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Introduction

Los Angeles, often called the City of Angels, is known the world over for its sun-soaked
beaches, Hollywood glamour, and sprawling freeways. But beneath the surface of
palm trees and celebrity headlines lies a deeper, more complex story—a living
tapestry woven from centuries of ambition, diversity, innovation, and resilience. This
book, A History of Los Angeles, aims to illuminate the many layers of this iconic city’s
past, exploring how it came to be both a symbol of boundless opportunity and a
reflection of the ongoing challenges faced by modern urban societies.

Before Los Angeles became a global metropolis, its story began thousands of years
ago with the indigenous peoples who first called the region home. The Tongva and
Chumash, thriving on the land’s natural abundance, developed intricate societies and
sustainable ways of life that would endure until dramatic transformations swept across
the continent. Spanish explorers, upon arriving on these shores, initiated processes of
colonization and settlement that forever altered the trajectory of this place, reshaping
its environment and the lives of its original inhabitants.

From its earliest days as a humble pueblo founded by a diverse group of settlers in
1781, to its rise under Mexican rule and eventual incorporation into the United States,
Los Angeles has been marked by periods of rapid change and reinvention. The
expansion of the rancho system and the coming of the railroads set off waves of
migration, fueling booms in real estate, agriculture, and later, oil. By the turn of the
20th century, the city’s ambitions were evident in landmark infrastructure projects
such as the Los Angeles Aqueduct, reflecting the resolve—yet also the
controversies—that would accompany the city’s relentless growth.

Perhaps no development transformed Los Angeles’ identity more than the rise of the
film industry and the birth of Hollywood. The city became synonymous with
entertainment and creativity, drawing dreamers from across the globe and etching
itself into the cultural consciousness. Meanwhile, Los Angeles was also a major player
in national and international industries, hosting rapidly growing aerospace,
manufacturing, and shipping sectors. Throughout the 20th century, new communities
flourished here, resulting in an extraordinary mosaic of cultures, languages, and
traditions.

Yet the story of Los Angeles is not only one of triumph and imagination—it is also
shaped by tensions and challenges. From racial and social unrest to environmental
crises and struggles over housing, water, and mobility, the city has continually
grappled with the consequences of its own explosive growth. The 1965 Watts Riots
and the 1992 Los Angeles Riots were pivotal moments, underscoring the urgent issues
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of inequality and systemic injustice. Even now, as the city leads in innovation and
culture, it faces critical questions about sustainability, equity, and what it means to
thrive in the 21st century.

In these pages, we will journey from the region’s primeval beginnings to the
metropolis that stands today, tracing the lives, ideas, and decisions that have shaped
Los Angeles over centuries. By delving into its past, we gain not only a clearer
understanding of how the city came to be but also insight into the opportunities—and
obstacles—that still lie ahead. Los Angeles, ever-changing and continually reinventing
itself, remains a city whose history is as vibrant and multifaceted as the people who
call it home.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Origins: The First Peoples of
Los Angeles

Long before the hum of traffic or the glow of neon signs, the land that now comprises
Los Angeles was a vibrant, living landscape, shaped and cared for by people whose
history stretched back thousands of years. These were the indigenous inhabitants,
primarily the Tongva and Chumash, whose deep connection to the land laid the
foundation for the complex ecosystem and the human presence that would follow.

The Tongva, also known as the Gabrielefio, were the primary inhabitants of the Los
Angeles Basin, their territory encompassing a vast area of approximately 4,000 square
miles. This included not only the mainland but also the Southern Channel Islands, such
as Santa Catalina and San Clemente. Their presence in this region is supported by
archaeological evidence dating back at least 7,000 years, with some findings
suggesting an even deeper history stretching back to around 6000 BC.

These early people did not identify as a single unified "tribe" in the modern sense, but
rather by their individual villages. There were as many as 100 such villages scattered
throughout their territory, each with its own distinct identity and leadership. Despite
this independence, the villages were interconnected through shared language, culture,
and extensive social and trade networks.

The name "Tongva" is the most widely used term today, though historically, after the
arrival of the Spanish missions, they were often referred to as Gabrielefio or
Fernandeno, based on the missions established on their lands. Some descendants
today prefer the name Kizh, which they identify as their ancestral name. Regardless of
the name used, these were the original caretakers of "Tovaangar," meaning "the
world," the name the indigenous residents gave to the Los Angeles Basin.

