Sister Aimee. “That’s my story and I’m sticking to it,” she said.

			So, too, is it with my stories about what is now as much my city as it was Sister Aimee’s. And I’m sticking to them.
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				Drive-By Punditry, Location Scouts, and a User’s Guide to Elemental Los Angeles

				
					The solution, once revealed, must seem to have been inevitable.

					—Raymond Chandler, “Casual Notes on the Mystery Novel”

				

			

			There it is. Take it.” So William Mulholland addressed the thirty thousand flag-waving people who’d hiked, driven, and arrived on horseback at the terminus of the Los Angeles Aqueduct. Deep in the dusty San Fernando Valley on November 5, 1913, the band played “Yankee Doodle” as the sluice gates opened and millions of gallons of water flowed down from the Owens River, more than two hundred miles away. Mulholland had engineered the marvel of the age, irrigating the Valley and quenching the city’s thirst. His great public work performed an alchemical transformation on the landscape, transmuting a town into a metropolis as the arid desert around it blossomed into lush farmland. There is no question that Mulholland made the twentieth century possible in the City of Angels. A man of few words, Mulholland managed to be both laconic and ambiguous: “There it is. Take it.” What is the “it” to which he referred? Many commenters take “it” as a simple description of the water, while others see “it” as a ceremonial offering of a marvel of infrastructure. There is, however, another way to understand “it” as something less material and more mythic: “it” was the future, the tomorrow that Los Angeles lives in the twenty-first century.

			Like so many drawn to the edge of the Pacific Ocean, William Mulholland came in search of a new world, and so he created one. The place that he made possible is crowned by a road that snakes atop the Santa Monica Mountains and the Hollywood Hills. Just above the Hollywood Bowl, there’s a vantage point from which, on a clear day, Hollywood, downtown, the Valley, the surrounding mountains, and even the Pacific Ocean are all visible simultaneously—one of the few places where Los Angeles coheres as a whole. This road is appropriately named Mulholland Drive, and when you look out from that point, you see, manifested in the city’s present, the future toward which its greatest engineer pointed in the past.

			Los Angeles County had a population of 3,530 in 1850, which grew to just over a half million people when Mulholland opened the aqueduct and to more than ten million today, with so many layers of history accumulating so quickly that the kinds of narrative arcs we use to explain the trajectories of older cities simply do not apply. The city expanded out of the historic downtown core to colonize sprawling Valley suburbs. Sleepy beach towns outgrew their origins to emerge as economic dynamos. Newcomers never stopped coming, scaling the hills, building houses on stilts, gridding out the desert, carving cul-de-sacs from the sagebrush. As it flourished, Los Angeles fostered a uniquely creative spirit, its cultures reflecting a horizontal city rather than a vertical one, the width of new frontiers offering the opportunity to escape from top-down cultural hierarchies. In Los Angeles, all was change and novelty for a century, and the city’s history was seen to be of little use to its future. There would be no end to it: Los Angeles, the city fated to be eternally at the edge of forever.

			But it turns out that the city’s fate was not eternal. The result of all of Los Angeles’s building and moving and wanting and failing and trying again is that even the edge of forever has developed a history, and the task of the present is to make that history legible. Treating Southern California as an ever-refreshing Etch A Sketch, a tabula rasa that could never be filled, freed generations to explore their own possibilities, but all of that worked better when history was thinner on the ground. Now those looking to build new and improved futures need to be familiar with what worked, what didn’t, what was prohibited from being tried in the first place, and why.

