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WHAT’S THE

MATTER WITH

CALIFORNIA?






PROLOGUE

 

San Francisco, 1996


The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars/But in ourselves, that we are underlings.

—Cassius, William Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar






On Saturday evening, March 23, 1996, eighteen-year-old apprentice airman Steven Nary went looking for his regular carousing buddies on the USS Carl Vinson, then berthed at the Alameda Naval Air Station across the bay from San Francisco. Two of his fellow sailors were on vacation, however, and two were on leave, so Nary decided to go in alone, the first time he had done so. Bad move.

As usual, Nary took the Alameda bus to the BART and the BART into San Francisco. From the Montgomery Street Station, he walked up toward the Palladium, a co-ed dance club nestled amidst the porn shops and strip joints in the city’s storied North Beach district. Still a little early, he stopped at a restaurant for some pizza and a pitcher of beer. He had only started drinking some months before. The Palladium catered to the under-twenty-one crowd, but it was a tough place to get a drink if you were underage.

After eating, Nary ran into a Navy buddy, Chaylon Hoffman, on the long line outside the Palladium. Hoffman, who was over twenty-one, suggested that the pair go to a nearby store and get some beer and this they did, a forty-ounce malt liquor for each. The two young sailors walked around talking and drinking, finished their forties, and bought two more. In their mindless wanderings, the pair ran into a bevy of girls outside a restaurant and started chatting them up. More than a little drunk, Nary dropped his half-finished bottle, which brought the proprietor out to chase them off. Pissed, in both senses of the word, Hoffman threw his bottle into the restaurant and took off running. Nary, a high-school basketball star from California’s Riverside County, followed in hot pursuit.

In their dash to freedom, the two young men got separated. Nary headed back to the Palladium where he figured he would find Hoffman. Not seeing Hoffman inside, Nary came back out to look and then went back in again. He tried dancing but was still too unsteady so he sat down by himself and watched. After some time an older gentleman with two young girls joined him at the table. A few minutes later the two girls left, and the older man sidled over to Nary, now just drinking Cokes. As Nary would testify at his trial, the man asked him a whole series of questions about himself: who he was, where he came from, and what he did. That older man was a fifty-three-year-old Latino activist by the name of Juan Pifarre.

At the Palladium, Pifarre was more than twice as old as the average patron. He was old enough to be the father of Nary’s mother. He also may have been the only guy there looking for other guys. If sex or companionship were what he wanted, Lord knows there were a hundred other clubs in San Francisco that promised a dramatically safer and easier score than this one. Pifarre obviously wanted something more.

The girls Pifarre sat down with had put Nary at ease. He suspected nothing. After Pifarre and Nary got to talking, Nary mentioned that he had to leave to catch the last BART train back to the ship. Pifarre offered him a ride. “He seemed like a nice person,” Nary testified, “trusting person, and I’d get back to the base sooner.” Nary accepted the offer. It would be the last ride the lanky teenager would take as a free man.

The Navy had taught Nary a good deal in the six months he had been in the service. It had even taught about some of the dangers he would face in the Bay Area, like violent crime and venereal disease and earthquakes. The Navy had taught him nothing, however, about the often cruel and indifferent forces that compose the state’s cultural tectonics. No one knew enough to teach him.

The physical tectonics most people in California know a good deal about. As naturalist John McPhee explains in his stellar book Assembling California, the state pulled itself together relatively late in the geological game. McPhee describes California as a “collection and compaction of Oceanic islands.” These islands did not merely drift in from the Pacific and lock into place like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. Rather, they smashed up against and into the mainland, meshing and all but merging in some places but never quite losing their distinctive edges.

The “plates” that resulted from this “collisional assembling” are not terribly stable. They sit uneasily along a series of fault lines, each little shift sending shivers up and down the state. As to a major shift, that is something that everyone fears. “A big one will always be in the offing,” says McPhee. He is speaking, of course, about geology.

In many ways the state’s culture mimics its geology, including the omnipresent fear of a “big one.” During the course of its brief human history, cultural island after island has rammed up and into the state. First the Indians came. Then the Spanish. The forty-niners followed. So did the Chinese, the Japanese, various waves of Mexicans, southern blacks, the American military, the Jews who invented Hollywood, the Armenians in the Central Valley, the Filipinos, the Okies and Arkies, the hippies, gays and lesbians and bis and transgendered, the Samoans, the Central Americans, the leather folk. When these plates sideswiped or collided, meshing here, mashing there, shock and occasional damage followed.