The Tongva were skilled hunter-gatherers, their lives intricately tied to the rhythms of
the natural world. They utilized the abundant resources of the diverse Southern
California landscape, from the coastlines and estuaries to the inland valleys and
foothills. Their diet was varied and seasonal, including acorns, seeds, berries, nuts,
deer, rabbits, birds, and fish.

Coastal Tongva communities had access to the rich marine resources of the Pacific
Ocean. They were adept fishermen and harvested shellfish from the shores. Their

knowledge of the tides and marine life was essential to their survival and prosperity.

Inland Tongva communities relied more heavily on terrestrial resources. They
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gathered acorns from the abundant oak trees, a staple food that required processing
to remove tannins before consumption. Seeds, roots, and other plant foods
supplemented their diet.

The Tongva had a sophisticated understanding of their environment and practiced
sustainable methods to ensure the long-term availability of resources. This included
techniques like controlled burning to manage vegetation and promote the growth of
desired plants.

Their homes, known as kiches, were dome-shaped structures constructed from willow
branches and covered with mats woven from reeds, grasses, or animal hides. These
dwellings were adapted to the local climate, providing shelter from the sun and
occasional rain.

For those living on the islands, whale bones were sometimes incorporated into the
structure of their kiches. In the warmer months, a simple ramada, a roof supported by
poles, offered shade and a cool place to work and socialize.

Trade was a vital aspect of Tongva society, connecting the various villages and
extending to neighboring indigenous groups. They traded goods such as soapstone
from Catalina Island, which was carved into tools, vessels, and ornamental objects.

The Tongva were known for their finely crafted baskets, which were essential for
gathering, processing, and storing food. These baskets were not only functional but
also objects of beauty, showcasing the artistry and skill of the weavers.

Neighboring the Tongva, primarily to the north and west along the coast, were the
Chumash people. Their territory stretched from Malibu in the south to Paso Robles in
the north, extending inland to the edge of the San Joaquin Valley and including the
Northern Channel Islands.

The Chumash also boasted a long history in the region, with archaeological evidence
suggesting their presence for at least 13,000 years. Like the Tongva, they were skilled
hunter-gatherers who utilized both marine and terrestrial resources.

A key innovation of the Chumash was the tomol, a sophisticated plank-built canoe.
These seaworthy vessels, constructed from redwood or pine planks sealed with a
mixture of pine pitch and asphaltum, allowed them to navigate the coast and travel to
the Channel Islands.

The tomol was not just a mode of transportation; it was central to Chumash economic
and social life, enabling extensive trade networks between the islands and the
mainland. They traded goods like shell beads, which served as a form of currency, for
resources not available on the islands.
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The Chumash societal structure included skilled craftspeople, chiefs, and spiritual
leaders. They were known for their intricate basketry and enigmatic rock art found in
caves throughout their territory. These paintings, often depicting human figures and
animals, offer glimpses into their spiritual beliefs and worldview.

Both the Tongva and Chumash peoples had complex social structures with hereditary
leadership. Chiefs held significant authority within their villages, and these positions
were often passed down through families.

Their spiritual beliefs were deeply connected to the natural world, viewing humans as
one part of a larger web of life. Traditional narratives and creation stories explained
their origins and their relationship with the land and its inhabitants.

The indigenous peoples of the Los Angeles Basin and surrounding areas had a
profound understanding of their environment, developed over millennia. They lived in
balance with the natural world, their economies and cultures shaped by the resources
available to them.

Their trail networks, established for trade and travel between villages, often followed
natural features like rivers and valleys. Interestingly, some of these ancient paths laid
the groundwork for later transportation routes, including some of the freeways that
crisscross modern Los Angeles.

Place names throughout the Los Angeles area also serve as enduring reminders of the
original inhabitants. Names like Topanga, Cahuenga, Tujunga, Pacoima, and
Cucamonga have origins in the Tongva and Fernandefo languages.

Archaeological sites scattered across the Los Angeles Basin continue to reveal details
about the lives of these early peoples. These sites, including village locations and tool
remnants, provide tangible links to a distant past.

The vibrant cultures of the Tongva and Chumash, with their intricate social structures,
sophisticated technologies like the te'aat and tomol, and deep spiritual connection to
the land, represent the true ancient origins of the Los Angeles region. Their story is
not merely a prelude to European arrival but a significant and enduring chapter in the
history of this land.
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