			Getting to the point of such knowledge, much less wisdom, requires more than purely political or social history. Carey McWilliams, Reyner Banham, and Mike Davis understood this and are responsible for the three most important and influential studies of Los Angeles. McWilliams was a civil rights lawyer and journalist who went on to become editor of The Nation. He wrote Southern California: An Island on the Land in 1946 to distill and disseminate some of the best reportage about the region. He concentrated on Southern California’s explosive growth and the discombobulating, and sometimes amusing, social effects all this newness and change brought about. McWilliams also presaged contemporary views of LA as the premier polyglot, hybridized cultural space in the United States. In the seventies, Banham arrived in LA as precisely the sort of person—a British architectural historian and critic—one would expect to hate everything about the city. But his Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies became a classic specifically because it embraces the freeways, decentralization, and neophilia that set LA up in opposition to accepted standards of urbanism. Another two decades on, in 1990, Southern California–born Davis published his searing City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles. A Marxist, organizer, and urban theorist, Davis countered the twentieth century’s real estate boosterism with a far bleaker portrait of how the city’s working classes, and especially people of color, had been exploited and abused by racism, redlining, economic disenfranchisement, punitive policing, and even targeted environmental degradation. Davis juxtaposed sunshine and noir—boosters versus detractors—and showed a generation just how and why Los Angeles erupted during the civil unrest of 1992, which took place just two years after his book was first published.

			When I moved to LA from New York decades ago, with the understanding that I was trading one great city for another, these three were among the first books I read. Despite their brilliance, however, they didn’t fully evoke the spirit of the city as I was experiencing it. We import a word from German to describe the “spirit of the times”: “zeitgeist.” Less familiar may be a more recent neologism to describe the “spirit of the place”: “platzgeist.” Film scouts are perforce experts in platzgeist. Their job is to convey not just the visuals of a place but the ineffable relationships among natural geography and built environment, the quality of the light, the ambient soundscape, the people who live there, the ones just passing through. The interaction of these characteristics may not be comprehensive, but it is comprehensible. A vintner speaks of a wine’s terroir, the specific attributes of taste, smell, and mouthfeel that can only come from a specific place. Similarly, a platzgeist should evoke a sensation similar to déjà vu, even if one has never been to that place or if what’s being described took place a century ago.

			The spirit of a place is not static, and a platzgeist evolves as a place sloughs off attributes and attitudes assigned to it over time and adopts new ones, especially as its population swells and changes composition. Cities have the most complex platzgeists because they are where the most compelling culture is made. It’s not that forests and deserts don’t command attention; it’s that they are most interesting for what humans observe, rather than create, there. The platzgeist of a village can be charming, but it’s parochial, and while the platzgeist of a suburb can make for fascinating sociology, it will rarely inspire passion. The British historian Sir Peter Hall is admirably direct: “Every great burst of human creativity in history is an urban phenomenon.” What makes charting a platzgeist for Los Angeles in the twentieth century so elusive is that during those dizzying hundred years the city didn’t just expand in population; it exploded into global significance. There are many reasons for this, demographic, economic, and political, but I would argue that Los Angeles’s eruption into worldwide prominence follows its ramp-up of the arts, architecture, design, cuisines, music, theater, and literary cultures, not to mention technical and scientific accomplishments, at a speed and with a reach unprecedented in human history.

			In 1927 Don Ryan, a journalist turned studio hack turned occasional novelist, presciently claimed that Los Angeles is the “city with the aspirations for the Los Angelicization of the world.” The rest of the world has inherited ideas about automobile-dependent urban, suburban, and exurban development from Los Angeles, and while you won’t find mini-malls (an LA invention) in historic city centers, you will find them popping up on their peripheries all across the globe, the architectural equivalents of invasive, non-native plants. But the propensity for blending the inside and the outside, for eschewing the formal for the casual, and the city’s willingness to reinvent, to strive for limitlessness, and to embrace pleasure, all of this and more made Los Angeles a center of gravity in global culture.

			That this explosion of influence took place during the ceaselessly recorded and endlessly commented-upon twentieth century means Los Angeles’s cultural triumphs had to compete with other stories about the city, which almost instantly calcified into stereotypes. Hollywood is an industry named after a place, after all, and that industry has long attracted people who would never have moved west were it not for the film business. Their attitudes about Southern California transmuted into myth, because myth is precisely what popular entertainment hopes to produce. The vision of Los Angeles as a dream factory, where everything is shiny and soul-crushingly empty, reworks Hollywood as Moloch, the Canaanite god who devours his own children. Even LA-born Eve Babitz, who cleverly chronicled the city in the sixties and seventies, recapitulates the usual conventions. Here is composer Igor Stravinsky’s goddaughter, a woman who famously played chess against Marcel Duchamp during his first retrospective in the United States in Pasadena (he was clothed, she was nude; both understood the power of the photo op), kissing off her hometown with the quip that “people with brains went to New York and people with faces came to Los Angeles.”