The spring 2006 immigrations rallies and boycotts registered about a 6.0 on the cultural Richter scale. The rolling blackouts of 2001 scored about a 6.5. The riots of 1992 that followed the innocent verdicts in the police Rodney King beating about a 7.0. Worse can come, and Californians sense it. They are just not sure which cultural plates—here and hereafter I freely improvise on the basic metaphor—will drift into each other and how great the shock will be.

If the state is to survive its future—and the nation is to survive the state’s—it might pay to assess the forces that hold California together and those that pull it apart. For the reader’s ease, I have categorized and color-coded the primary plates with an emphasis on current relevance. My apologies in advance if the color seems inappropriate to some. No insult is intended.
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As should be obvious, it is possible for a Californian to locate him-or herself on more than one plate, depending on the issue. It is also possible to withdraw from a plate to which one might seem by nature affixed and seek a higher ground, a psychologically safer one, one removed from the aftershocks of societal jostling. California-based social theorist Shelby Steele refers to such an emotional sanctuary as a “zone of decency.” Those who place themselves within enjoy a “conspicuous and social virtuousness.” Those placed without are “decertified” from the good people club.

The reason that one might want to seek out such a zone is that some plates, when they cohere as a plate, are subject to more negative attention than others. What follows is an unscientific evaluation of each plate’s negative attention grade, or NAG. The NAG represents the percentage of major media coverage that discredits the aspirations of a given plate. To get some relative sense of media affection, one need only contrast the coverage of the border “vigilantes” known as the “Minutemen” with that of the “undocumented immigrants” that they are monitoring. I would encourage a more rigorous testing of these numbers if anyone is so moved.
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I do not offer a NAG estimate for the “Olive” plate, as it varies from one part of the state to another. In San Diego, it is relatively low. In San Francisco, as Steven Nary would learn the hard way, it is all but off the charts.

No state has seen the seismic activity that California has. How the state reacts to the shifts in its cultural environment may well foretell how America does. On the pages that follow I describe some of the larger forces at work, how they affect the state and nation, and why we all must pay attention now. There are a thousand predictive stories I could tell of individuals or groups caught in a seismic crunch and scores that I do. Steven Nary’s is one of them.








THE BLUE PLATE COMES UNGLUED










1. Beverly Hills


Society cannot exist unless a controlling power upon will and appetite be placed somewhere, and the less of it there is within, the more there is without.

—Edmund Burke






It was not until my third day on my very first trip to LA on a Sunday morning jog through Beverly Hills that I saw an undeniable sign—and more on this in a minute—that there really, truly was something the matter with California.

I had expected to find one sooner. Truth be told, I was predisposed to look for such signs, as I had never much liked the idea of Southern California and had no interest in going there, ever.

Fate, however, had intervened. A few months earlier, while waiting to pick up a large combo at my neighborhood pizza joint, my writer’s pride prodded me to enter a radio-station-sponsored “Why I want to go to Los Angeles in twenty words or less” contest. With only about sixty seconds to kill before the kid with the nose ring—yes, even here in Kansas City—rang up the pizza, I wrote down the first thing that popped into my head: “Freeways, tacos, and smog, the without which not of my very existence.”

The utter banality of my entry, however hastily conceived, made me doubt my career choice.

“Seventeen ninety-five,” said the kid.

“Oh, the hell with it.” I swallowed my pride and dropped the entry in a box. A month later I got a call at the ad agency where I then worked.

“Jack Cashill?” said the fellow on the other end rather matter-of-factly.

“Yes, this is he.” Note the proper grammar.

“You’ve won a prize in the ‘Why I want to go to LA contest.’”

“Oh, yeah,” said I indifferently. “What prize is that?” I expected nothing more than a loaf of sourdough bread or tickets to some chronically undersold touring act like the Lippizaner Stallions.

But, lo and behold, my caller abruptly changed gears. “You’ve won the grand prize,” he shouted in DJ hyperdrive, “a round trip ticket for two on Frontier Airlines to sunny Los Angeles and a free weekend stay at the luxurious Century Plaza Hotel and Tower.”

“Can Frontier take me someplace else?” I asked ingenuously.

“C’mon, sport,” said the DJ. “We’re running this to tape. Let’s try it over with a little more enthusiasm this time.”

I got the message. I worked in advertising. I complied. “Wow, super, LA!” And my wife, Joan, and I were on our way to sunny Southern California. Obviously, the competition in the twenty-words-or-less contest had not been too keen.

