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		A Better Way for Non-Fiction

								

	
				Countless historical non-fiction books have been written, but relatively few have been published in a way that allows quick corrections and/or additions. That’s exactly what this self-published ebook allows thanks to Biblioboard and Pressbooks. Public libraries created the former, which allows indie authors to publish for free via the Pressbooks.pub platform.
 As a self-published author, I control when to make changes and doing so is easy. Over time, as corrections come in or new information surfaces, this work can be quickly updated and that way readers will have the most up-to-date biography of Griffith Jenkins Griffith. Reliance on traditional print publishing — which doesn’t allow authors to update a book at will — no longer makes sense, hence this author-controlled, ebook-first approach.
 Unfortunately, a full, completely accurate history is impossible, even with this format. Nobody can do that when piecing together historical non-fiction. Every history comes with perspectives shaped by how the characters see themselves and others — and by how news media and earlier authors/researchers portray them. What can be done, and what this biography aims to do, is to bring those perspectives together, surrounding them with rich context such as external links (mostly Wikipedia entries[1] and books/papers that are online), as well as photos, maps and documents that are placed next to the appropriate text. (A pet peeve: most traditional publishers place images in the middle or at the end of books, not where they are referred to in the text!)
 Note too that with Kindle any ebook image can be enlarged by placing two fingers on it and spreading those fingers apart. Many images in this book, especially newspaper pages, also have a link to download the document for closer review.
 This first iteration, if it can be called that, relies mostly on primary sources such as Griffith family documents and newspapers covering Griffith’s trial — in fact, everything in quotes is from a primary source or a book. Most of what is not in quotes provides source-based context to Griffith’s story or describes what Los Angeles was like in the late 1800s and early 1900s. As for speculation, there is a bit of that when it comes to what triggered this tragedy — we’ll never know for sure, but I’ve tried to rely on evidence to back up my words.
 Now, returning to that idea of feedback, please email any suggestions, corrections, questions to miguel.llanos@outlook.com and I’ll get right on it!
 

	Btw, for people and places that are most directly connected to Griffith and which have Wiki pages, e.g. Griffith Park, I've linked to those the first time they are mentioned in the book. But I have not linked to broader topics like the Gilded Age. Within Kindle and some other epub readers one can press/tap on word(s) to get a definition and often a link to its Wikipedia entry. ↵
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		Introduction

								

	
				[image: Griffith Jenkins Griffith and Christina Mesmer Griffith]Griffith Jenkins Griffith in 1896, the year Griffith Park was donated, and Christina Griffith, date unknown. (Sources: UCLA Library Special Collections and Van Griffith via Griffith Park: A Centennial History by Mike Eberts)

  
 Why should you care about this story? A wealthy husband tries to kill his wife — that might get your attention at a dinner party, but to read an entire book about it? This story does have a “trial of the century” feel to it, but it seems every generation, in every city, has one of those. No, the reasons to stick with it are actually deeper. As the title suggests, it explores how a do-gooder, Griffith Jenkins Griffith, turned into a would-be wife killer. But it also shines a light on Christina Griffith, who besides being the victim here has never been fully recognized by the city of Los Angeles for helping her husband establish Griffith Park, the world’s largest park in the heart of a major city.[1]  Finally, their history together happens at a unique time and place — when a nation’s expansion west turned a forsaken town, Los Angeles, into a mecca-city and then the mega-city it is today.
 Griffith J. Griffith, the Welsh immigrant at the center of this story,  was living the American Dream — from poverty to fortune, family, fame and philanthropy. The creation of Griffith Park in 1896 should have been plenty for a long legacy. But then he jeopardized it all seven years later, shooting his wife in the face after accusing her of infidelity and of trying to poison him on behalf of the Catholic Church.
 [image: Map of Los Angeles and Griffith Park]Griffith Park lies northwest of downtown Los Angeles and east of Hollywood. Today, it’s central to much of Greater Los Angeles, but back when it was donated it lay outside the city limits and was a long haul for the few visitors who ventured there. (Source: City of Los Angeles)