			But people with brains (often from New York) kept streaming west regardless. In the thirties, Dorothy Parker traded Manhattan’s legendary Algonquin Round Table for Hollywood’s writers’ table, snagging two Academy Award nominations for screenwriting along the way to ever-greater consumption of alcohol and a place on the blacklist for her leftist politics. Parker is reputed to have dismissed her new hometown of LA as “seventy-two suburbs in search of a city,” a nasty little dig that resonated for generations of Angelenos in her wake. Three decades later, Babitz herself was among them, haunting the same bars as her idol—from the Garden of Allah to the Chateau Marmont—though the younger woman quaffed tequila, while Parker preferred the Scotch that ended up killing her.

			Parker’s scorn is emblematic of the way that LA and its narratives about itself have come to be defined by a specific kind of intelligence, that of the bitter screenwriter. Bitterness is the eternal condition of the screenwriter—witness the old (self-loathing and misogynistic) joke about starlets so dumb they sleep with the writer. Witness also that Irving Thalberg, the boy wonder producer of MGM’s storied years and inspiration for F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Last Tycoon, once said that “the most important person in the motion picture process is the writer, and we must do everything in our power to prevent them from realizing it.” No wonder the writers were bitter. And is it any surprise that resentment about Hollywood-the-Industry curdled into bile about Los Angeles–the–Place? Herman Mankiewicz, who’d already moved west, wrote a famous one-line telegram to playwright Ben Hecht, who hadn’t yet: “Millions are to be grabbed out here and your only competition is idiots.” Within a few years, Mankiewicz and Hecht had penned two of the most iconic scripts of Hollywood’s Golden Age—Citizen Kane (1941) and His Girl Friday (1940). But while Hollywood’s film colony embraced these two fast-talking New York–born sons of Jewish immigrants as masters of story structure and dialogue, they were “outsiders” to the midwestern transplants who made up the vast majority of Southern California’s population. These were people looking for second acts in the sun after lives spent toiling on farms and populating prairie towns. Those affected by tuberculosis and other ailments sought relief in what was advertised as “the Sanatorium of the World.” During the Depression, they were joined by “Okies” from Texas, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and points south fleeing the Dust Bowl. This pairing of older “lungers” and the desperate and displaced young became known colloquially as the “Folks.” The Folks may have liked the movies, but they tended to view “movie people” with suspicion, bordering on and occasionally crossing over into overt anti-Semitism. Their preachers would attack Hollywood-the-Industry (code then as now for Jews) on multiple, often contradictory fronts—as the locus of money-grubbing capitalists and simultaneously as a haven for godless communists. Hollywood-the-Industry, in return, publicly thanked the Folks for buying tickets and writing fan letters, while privately mocking them as rubes and snake handlers.

			But over time the Folks changed, even if the bitter screenwriters refused to acknowledge any difference. The Folks were an uprooted people with little to lose, and their willingness to try something—anything—different made twentieth-century Southern California as early as the teens and twenties a hotbed of both innovation and quackery. For everyone who decided that the meat and potatoes of their youth could be improved by adding more vegetables and fruit, there were others willing to embrace a raw-food diet. For every seeker who embraced the serious study of Eastern practices like yoga and Buddhism, there were a hundred more flirting with cults and gurus running the gamut from the inane to the insane. In the pages that follow, you’ll see how the Folks seeded the ground that allowed for the emergence of figures like Jack Parsons, a rocket scientist who was also a warlock; Jim Baker, the Hollywood restaurateur who rebranded himself “Father Yod” and established a love cult; and even Angelyne, famous for being famous long before anybody struggled to keep up with the Kardashians, and who saw her quest for celebrity as a spiritual gift to the world.