Speaking of Joan, a few years ago I was waiting for her at an elevator bank on the top floor of a hotel for a radio station Christmas party. At the time I was doing a daily show for the station. The station’s new program director, a recent California import, was standing there as well. Just in the way of making conversation, he said to me, “Are you waiting for your…for your…partner?”

“Wife,” I answered. “Guys have wives in Kansas City, John. You can presume that without offending.” Another sign that something was off-kilter in California.

Joan and I arrived at LAX on a Friday afternoon in February. A friend of ours from Kansas City met us at the airport in an old white Mercedes sedan. A gay actor manqué, Dan knew the sights the tour guides didn’t and was prepared to show them—including Polka Night at the Club Lingerie on Sunset Boulevard, an assemblage of the old, new, baroque, and blue unseen anywhere in the United States east of Vine.

There are, by the way, more actors manqué in greater LA than there are people in Omaha. To hear them tell it, though, they are not failed actors but aspiring screenwriters. Screenplays are, of course, the lottery tickets of the LA creative class. Everyone has one. Everyone waits for Steven to call or Quentin or Drew. Don’t get in the way of that phone call.

Within minutes of arriving in their fair city, I realized that I had badly underestimated it. The sky had cleared after a few days of winter rain, and it was as fresh and fragrant and sharp as a sky could be. The fragrance came from the abundant plant life, much of it wildly exotic, that graced even the sidewalls of the freeways and the medians of ghetto streets.

This was not quite the smoggy, overcrowded wasteland that I had been led to imagine. Yeah, there were a lot of people here, but I had grown up in New Jersey, which has more than five times as many people per square mile as California. Essex County, Tony Soprano’s point of origin and mine, is three times more densely populated than Los Angeles County. My hometown of Newark, even after losing half its population in the last fifty years, is more thickly peopled than LA. New York City, to which I commuted for high school, is nearly four times as dense as LA, and New York’s figures include the relative wilderness of Staten Island.

Growing up, however, I did not know that I lived in a particularly crowded place. I never presumed that I was entitled to a seat on the subway, a diamond lane on the parkway, or a virgin stretch of beach to run around naked on. The people in California do, and that is, I would learn, part of what’s the matter.

In Southern California, everyone does seem to be driving all the time. That much is true. I once did a call-in radio show to LA starting at 1:00 A.M. Pacific time, and the station was still running traffic reports. In Kansas City, those are over by 6:00 P.M.. The last time I was in Los Angeles I got stuck in a downtown traffic jam at eleven o’clock—on a Sunday morning! Where were these people going, I wondered? In Los Angeles, it was not likely to have been church.

Nor is the massive traffic flow limited to LA. All freeways everywhere seem to be always busy and busy in every direction. The volume of traffic that staggers into both San Diego and San Francisco at the end of a workday befuddles the midwestern imagination.

Still, most of the time, the traffic does move. Off the freeways, in all the major cities, San Francisco and Los Angeles included, surface traffic, as they call it in LA, moves surprisingly well. And however grinding highway traffic can be, nothing in all of California compares to a semicomatose drive from Manhattan (drinking age eighteen back in the day) to Newark (drinking age twenty-one) on a sleeting night over the sagging, shoulderless Pulaski Skyway with a defroster on the fritz in a shock-free VW bug. You don’t master that kind of driving. You survive it. Once you do, though, even the Santa Monica Freeway seems no scarier than a high school’s Driver’s Ed course.

Besides, by the time of my first visit, I had put enough distance between me and New York to like the idea that just about any citizen of the republic could hop into his or her own vehicle and drive from any point A to any point B at any time of the day or night without checking a schedule, finding exact change, or getting mugged at a bus stop.

LA had pioneered this kind of freedom. By 1920, an LA resident was four times more likely to own a car than an average American; eight times more likely than an average Chicagoan. By 1940, there was one car for every 1.4 adults in Los Angeles. In America writ large that figure was still one for every 4.8 adults. LA, in fact, had more cars per person in 1920 than the rest of America did in 1940 or than England does today. In 1923, entrepreneurs in San Luis Obispo obliged those Californians tired of necking in their cars by opening the nation’s first establishment to designate itself a “motel.”

As a consequence of the auto, Angelenos could live in single-family homes beyond the forced density and dirty politics of a streetcar line. By 1940, more than half did, a figure three times higher than in Chicago, the second city in the single-family rankings. If Joe Big Mac likes the idea of having his own car and home, urban planners don’t. This is just part of the reason why they, like San Franciscans, New Yorkers, and most other totalitarians, hate LA, the city that columnist Westbrook Pegler called—and this nearly seventy years ago—“that big, sprawling, incoherent, shapeless, slobbering civic idiot in the family of American communities.”