 Today, Griffith Park is familiar to most residents of Los Angeles and many a visitor. But few know of the crime that turned that legacy from one of philanthropic visionary to ego-driven drunk and now forgotten benefactor.
 Grif, as his friends and family called him, came to the United States from Wales as a teen in 1866 and within a decade had made a fortune in mining — well, actually in the art of mine speculation and possibly manipulation. More on that later. In any case, that fortune allowed him to buy the 4,071-acre Rancho Los Feliz in Los Angeles. He married a wealthy local, Mary Agnes Christina Mesmer, and soon a son was born to carry on his family name. In 1896, he made that enormous gift to his adopted city: 3,015 acres from his rancho.[2]
 That, along with other actions and smaller donations, made him not only Los Angeles’ first major philanthropist, it also created the sense that Grif’s life experiences had made him something of a visionary. Parks are needed not as a retreat for the wealthy, he argued, but as safety valves for the working class stuck in cramped, unhealthy quarters. He later funded the Griffith Observatory and Greek Theater[3] to bring science and art to a greater public. In other ways, too, he was ahead of his time — or at least ahead of how his wealthy peers acted. A city needs industry, not just orange groves, he postured, and he put his money where his mouth was by starting a tile factory that for a short time became one of the region’s largest employers. He also waged a very public campaign to turn prisons into reformatories providing a second chance — a view he came to embrace after his own time at San Quentin.
 But that vision came with an ego and heavy drinking. His tragedy played out just as Los Angeles was evolving from a backwater town into the envy of a mighty United States of America and its new president, Theodore Roosevelt. Los Angeles, too, had it all — sunshine, beaches, plenty of farmland for those iconic orange groves, and even an ocean gateway to the Pacific and the Orient beyond.  Grif’s story illustrates not just an American Dream come and gone, it also shows how California, particularly Southern California, became a mecca for dreamers at the turn of the 20th Century. People like Grif anxious to make their mark in a promised land.
 Northern California boomed first thanks to its gold rush. The few who made fortunes there included Grif, though his was relatively small compared to most “fortunes”. Many of those few then parlayed their wealth into real estate, railroads and/or trade. America had just connected the coasts by rail, and soon new shipping ports would expand opportunities across oceans.  
 Grif had a flair for flaunting his position and wealth — both of which were enhanced by Mrs. Griffith J. Griffith, formerly Mary Agnes Christina Mesmer. The Mesmer family had status in Los Angeles, where Christina’s father was one of the first to make a fortune. And, shortly before marrying, she inherited farmland near downtown that was ripe for development.
 Given that the victim here was Christina, known as Tina by family and friends, one might ask: “Why not tell her story? She’s the one who suffered.” True enough, but remember this happened at the turn of the 20th Century. Women generally were forced to keep low profiles, and in California they couldn’t even vote until 1911, so little was documented about Tina’s life. She left no diary or autobiography, while her social and charitable activities were rarely noted in newspapers. 
 It was still a man’s world to conquer or drown in — and Grif did both in just 20 years. He had the potential to be remembered as a respected philanthropist and yet he died ostracized. Grif’s burial was a sad affair with just a few people paying respects. Local newspapers hardly mentioned it. The only saving grace for Grif’s legacy was that no newspaper reminded readers that he had been convicted of shooting his wife. It’s hard to fathom how this could befall the man who donated what was, and still is, the largest park in the middle of a major city anywhere on the planet, but then you haven’t heard his story yet, have you?
 Let’s start at the bottom.
 


	A qualifier to "world's largest (urban) park" is required here: Julia Czerniak and George Hargreaves in Large Parks list Fairmount Park in Philadelphia and Casa de Campo in Madrid as slightly larger urban parks than Griffith, but the former was cobbled together from several parks and the latter is outside Madrid's center. Also, several other urban parks are larger but none are as centrally located within a major city. For a list, see tpl.org/resource/150-largest-parks-2010. ↵


	Mike Eberts in Griffith Park: A Centennial History provides the most in-depth account of the park's creation and first 100 years, as well as significant biographical details about Griffith. ↵


	Today, the spelling of Greek Theatre ends in "re" but originally, as per its dedicatory pamphlet in 1930, it was the Greek Theater. The "er" spelling is maintained throughout the book for consistency. ↵
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		Hitting Rock Bottom

								

	
				FEBRUARY 16, 1904
 ___________________________
 
“Her face was veiled, the soft dark netting like a widow’s weeds hung to her waist. All we could see was a ghostly shadow. From behind the veil, her voice was a whisper we had to strain to hear, and the pauses were long and empty, like falling down a well.”
 –Journalist Adela Rogers St. Johns, describing Tina testifying at trial
 
 


[image: Tina Griffith at trial]Tina Griffith, her veil lightened to show her face, as depicted by the Los Angeles Herald on February 17, 1904.

 
 
 
 
 As gruesome as the assault was — shot in the face, Tina jumps from hotel’s third story window, falls nearly 15 feet onto a rooftop and fractures shoulder in desperate attempt to escape — it wasn’t immediately clear that Grif would ever stand trial. Tina wasn’t sure she wanted to prosecute as it would leave a stigma on their teenage son. Grif was optimistic he could patch things up, and it probably didn’t really sink in until five months after the shooting that he no longer could avoid trial. The proud, self-made man would go on to see many low points during the two weeks of trial testimony, but it was day two that produced the lowest low.
 It was on that day, February 16, 1904, that Tina lifted her dark veil for 12 jurors — all men, by the way — to see her disfigured face. Burn scars lined the socket of her right eye. The eyeball itself had been destroyed,  and bullet and bone fragments in the socket removed.
 The Los Angeles Examiner, the new, flashy paper in town, captured the moment in an illustration across five of its seven front-page columns:
 [image: Examiner front page of Tina testifying]Tap the image to download a high-resolution pdf.