			One of the first writers to crystallize what made the Folks and their city unique was Nathanael West. West moved to Los Angeles to become a screenwriter, but success eluded him, and for the most part he toiled in B pictures. He channeled his disappointments into his fourth book (the first three had sold poorly) and, in 1939, ended up publishing The Day of the Locust, the first truly great novel of and from Southern California. His book was both the exemplar and the sturdiest of the bitter-screenwriter narratives of Los Angeles. West’s city is filled with the flamboyantly freakish, desperate to be part of the dream factory but forever relegated to the sidelines. They seethe with envy that explodes first into a riot and finally into a terrifying conflagration. Horace McCoy’s existentially bleak They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? of 1934, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s dissipated Pat Hobby stories for Esquire in the 1940s (while he was hacking away for the studio system and pining for Paris), Bruce Wagner’s millennium-era cell-phone trilogy—I’m Losing You, I’ll Let You Go, and Still Holding—all these fictions are driven by a screenwriter’s rage about Hollywood that burns through the very landscape of Southern California.

			This scorched-earth rendition of the city by those actually living and working in Hollywood would be powerful enough, but over the decades the city also found itself being defined, and dismissed, by out-of-towners, usually Londoners and New Yorkers. From Evelyn Waugh and his mordant meditation on death in the sun, The Loved One (1948), to Norman Mailer’s overwrought Hollywood novel Deer Park (1955) and equal parts brilliant and contemptuous “Superman Goes to the Supermarket,” for Gentlemen’s Quarterly, about Los Angeles’s 1960 Democratic presidential convention, out-of-town writers after World War II practiced what I think of as drive-by confirmations of their preconceptions. So many people have “seen” Los Angeles as a backdrop to Hollywood’s entertainments that it builds a false familiarity, preconditioning them to feel that the moment they get off the plane, it’s time to comment about a place they think they already know, even though they don’t.

			Drive-by punditry was only rarely redeemed, and usually only by virtue of the acerbic wit of intelligences like Waugh and Mailer, who were indeed writing about a city which, at that point, lived up to well-trodden legends about freeways, sprawl, movie stars, and New Age nonsense. But that old understanding of the region doesn’t allow room for those who are now emerging from or moving to Los Angeles wanting to be chefs or social-change agents or high-tech entrepreneurs, not “settling” for these careers after failing to secure a foothold in the entertainment-industrial complex. These people realize that a city known for too long for excluding voices from its culture and politics is striving to include them at every level. Los Angeles continues to live at the edge of forever, but it now has the capacity to take in its past as well as the future, and its new cohort deserves new stories.

			Moving beyond a series of anecdotes, facts, images, icons, sonic traces, and other pieces of evidence requires a framework, a conceptual map to overlay on the physical geographies of the city. The coordinates for this particular mapping draw from the ante- or even anti-modern system known as alchemy, which, when remembered at all, is regarded as the infant cousin of chemistry, and mostly for its promise to transform lead into gold. What goes unremembered is that alchemy was both an experimental protoscience and a spiritual system, simultaneously pursuing both exoteric and esoteric ends. Those esoteric goals, too, had to do with transformation and purification, but of the soul, not of the base elements. The esoteric alchemists were intent on improving the state of man, to make man more like God, or at least the angels.

			There were good reasons for the alchemists to shield their works and ideas behind allegorical screens. Had they been able to realize their ultimate extrinsic goal—the transformation of base into precious metals—they would have found themselves quite quickly either imprisoned or at work for the royal exchequer, just as the miller’s daughter who can spin straw into gold in “Rumpelstiltskin” finds herself at the mercy of a greedy king. The alchemists’ intrinsic goals—stripping Adam’s stain from the human soul and making of man a divinity—strayed close to, and often over, the line of Christian heresy.

			A system that on the one hand tried to construct technological practices to make something out of nothing, and that on the other was about the spiritual purification of the individual, is a compelling lens through which to look at Los Angeles: a desert made to flower, empty housing lots built to sell, a place that has never met a self-improvement scheme it couldn’t transform into a cult or a gluten-free-downward-dog-facing-juicing-soft-tissue-massaging way of life.

			Even more relevant are the ways in which alchemy embraces correspondence as opposed to causation. Correspondence allows us to build networks of discrete details and deploy them in space and over time to weave necessary narratives. In alchemy, correspondences are meaningful rather than coincidental. Correspondence relates the intrinsic to the extrinsic, the macro to the micro, the elements to the planets, the vices to the virtues. One of the aphorisms of alchemy is “as above, so below,” an attractive concept to anyone trying to map culture to geography over time.

			Alchemy’s theory of the elements turns out to have yet more arcane correspondence to Los Angeles. Alchemists accepted the four classical elements of earth, air, fire, and water but subsumed them all to a fifth, the Aristotelian quintessence of the aether. The stories of Southern California during the twentieth century can be arranged under these broad rubrics in order to construct an elemental narrative of the region. As much as the world and even the region sees Los Angeles–the–Place as driven by Hollywood-the-Industry, there was only a short time in the 1920s when show business was the dominant economic player. Before then, it was earth and fire, and since then, air and water.

			Start with earth, here corresponding to land. The Tongva were the first people of the land they called Yaa. Like the other Indigenous peoples up and down the Pacific coast, they were almost destroyed by their encounter with Europeans. Spain’s priests seeded missions up and down Alta California’s coast through the middle of the eighteenth century, creating feudal, even slave-like conditions for the Tongva, the Chumash, and other native peoples. When El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora la Reina de los Ángeles was founded in 1781, the pobladores—forty-four original settlers and four soldiers—included those of Indigenous, mixed African Mexican, and European heritage, a reminder that the population of Los Angeles has never been homogeneous. Their pueblo was under the rule of the original Californios, beneficiaries of land grants from the Spanish king. As the Californio grandees had displaced the priests, so they were later overrun by governors authorized by the newly independent Mexican nation. Cattle was king in this era, no matter who ruled, with grazing taking precedence over growing. Spanish-speaking rule ended as the forces of Yankee Manifest Destiny took control after 1848’s Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the brutal Mexican-American War. By that time, the city’s name was stripped down to “Los Angeles” and, as the decades passed, even further, to “L.A.” or, my preference, “LA.”

			The incoming Yankees and the remaining Californios continued ranching after 1848, but the one-two punch of devastating droughts in the 1860s, which killed off entire herds, and the advent of refrigerated boxcars in the 1870s shifted the calculus. Because the region’s harvests could now be shipped by rail across the continent, Los Angeles’s farm sector experienced phenomenal growth, eventually emerging as the single most productive agricultural county in the United States. But Yankees did more than ranch and farm. They transmuted earth into the commodity we call real estate. The land that had been stolen, and then granted and grazed, was now to be divided and subdivided, parceled into ever more remote, inaccessible, or even unbuildable plots. Southern California’s real estate business was not solely about selling space, but instead the manufacturing and dissemination—nationally and then globally—of a dream. The boom-and-bust cycles in local housing date back more than a century and a half, and the fever for land never wanes in Southern California.

			Earth was the dominant element until the second decade of the twentieth century, when fire supplanted it, or rather the combustion that occurs when oil is extracted from the ground, refined, and then pumped into car engines that mobilized an ever-exploding population, allowing them to reach out and grab all that land, if only as a small piece of paradise in front of which they could park their Ford. By the late 1920s, the economy was all about fire, with the energy industry pumping oil all across the region, local wildcatter Edward Doheny reputed to be richer than Rockefeller, and the Southland’s automobile culture defining the landscape. The wealth that oil generated built downtown Los Angeles into a commercial hub at the very same time it contributed to the explosion of suburban development fed by automobiles. The oil wealth drew new populations, created whole new industries, and contributed to burgeoning scandal and corruption, from the local Julian Pete swindles of small investors in the twenties (“Pete” was short for “petroleum”) to the national scandal of the naval fuel reserves at Teapot Dome, which nearly brought down President Warren G. Harding’s administration. Oil had been central to the transformation of agricultural land into automobile-centric suburban development, and oil was just as essential to the infrastructure of the next element to ascend to preeminence. I speak here of air, or, better yet, aerospace.