 The Los Angeles Times hadn’t yet turned illustrations into sensational visuals, but its reporters spared no detail. Tina’s “lawyers made Mrs. Griffith get down from the witness stand,” the Times reported, “and show her sightless eye socket to each of the jurors in turn, holding up her veil and dark glasses while each of the twelve looked her scars and deformities critically over.”
 [image: Griffith at trial]Grif as depicted by the Herald on February 17, 1904.

 Those in the packed courtroom had been waiting for that moment — they had to see it to believe it. Sure, Grif’s associates knew he was cocky and quirky, but shoot his wife? He had given Los Angeles a massive park and had his hands in real estate, local politics, a tile factory, the elite Jonathan Club and even in bringing a baseball team to the city.
 When that moment arrived, it was, a Times reporter wrote, “pitiful and one of the most painful incidents that ever happened in Judge Smith’s court.”
 A crumpled Grif only added to the pitiful picture. “He sat far down the table, shoved along by his lawyers,” the Times observed, “helpless and impotent, sometimes eagerly fumbling over a bundle of cards he took from his pocket, but more often leaning over the table and watching her with troubled, anxious eyes, his face turning white and red by turns.”
  
 The Ghost in the Courtroom
 Even before Tina lifted her veil, the mood in the courtroom was heavy with drama. The first day had started with the last jurors seated and then the prosecution wasted no time in calling Tina to the stand.
 “After some delay she entered the courtroom, accompanied by Mrs. Charles L Whipple, her sister, and Mrs. Jennie Mesmer,” her stepmother, the Los Angeles Herald reported of that first day. “Mrs. Griffith was so heavily veiled that her features were not discernable, and she also wore a pair of blue spectacles which entirely covered any disfiguration from the wound which she received. She was gowned in a blue suit and wore a heavy fur collar.”
 Years later, the daughter of Grif’s chief trial lawyer recalled having herself been in the courtroom, spellbound when Tina’s attorney called his client to testify. “Mrs. Griffith limped painfully down the aisle,” Adela Rogers St. Johns wrote in her biography of her father, Earl Rogers.[1] “Strange it was to see her pass within a few feet of the bellicose, fidgety, twitching defendant … She did not look at him as she made her way to the raised platform on which stood the witness chair.”
 “I have never known such a moment of deathly stillness in any courtroom,” wrote Rogers, who went on to have a renowned journalism career. “We could not fathom what it all really meant to them, the thralldom was so great we couldn’t move, we could hardly breathe. My heart was thumping words to a death march. We made no sign, we said no word, we had no word to say. They had loved each other, married, it seemed stranger to me than anything I had ever known in my short life.
 “Her face was veiled, the soft dark netting like a widow’s weeds hung to her waist. All we could see was a ghostly shadow. From behind the veil, her voice was a whisper we had to strain to hear, and the pauses were long and empty, like falling down a well.”
 Tina’s testimony had begun with her lead attorney, former California Gov. Henry Gage, asking her to detail everything she could remember about the afternoon of September 3, 1903. “As she faltered out her story, behind the dark curtain, she put a delicate handkerchief to her eyes,” Rogers wrote. Gage “stood close behind her … he seemed only concerned to help this trembling lady, he repeated her whispered answers sometimes in a resonant, unhappy baritone.”
 The Los Angeles Express reported that Tina’s “recital of the scene was given brokenly and with sobs that shook her body convulsively. There was scarcely a dry eye in the courtroom and every word of the terrible story was listened to with bated breath.”
 Tina recalled that she was packing to head home after a summer at the Hotel Arcadia in Santa Monica when Grif walked into her room and said: “’You will take this prayer book and get down on your knees.’
 “I immediately became alarmed and said: ‘What do you mean?’
 “He replied: ‘I want you to get down on your knees and swear to some questions I am going to ask you.’ I took the book and got down on my knees.”
 Obviously reliving the trauma in her mind, Tina needed a few minutes to compose herself, finally uttering: “Then I saw a revolver in his hand and cried out to him to please put it away. He said: ‘Close your eyes’ in a determined way. I then saw that he meant what he said and I asked him to let me pray. Then I raised my eyes and prayed, as I felt that I was in the hands of a desperate man.
 “After I had finished praying he asked me a few questions” — starting with whether the benefactor who left Tina his estate had been poisoned in her home. Not waiting for an answer, and after pointing out that “I am a dead shot”, Grif asked if Tina had tried to poison him. “I said, ‘You know I have not, papa, I have never harmed a hair on your head.’ The third question was whether I had been untrue to him. I replied: ‘You know that I have not’ — and with that I was shot.
 “He immediately jumped upon me, and as I broke away I said: ‘Oh, why did you shoot me?’ and backed toward the window. I went out on my back. My first thought was to get out of that room, whether dead or alive it did not make any difference. As soon as I struck the room below I picked myself up as well as I could and went to a room. I raised the window and went to a washstand to stop the flow of blood.”[2]
 Earl Rogers was content to let her paint a horrific picture — until she got to what she had told the hotel owner, who had rushed to her aid with Grif right behind him. “For God’s sake don’t let him in, he has just shot me. I don’t want him to come in. He must have been crazy,” she testified, repeating in so many words what she had said at the pretrial hearing. But she quickly noted that the “crazy” part “I added in an off-handed way. I did not think so at the time.”
 At that Rogers, out of his chair and almost shouting, demanded that “I did not think so at the time” be stricken from the record since it ran counter to her pretrial statement that he must have been crazy. The judge agreed, and Rogers had locked in his strategy: Alcohol had driven Grif crazy and thus he wasn’t accountable for his actions.
  