			By the 1930s, the economy took to the skies, as the region’s weather was conducive to both flying and the manufacturing of aircraft. With the onset of the Second World War, Southern California’s aeronautics sector was remade into an arsenal of democracy, designing and producing more than 40 percent of all U.S. military aircraft during the conflict. At the height of wartime production, Douglas Aircraft alone built more than one hundred B-17 bombers, A-20 attack bombers, and C-47 cargo planes every single week. Companies like Douglas, Lockheed, and Hughes manufactured the planes that won the war, and hired the people who populated the valleys where their plants were located. The war effort was voracious and demanded workers of all kinds, welcoming the very “Okies” who a decade earlier had been illegally arrested at the state border during the Depression, and making space for African American workers on production lines. Air’s ascendancy was linked to conflict, and even on the home front it was hardly an era of harmonious relationships. The war years saw the infamous mass internment or, more accurately, incarceration of Japanese and Japanese American residents; attacks on Mexican American zoot-suiters; and, a decade later, the brutal deportation of more than a million Mexican “guest workers,” known as braceros.

			During the Cold War, Southern California shifted from air to the airless regions beyond the atmosphere and created aerospace, the dominant industry until the start of the 1990s. If planes had been central to aviation, it was now satellites, rockets, and computerized central command systems that were being integrated into a vast, interlocking, security-obsessed system of defense and war-making capability.

			The aerospace era saw an epochal transfer of wealth from Washington to Southern California, with the Department of Defense pouring more than $40 billion into the state (half a trillion in contemporary dollars). This arms-driven largesse was like a rain of gold, creating a giddy sense of prosperity for those parts of the region’s population able, by virtue of their race, class, and gender, to partake in it. The defense industries built up the South Bay, and especially Orange County, into new regional centers, leaving enough cash to spread around to their children, the rising teenage demographic. Those kids used that money and the leisure time that accompanied it to create a youth-lifestyle capitalism that became the envy of the world, with surfboards, hot rods, skateboards, tennis courts, and suburban pools the seeming birthright of every Anglo kid lucky enough to grow up under the California sun.

			This is not to say that everyone participated in this beach-party fantasia. Southern California was simultaneously the site of tremendous oppression of minority groups. It was also a place of riot and resistance, most famously in the African American communities during Watts in 1965; the Chicano civil rights movement and antiwar protests later in the 1960s; then, most recently, the South LA uprising in 1992, at the end of aerospace’s regional dominance. That era saw Southern California’s peak of influence on the national scene, with not one but two presidents of the United States hailing from the region: Richard Nixon, a native, and Ronald Reagan, who hightailed it out of the Midwest for Hollywood when he was twenty-six. Nixon and Reagan were conservatives, obsessed with strong defense. They practiced a military pump-priming, spending lavishly and promoting growth, at least in Southern California, where they funded the secret labs and immense factories of the region that produced the United States’ high-tech space weaponry. The culture of secrecy that made the aerospace industry possible has also rendered it virtually invisible within the region’s historical memory. The number of Southern Californians who even remember the reign of aerospace dwindles with every passing year.

			A similar invisibility affects the fourth element of this alchemical mapping: water. It’s been said that fish are the last to notice water because it surrounds them. Angelenos are not that different, as only a very few would even recognize the acronyms POLA or POLB. These are the abbreviations for the combined ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach, and the waters of these ports are the largest and busiest in the United States and the most important in the Western Hemisphere. Sixty percent of the Chinese-made goods that Americans consume float into POLA and POLB on their way to Walmarts and Targets from Minneapolis to Memphis—more than half a trillion dollars in trade.

			The ports have been important for a century, but it’s only since the early 1990s that they have been central to neoliberal globalization and to the so-called China effect, which drives the price for consumer goods to an asymptote that occasionally approaches zero. The era of water has coincided not only with the globalization of Los Angeles’s trade but also with the globalization of its demographics. In this period Southern California found itself at the center of not only global trade but also global migration, with an influx of new national and ethnic populations, from Thais to Iranians to Salvadoreans, and continued border crossing by Mexican migrants, creating a thoroughly hybridized region in the twenty-first century. Perhaps because of all this change, driven by so many global factors, this era of water is not well understood, the ports the least visible of the four major historically important Southern California sectors, a blip in comparison to the attention generated by Hollywood.

			Regardless of the realities of culture and commerce, we continue to build narratives of Los Angeles around the screenscapes of entertainment. This I put forward as the fifth element, the aether, or quintessence, of Hollywood the dream factory, which floats above while subsuming the other four elements of earth, fire, air, and water in the imagination. The alchemical elements regularly combine and recombine, with earth and water here, air and fire there, the quintessence of Hollywood in all its glamour and pathos serving as foil to those living the real rather than the fantasy. Understanding Los Angeles, however, requires going beyond the screen, in order to weave all these elements into the narrative tapestry of the city, reworking its cartography to create correspondences between people and places over time, and drafting an alchemist’s map of Los Angeles.

			Over a decade ago, I strayed into alchemy, not from a sense of belief but rather because I was interested in that period before science definitively split from the mystical, before the moment when physics renounced metaphysics. I live around the corner from a place that now sells vape juice but used to be a wondrous shop called Objets d’Art & Spirit. It sold charms and oils to questing Hollywood types. Potions for Passion, Fast Luck, and Success in the Arts sold out fast, as you might expect, but Knowledge usually languished on the shelf. Funny thing, though: when I stopped in just before the shop shuttered to get some Knowledge, it was fresh out, but I did manage to find Wisdom. When I asked the difference between Knowledge and Wisdom, the woman behind the counter said that Knowledge is red and Wisdom is green. An alchemical map of a Los Angeles reimagined transmutes the elements, diagramming a connectionist platzgeist built from correspondences, from stories that bridge the gulf between knowledge and wisdom, positioning itself between the red and the green.
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				Freud, Dora (No, Not That Dora), and the Secret Austro-Hungarian Roots of Surfing

				
					If all American literature comes from Huckleberry Finn, all American surf culture comes from Gidget.

					—Tim Appelo

					If I had a couple bucks to buy a book, I wouldn’t. I’d buy some beer.

					—Malibu surfer in Life magazine, right after Gidget came out

				

			

			While sports, life, and style have been around for a while, the “sports lifestyle” as a distinct market is just more than a half century old. Like much else of cultural import in the years since World War II, this niche is the product of the human laboratory we call California, and specifically of its coastline. Surfing is enjoying one of its periodic peaks in the general consciousness, which makes it appropriate to look back to the moment when the sport broke free of its cult status and became the urtext of athleticism as consumer commodity. The publication of Gidget: The Little Girl with Big Ideas in 1957 did not just introduce us to the barely fictionalized account of a girl’s summer in Malibu; it started a chain reaction that introduced surfing to the rest of the country and spread it to the world at large. The novel was an international bestseller, was licensed for three hit movies, and was later made into numerous television shows, a comic book, and even a Gidget fortune-telling game. Within just a few years of the novel’s release, the Beach Boys, woodies, hangin’ ten, and board shorts were as popular in Kansas as they were in California and Hawaii.

			The key thing to remember is that since 1957, surfing as something that you buy has completely overshadowed surfing as something that you do. I would hazard that no other activity has ever generated as many products among people who neither know how to do it nor follow those who do. The market’s archetypal surfer might be blond, vacant-eyed, and deracinated, but there are deeper stories beneath surfing’s glossy surface. Like Los Angeles, surfing often seems to be outside the realm of history, existing in a permanent present. In this story, though, noir can eclipse sunshine; high culture butts heads with low commerce; utopia inspires and disappoints in equal measure for local and émigré alike; and the surf shops of Huntington Beach end up owing an unacknowledged debt to Viennese coffeehouses.