 Magnified by the media
 Mind you, all this courtroom drama was just day two, and for two weeks this was the one story Angelenos talked about. This was pre-television, and even photos were not very common yet, but what newspapers did have were big headlines, illustrations and newsboys on street corners hawking the day’s top stories.
 Newspaper readers were also being introduced to sensational stories, what would become known as yellow journalism, a style embraced by William Randolph Hearst as he expanded his publishing empire from San Francisco. His Los Angeles Examiner had entered the local market just six weeks before the trial started and seized on the Griffith drama as a way to stand out. From the start, the Examiner led the news pack with more coverage in terms of words, illustrations, large headlines and photos. Portrait photographs of Grif and Tina (see below) anchored its preview on the day before the trial (Valentine’s Day, no less), along with photos of the hotel suite where the shooting took place — and a sketch of a man holding a smoking gun as a woman falls back.
 [image: ]Tap the image to download a high-resolution pdf.

 By contrast, its major competitors, the Times and Herald, were slow to start. The Times relegated day one to two paragraphs between the sports roundup and a dyspepsia ad, and the next two days were in Section II under the drab roundup of city government called “The Public Service – Official Doings”.
 Whereas the Times had a strong following among the local business community, the Examiner, like all Hearst publications, positioned itself as a working man’s paper, and that meant zero sympathy for Grif. So while the Times and Herald always referred to Grif by his honorific (some would say invented) title of colonel, the Examiner did not once. Instead, in each day’s report it introduced him as “Griffith, the capitalist,” or “Griffith, the millionaire”.
 As powerful as words can be, the illustrations, photos and overall story packaging made an even bigger impact. And while the Times and Herald at first resisted that type of sensational coverage, the Examiner was all in — keeping the story on its front page for two weeks. Tina’s lifting of her veil was followed the next day with Tina fainting in court — another five-column illustration along with this two-deck headline across all seven columns:
 

[image: ]Tap the image to download a high-resolution pdf.

 
 
 
 Self-Destruct Strategy
 More testimony, and the verdict, will follow a bit later, but the “religion and champagne” headline calls for an immediate explanation. Earl Rogers felt that the only way to save Grif from prison was to destroy his good name — show him as an egotistical drunk who had temporarily lost sight of right from wrong. Temporary insanity would be the strategy built on Grif’s relationship with the Catholic Church and booze. Whiskey, champagne, martinis — anything with alcohol.
 [image: ]Earl Rogers in 1900, age 31. (Source: USC Libraries)

 Just 34 years old but already a local celebrity for his use of forensic science, courtroom props, a dashing wardrobe and an actor’s delivery,[3] Rogers at first didn’t want to touch the case, his daughter recalled, because he knew Grif and thought of him as a “midget egomaniac”. [4] (Grif was a bit short at 5’6”, and his portly girth made him look even smaller.)
 But Rogers had also learned that some of Grif’s acquaintances — from barmen to members of men’s social clubs — spoke of a secret side. Grif was said to consume quietly and copiously. He also was known to rant that Catholics — whose faithful included his wife and her parents — were trying to kill him, a Protestant, for his money. Could alcohol have made him temporarily crazy?
 After a barbershop manicurist told him Grif was a chronic nailbiter, Earl Rogers paid Grif a visit, not to talk about the case, but to see his fingernails for himself, Adela Rogers later wrote, adding that it was those fingernails that finally convinced Rogers to take the case.
 When Adela questioned what that had to do with anything, he raised his voice. “Didn’t anything inside you tell you that a man Griffith J. Griffith’s age, with millions in the bank, a business he’s supposed to be a genius at, a handsome wife — if he bites his nails down to the quick there has to be a reason? Something has to be very wrong with him?”
 Alcohol, Rogers told his daughter, had turned Grif into a modern Jekyll & Hyde. Rogers even read her passages from Robert Louis Stevenson’s masterpiece — the monster Hyde “gnawing his nails”, and Dr. Jekyll’s potion making him “a slave to my original evil, at the moment this braced me and delighted me like wine.”
 What Rogers never acknowledged, though his daughter referred to it throughout his biography, is that he too was under alcohol’s spell. Though charming, eloquent and theatrical, he died divorced, penniless and alone in 1922 at age 52 of liver disease. Of the 77 homicide cases Rogers defended, Grif’s was one of only three Rogers ever lost[5] — and it haunted him, Adela wrote.
 In 1903, however, both Grif and Rogers were in their prime and both were Los Angeles elite. It was also the Gilded Age, and both men had larger than life personalities in that era of unique transformation and wealth. They were set up for success, yet both succumbed to alcohol.
 


	Adela Rogers St. Johns, Final Verdict, pp227-228. ↵


	
Los Angeles Times, February 17, 1904. The various newspapers covering the trial often had slightly different quotations of witnesses and lawyers. When choosing which ones to use here, I've relied on the reporting that was most detailed at the time. ↵


	Mike Trope, Once Upon a Time In Los Angeles: The Trials of Earl Rogers, pp19-21. ↵


	Rogers, Final Verdict, p221. ↵


	See triallawyerpotraitgallery.org/earl-rogers. ↵
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		Climbing to a Cliff

								

	
				JANUARY TO AUGUST 1903
   ______________________________________
 
“We owe it to Colonel Griffith to take a proper care of this gift, in that way to show our appreciation of it.”
 — City Council President William Bowen at a Griffith Park gathering on July 15, 1903
 
  
 [image: ]By July 1903, Grif was relishing the role of park commissioner. Here the Herald embraces his push to finally develop Griffith Park, including the idea of bringing in a herd of elk. Tap the image to download a high-resolution pdf.

  
 Grif’s fall came quickly and unexpectedly in large part because, before hitting bottom, he had made a mighty ascent in a short period of time. For much of 1903, he was one of the preeminent “boosters” promoting Los Angeles to tourists and investors. He had built a vast tile factory, had been dubbed mayor of Hollywood for helping develop what had been a farm town, organized one of the first wide, graded avenues in the region, and endorsed plans for a funicular to the highest peak in Griffith Park. He was also having a family burial plot built at great expense and at a non-Catholic cemetery — both much to Tina’s disapproval.
 As for Griffith Park itself, Grif in February was appointed by the mayor to the Board of Park Commissioners — not only a reflection of all the hard political work he’d put in over the years, but recognition that his complaining had been heard. Complaints about what? It turns out the city had made no improvements to the park since its donation some six years earlier and, even worse, had turned a blind eye to people illegally hunting, cutting down trees and excavating gravel.
 Grif now had a chance to turn that around. Within a few months of being appointed a commissioner, a road had been carved through the park to entice motorists, a plan was in the works to bring in a herd of elk, and city fathers rallied around their role-model philanthropist. “We owe it to Colonel Griffith to take a proper care of this gift, in that way to show appreciation of it,” City Council President William Bowen told his peers at a park gathering on July 15 that included a motorcar tour of the park’s new “driveway”.[1]
 In short, Grif was putting together the most gilded year of his Gilded Age.
 Los Angeles, too, was in full growth and full of the optimism that brought in the 20th Century three years earlier. The social, and political, event of 1903 — President Teddy Roosevelt’s visit on May 8 — proved a coming out party of sorts. City fathers moved the annual Fiesta de las Flores celebration to coincide and did not disappoint the president: American flags, red-white-and-blue bunting and Teddy portraits decorated downtown as dozens of horse-drawn carriages festooned with tens of thousands of flowers made it across the mile-long parade route.
 But the highlight, the statement that Los Angeles had grown up, was a second parade — this one at night and under the magical spell of electricity, which was still awe-inspiring as a miracle technology. Fifteen floats were draped in flowers and, more impressively, 5,000 incandescent lamps. The floats sat on top of flatbed rail cars running on the electric trolley line. Angelenos had never seen anything like it, each display lit up and piercing the darkness while seemingly floating along the route. It was, the Times wrote in a special Fiesta section, “nature’s great floral symphony played by man’s orchestra of light.”
 [image: Fiesta float with electric lights]The 1903 Fiesta parade included the “Twilight” float. (Source: Jim Walker collection)

 The floats told the city’s updated creation story: the first on the route was “Desert Sunset” — a scene of dry sand, rocks, bones. The picture of death. That was followed by “Irrigation” — a scene of green pastures, crops, flowers. The picture of life. Nearly every float was a flower or crop that thrived in the region as long as water was available. The show was “a triumph of the modern and a fit emblem of this new West,” the Times gushed. “It was left for the American pioneer to build the Southwest, for American science to make a garden of the wastes.”
 [image: ]“Moon Flower” was the name of this 1903 Fiesta float. (Source: UCLA Library Special Collections)

 That’s exactly how Teddy Roosevelt saw it, too. In his speech before 50,000 Angelenos, he talked of America’s growing might and how it needed two things to continue: a stronger Navy (plus a Panama Canal, then under construction, to control navigation) and irrigation. “You have made this part of California blossom,” he crowed, having seen it firsthand as his presidential train earlier passed through thousands of acres of oranges and other crops.
 Teddy’s visit and praise were affirmation that Los Angeles had made it, and so had recent arrivals like Grif. Over the previous two decades, he and a few others had taken the opportunity to shape a city and make fortunes. They didn’t invent the Gilded Age, but they certainly crafted their own gilded arcs — ascending quickly through society, though in Grif’s case it would lead to a cliff.
 [image: ]The Times’ special edition for the 1903 Fiesta focused on President Roosevelt’s visit. Tap the image to download a high-resolution pdf.