			Before Gidget the transmedia phenomenon, there was a real girl named Kathy Kohner who learned to surf Malibu in the summer of 1955. From her house in Brentwood, it was a trip of fewer than ten miles, but one that took her out of American suburbia and into one of the fifties’ emergent youth subcultures, though nobody called them that then, just outliers from the norm. California was full of outliers—bikers in San Bernardino, Beats in San Francisco, lowriders from East LA, and surfers paddling what looked like planks spread out from Oceanside near San Diego to Santa Cruz up north. But the most visible of all, at least after Gidget, were the ones in Malibu. Malibu was then seventeen miles of unincorporated land, just north of Los Angeles and over the hill from the rapidly filling suburbs of the San Fernando Valley. Kathy’s mother (an exceedingly minor player in our Papa-centric tale) was insistent that her movie-loving fifteen-year-old get out into the sunshine, forcing her to go to the beach every weekend with two older male cousins.

			Bored and curious in a classically adolescent way, Kathy wandered from one side of the Malibu pier to the other and for the first time saw a collection of great-looking young men riding the waves. She walked up to one, started asking him questions, and wondered if she was bothering him. He responded, “You’re breathing, aren’t you?” Unlike the beach bunnies who were already hopping along the shore, Kathy decided that she wanted to join the men in the water and brought sandwiches with her to trade for time on their boards. The “boys” all had nicknames—from the Big Kahuna to Tubesteak to Da Cat (more on him later). Kathy—just under five feet tall and ninety-five pounds when wet—was a girl and, evidently to the rest of the surfers, midget-sized: hence, Girl-Midget or Gidget, a fusion that reeks of both schoolyard taunts and what Sigmund Freud called “condensation.” Eventually, Kathy/Gidget bought a board and taught herself to surf.

			It was at the point that Kathy decided to commit her experiences to paper that things became more complicated. She told her father that she wanted to write a book about her experiences, but he convinced her that he himself should write it. On the one hand, this made a certain amount of sense, as Frederick Kohner was a professional writer, and an accomplished one at that. Born in Teplitz-Schönau, the Czech spa town that inspired Henrik Ibsen’s play An Enemy of the People, Frederick got his PhD in Vienna and then moved to Berlin to work in film. His brother had left for Los Angeles in 1921, so when the Nazis made Berlin increasingly inhospitable for Jews in all fields, Frederick followed in 1933. The newcomer gained steady work and even received an Oscar nomination for coauthoring Mad About Music in 1938. Frederick would be all but invisible today (with the exception of his Internet Movie Database entry) had it not been for his daughter, Kathy, and the new friends she made the summer of her sophomore year in high school.

			Freud, that famous son of Vienna, never made it out west, and the closest he ever came to New World beach culture was a day trip to Brooklyn’s Coney Island in 1911, but we might start with him, because Gidget: The Little Girl with Big Ideas is a title that in and of itself sounds like one of the great doctor’s case studies.

			Frederick began to listen in on his daughter’s phone calls with her friends—with Kathy’s permission, but not theirs—in order to “get the language right.” After the success of the novel, there was a magazine photo shoot of Kathy on the phone, as her father—omnipresent pipe in mouth—lurks in the doorway, bathed in shadows, looking for all the world like a voyeur or stalker straight out of the Alfred Hitchcock canon. In other words, Frederick, having stolen his daughter’s life, sold it as a transmedia property via his agent to publishing, film, and television.

			In addition to the Gidget sequels with her name in the title, Frederick wrote other novels about precocious young girls, Cher Papa and Kiki of Montparnasse among them. In the original, Frederick is both prurient and ambivalent about his fictional daughter’s sexual awakening. On the one hand there is much fifties-era talk of breasts “that would put Jayne Mansfield to shame.” On the other hand, Gidget doesn’t know the meaning of the word “orgy.” She has to look it up “in my old man’s Funk & Wagnall’s,” manages to trace its etymology back to Pythagoras, and yet inexplicably never figures out its sexual meaning. Gidget was released within weeks of Lolita. It must have been something in the air.

			Gidget is very much the outsider’s book, a girl watching boys being watched by her émigré father. In the novel, Gidget’s dad is a professor of German literature at USC, and a certain Mitteleuropean gloss pervades the description of Gidget’s life. There are sabbaticals in Berlin
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