  
 

	
Los Angeles Herald, July 16, 1903. ↵
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		Grif's Gilded Arc (1866-1903)
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		Chasing the American Dream

								

	
				1866 to 1882
 _______________________
 
“Our esteemed friend and townsman has recently been made the recipient of a very handsome present.”
 — The Eureka Sentinel on August 17, 1879, describing how Grif, now a mine superintendent, was rewarded by his employers with a carriage and two horses
 
  
 [image: Griffith in 1874]Grif poses for a portrait in 1874 when he was just getting settled in San Francisco. No earlier photo of Grif has been found. (Source: UCLA Library Special Collections)

  
 Grif’s American experience began when he seized the chance to leave his home in Wales, United Kingdom. By his own account it was 1866 and he was just 16. He had been born into a poor family and, in his autobiography, acknowledged that as a child he had had little love and less stability. Due to his mother’s ill health, he lived with his grandparents until they both died and then, around age 9, moved around between his father, an aunt and other relatives.
 Given those circumstances, he “immediately accepted” an invitation from an uncle visiting from the United States to join him in Ashland, Pennsylvania. He stayed with his uncle’s family for nearly two years until he met a couple in nearby Danville whose son had died in the Civil War. A deal was struck where, for the next five years, Benjamin and Jane Mowry would give Grif room and board in exchange for chores. He finished high school there and, more importantly, found mother and father figures who, by Grif’s own account, gave him love and a moral compass.
 Throughout his life it was rare for Grif to comment lovingly about anyone, so his lengthy description of the Mowrys, while not dripping with emotion, shows how appreciative he was. “I grew up in their affections, and they in mine, so that our conduct toward each other was more like affectionate parents and child than of strangers,” Grif wrote in his autobiography. The devout Methodists, and Grif, would nightly read bible passages. “’Do unto others as you would have others do unto you’, was ever uppermost in their minds, and they practiced what they preached… I had before me a constant example of the highest standard of Christian morality known to man.”
  
 Mining His Own Business
 After five years with the Mowrys, Grif set out on his own by signing up for journalism training at a New York City institute. From there, he worked briefly in Pittsburgh, first at a carriage maker and then for a brewers’ association. In 1873, he made his big move west, to San Francisco. There he met the owners of the Daily Alta California, the dominant newspaper on the West Coast, and soon was its mining reporter. (Grif knew a bit about mining given his father’s business of hauling iron ore.)
 In 1877, he became a United States citizen and by that time he’d also developed a side job of preparing reports on prospective mines — certainly a potential conflict of interest if ever there was one. As a journalist, he was supposed to be a credible, honest source of information, but as a hired hack he had an incentive to exaggerate so that his employers could sell stock to trusting investors — and earn Grif a nice bonus. He was especially proud that his first major report was “so satisfactory and profitable to the syndicate” that he received $1,000 a day for three days work, plus a $5,000 bonus — the latter well over $150,000 in today’s dollars.[1]
 


[image: Grif certificate of naturalization]Grif’s certificate of naturalization as a U.S. citizen. (Source: UCLA Library Special Collections)

 
 
 
 
 It was an era of speculative euphoria driven, in part, by encouraged exaggeration and Grif was not alone in that practice. Among the many who partook was Mark Twain, aka Samuel Clemens, during his stint as a newspaper editor in the mining town of Virginia City, Nevada. It was the “friendly custom,” he wrote in his book Roughing It, for miners to give reporters some stock shares in their mine so as to get newspaper publicity.[2] “If the rock was moderately promising, we followed the custom of the country, used strong adjectives and frothed at the mouth as if a very marvel in silver discoveries had transpired.” Even if no good ore had been found, Twain would publish things like “it was one of the most infatuating tunnels in the land; (we) driveled and driveled about the tunnel till we ran entirely out of ecstasies — but never said a word about the rock. We would squander half a column of adulation on a shaft, or a new wire rope, or a dressed pine windlass, or a fascinating force pump, and close with a burst of admiration of the ‘gentlemanly and efficient Superintendent’ of the mine — but never utter a whisper about the rock. And those people were always pleased, always satisfied.”
 Grif himself soon managed several prospective mines, the most promising of which was in Eureka, Nevada. The Wales Consolidated, of which Grif was superintendent, started out well enough. The game back then was to get investors to buy stock in a mine well before anything of value was produced, thus creating profit for the initial investors even if the mine later didn’t deliver silver or gold. Every mine, Twain wrote, “had handsomely engraved ‘stock’ and the stock was salable, too. It was bought and sold with a feverish avidity in the boards every day. You could go up on the mountain side, scratch around and find a ledge (there was no lack of them), put up a ‘notice’ with a grandiloquent name in it, start a shaft, get your stock printed, and with nothing whatever to prove that your mine was worth a straw, you could put your stock on the market and sell out for hundreds and even thousands of dollars. To make money, and make it fast, was as easy as it was to eat your dinner.” 
 

[image: Wales Consolidated stock certificate]This Wales Consolidated certificate for 100 shares was issued in 1883, long after the stock’s price peak. Note the certificate states 100,000 shares are in circulation. (Source: Holabird Western Americana Collections)

 
 
 
  
 Part of that strategy was to show confidence in one’s man on the ground, aka superintendent. In Grif’s case this included gifts from his capitalist backers that the Eureka Sentinel trumpeted as part of the marketing campaign. “Our esteemed friend and townsman,” the newspaper wrote on August 17, 1879, received a “boss present” from his backers: a double-seated carriage, along with a team of horses. “The carriage is thoroughly put up, having steel axles and tire, and a top covering that can be removed at pleasure.” The Sentinel added that, only a few weeks earlier, the same capitalists had shown Grif gratitude by giving him a gold watch, chain and locket.
 The Wales’ stock price on the San Francisco Stock Exchange would fluctuate wildly as rumors of poor ore triggered sell offs, while Grif would rebut with promising reports. It all came to an end for Grif in 1881 when a suspicious fire in the mine shaft ruined the site and he cashed out in early 1882. Grif refers to this in his autobiography as having been “a very promising speculative property for some time” but others would accuse him of fabricating its potential. Even the Sentinel eventually turned its back on Grif, writing years later that Wales was essentially “fake” and that the fire “relieved Griffith from a rather embarrassing position, as later developments conclusively showed little ‘pay’ ore in the Wales property.”[3]
 It’s probably not a coincidence that Grif didn’t move back to San Francisco, but instead set out first for Chihuahua, Mexico, and its silver boom, and then for Los Angeles, where he had no reputation to protect. He was also intrigued by the potential of southern California and, by the end of 1882, he had found his happy place: the Rancho Los Feliz.
 


	Dollar comparisons in this book reflect purchasing power and are based on inflation, i.e. the U.S. Consumer Price Index, see measuringworth.com ↵


	Mark Twain, Roughing It, pp307-308. ↵


	
Eureka Sentinel, September 12, 1903, and February 19, 1904. ↵
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		Oh, Happy Days at Los Feliz

								

	
				1882 to 1884
 ___________________
 
“Taken altogether I possessed the finest collection of blooded stock in this section of the country, and one which justified the contemplation of it on my part with pardonable pride.”
 — Grif in his autobiography describing how he stocked Rancho Los Feliz with quality animals and crops
 
  
 [image: ]This 1866 US Survey map shows the Rancho Los Feliz (aka Felis) before it was subdivided. A section at bottom left was sold prior to Grif’s purchase. Note the top and right borders follow the Los Angeles River. (Source: The Huntington Library)

 Moving to the remote Los Angeles of the 1880s was the perfect place to re-invent oneself. Over the next 20 years, and without anyone knowing exactly how he had made his earlier money, Grif would dabble in ranching, money lending, real estate, local politics and even industry, all while climbing up the ladder of the local elites.
 In his autobiography, Grif said he first visited Los Angeles in 1873. While he was “deeply impressed with the great possibilities of this place”, he also felt it still too limited, especially compared to bustling San Francisco. “I found Los Angeles a sleepy sort of Mexican town of about 6,000 to 7,000 population,” he wrote. “About nine-tenths of its inhabitants seemed to be Mexicans or Indians.” And the town was still hard to reach, accessible from San Francisco only by steamboat, as trains had yet to connect southern California to the rest of the country.
  
 [image: ]Los Angeles in 1873 was anchored by the Pico House hotel (center), a theater (immediate right) and a Masonic Lodge (far right). (Source: USC Libraries and California Historical Society)

 In August 1881, while en route to a silver mine investment in Mexico, Grif again visited Los Angeles — this time after the Southern Pacific railway in 1876 had blasted through the San Fernando hills with what was the world’s fourth longest tunnel at the time.[1] Grif was impressed. “Its white population had increased and it was beginning to show some enterprise,” he wrote, implying in typical white settler fashion that the Yankee spirit had been missing among the locals — mostly native Americans, Mexican Americans (California had been part of Mexico until 1848) and Californios (typically descendants of earlier settlers from Spain).
 Grif added that a year later he sold part of his Mexican mine interest — excellent timing as the silver market would soon crash. He celebrated with a trip to Europe. On the way back he visited his beloved Mowrys, found them destitute, and ensured they were financially stable the rest of their lives. On their deaths, he even paid for their cemetery costs, crowning their plots with an 18-foot-tall spire.
  
 The small town grows up
 Grif returned to Los Angeles a second time and now with $50,000 in his pocket (about $1.5 million today), according to a September 23, 1900, profile in the Herald on how he made his early money. It was late 1882, the town was still small, around 15,000 people, and had its small-town quirks: dusty, dirt streets; a stagecoach to San Diego that took 23 hours; sporadic flooding of the Los Angeles River; and “quaint” issues like the saloon keeper put on trial for operating on a Sunday only to be acquitted after helpful testimony from the mayor.[2]
 [image: ]Tap the image to view Los Angeles’ first phone directory at the Los Angeles Public Library.

 But 1882 was also a year that saw Los Angeles quickly modernizing:
 
	The first telephones were introduced, connecting to one another through an operator switchboard. The first subscribers included an insurance agent, a hardware store and an undertaker. “Many people were a little doubtful about this eerie invention,” recalled Boyle Workman in his book The City that Grew, but soon it was simply taken for granted[3];
 	A new tallest structure (the stately Nadeau Hotel at four stories) was built, and by year end “quite a building boom prevailed … the adobes began to be outnumbered by frame and brick buildings,” the Times later recalled.[4] Within two years, some 2,000 residences and 200 stores had been built.
 	Seven 150-foot-tall towers introduced electric lighting just in time for the new year in 1882. Over time, 240 poles were scattered around the city. These were giant masts standing much taller than any building, and casting a wide light. [5] Hard to imagine today, but electric lighting did have its critics, especially the gas company, whose competing gas lamps provided only a weak light. One of the gas lobby’s craftier arguments was that the brighter light would not flatter female complexions. It was also said to “be bad for the eyes, producing color blindness,” noted Workman. “It was accused of causing optical illusions, of magnifying objects.”[6]

 
  
 

[image: ]This 150-foot-tall light tower on Main Street was one of the first in Los Angeles. (Source: UCLA Library Special Collections)

  
 
 
More modernity followed. In 1883, the U.S. Postal Service introduced home mail delivery, and in 1884 a 1,500-seat theater opened downtown. That year also saw Ramona, Helen Hunt Jackson’s novel of California’s Spanish mission era, become a national bestseller; and East Coast readers were enthralled by dispatches from Charles F. Lummis, who wrote about Los Angeles after walking 3,507 miles to get there.[7] Soon after came the first big success in marketing, or “boosting”, southern California: Local oranges showcased at the New Orleans International Exposition topped those from Florida.[8]
  
 Happy Days at Los Feliz
 Grif got ahead of those growth years when, arriving in 1882 flush with cash and still in his 30s, he started scouting for land to buy. He soon found the Rancho Los Feliz — or better said the 4,071 acres left from an original 6,647-acre land grant, one of many made decades earlier by Spain when it colonized California from its base in Mexico. Named after the Spanish soldier who received the grant, the rancho had a pleasant translation to English: Ranch of the Happy.[9]
 Even those who have never been to Los Angeles will probably have seen part of the old rancho in movies: the oft-filmed Griffith Observatory today sits in the middle of what was the rancho, and the iconic HOLLYWOOD sign sits just west of Grif’s property but on land that was part of the original Los Feliz grant.
 Bundling up all the foothills closest to town, Grif’s 4,071 acres also had some farmable flat lands and, more importantly, the Los Angeles River ran along its northern and eastern flanks. The deed was transferred on December 8, 1882, but how much Grif paid is a mystery. His son, Van, later said it was $50,000, but no paper trail exists.[10] What is known is that the smaller Los Feliz tract west of Grif’s had sold earlier for $26,500.[11]
 In his autobiography, Grif wrote that he spared no expense to build his rural fiefdom and expressed “pardonable pride” as he “possessed the finest collection of blooded stock in this section of the country.” At its peak, he said, the ranch had 6,000 sheep, 50 horses, 150 head of Holstein cattle, hundreds of Berkshire hogs, and crops that included alfalfa, corn, beans and barley.
 In 1883, he gave himself another European vacation, this time viewing magnificent parks that, he later wrote, would inspire him to think of Los Feliz as a perfect public space. For now, however, Grif was all about growing his farm and ranch. On his way back from Europe, he visited his family in Wales and, finding them no better off than when he had left them, encouraged them to join him at Los Feliz. And so, starting in 1884, his father, stepmother and siblings did just that — though over the following years relations between the nouveau riche Grif and his poor relations were not always amicable.[12]
  
 A Wealth of Water
 Grif’s first big return on his Los Feliz investment came not from farming or ranching but from a commodity that cost him nothing but meant everything to Los Angeles: water.
 Just as moving to Los Angeles when he did was perfect timing, so too was his choice of buying Los Feliz. Two years into his gentleman farmer era, a growing desert town desperate for water offered him $50,000 for rights on his five-mile stretch of the Los Angeles River.
 Grif later wrote that “private speculators” had offered him $75,000, but that he turned it down because “I deemed it for the best interest of all parties to sell it directly to the City of Los Angeles.”
 Some would later call the city foolish for even making the offer, but earlier court rulings had established that the water rights belonged to Grif, not the city. And you could say that, by taking the lower offer, Grif had made his first grand act of philanthropy to his adopted hometown.
 A century later, the chief historian of Griffith Park noted that “it was a perfect mix of business and philanthropy” for Grif. “As a philanthropist he saved the city considerable money in litigation costs,” Mike Eberts wrote in Griffith Park: A Centennial History. “As a businessman, he was able to pocket $50,000.”[13]
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