When running, you see even more than you do while driving. And so I did on that Sunday morning jog through the fabled Beverly Hills, not far from our Century City hotel. As I plodded up a Beverly hill on a winding street whose name eludes me, I began to notice something just a wee bit eerie and unexpected: ubiquitous gates and locks and walls and signs promising “armed response” and “armed patrols,” and I knew then, Toto, that we were surely not in Kansas anymore.

It’s not as if the people living here were movie stars. No, the stars all lived someplace cooler. These were the left-behinds, those with a major jones for the 90210 area code—accountants and orthodontists and owners of (multiple) Taco Bell franchises. Were a single paparazzo ever to stalk them, one imagines them hiring skywriters to spread the good news. Privacy was the last thing they wanted. If they did, the vegetation alone would have taken care of that. No, the inspiration behind their hermetic withdrawal was more ominous, and I sensed it. In the silent streets of Beverly Hills that morning I felt suddenly as alone and insignificant as a squirrel.

This enthusiasm for gates and fences might not have caught my eye had it not been for a visit to KC by a French friend just a few months earlier. In the course of that visit, I took Michel on a drive through Mission Hills, the Kansas equivalent of Beverly Hills, about a mile from my house. Before the reader scoffs, be advised that if a Martian were to be plopped down in both burgs with no notion of property values, he would think Mission Hills the place where the real cream congeals. Its homes are easily the grander and gaudier of the two.

Mission Hills also happens to be the boyhood home of one Thomas Frank, the author of the unlikely bestseller What’s The Matter With Kansas?, the book that more or less inspired this one. Frank apparently grew up in the South Central part of Mission Hills. As he tells it, a local juvenile delinquent pulled a knife on him when he was only ten—Straight Outta Kansas. Although the lad did not slice or dice the tender Frank, he frightened the common sense right out of him.

In his book the emotionally scarred Frank has projected the menace of these youthful mumblety-peggers onto their dads. He remembers their being routinely dispatched to the big house for fraud, forgery, tax evasion, and embezzlement. “Growing up here teaches the indelible lesson,” writes Frank with an apparent straight face, “that wealth has some secret bond with crime—also with drug use, bullying, lying, adultery, and thundering, world-class megalomania.”

Apparently, the locals did not know enough about the crime spree in their midst to be scared. To this day, even after Frank’s shocking revelations, the palazzos in this ungated community sit as open to the world as the doublewides in a Kansas City, Kansas, trailer court, and this despite the fact that Mission Hills is much closer to the inner city of both Kansas Cities, Missouri and Kansas, than Beverly Hills is to any one such inner city.

If I had come to take this openness for granted, for Michel, it was a revelation. In his native France, every little handyman’s special has its own menacing wall and chien méchant. An anticommunist leftist, as rare a breed in West LA as a born-again movie mogul, Michel rued the fact that the more proudly progressive a place was, the more likely it was to wall its citizens in. For Michel, the Berlin Wall, still standing at the time of his visit, represented the culmination of this paradoxical madness.

Walls do tell you something about a place. Ask a Kansan what’s the matter with his unwalled state, and he’ll likely respond, “Is there something the matter?” Ask a Californian, and he’ll say, “How much time do you have?” As much as they love their state, and few want to leave, Californians sense that something is indeed amiss. They just don’t know quite what.

To discover the “what” of all this, I decided to start by unraveling the paradox: Why is California so much more guarded—in every sense—than Kansas? The first thread leading from this paradox led me to where my hunches suggested it would, up the sinuous Benedict Canyon and off leftward to Cielo Drive. There, at the site of what once was 10050 Cielo, I found what I expected, the fiercest gate of all.

“Deep in the subconscious of every transplanted Californian,” writes Hollywood producer Julia Phillips of the 1969 event that inspired the Cielo gate and many more, “lies a memory of that Labor Day weekend.” A fifteen-thousand-dollar-a-week coke habit can cloud one’s memory on specifics—her date’s off by a month—but it did nothing to diminish Ms. Phillips’s anxiety. That, she captures accurately.

At this point, I should offer one clarification. In the California spirit, I will shy from judgments like “good” or “evil” or even “just plain stupid.” Instead, I will look at outcomes, namely how a given phenomenon affects the economy and the ecology of the state and the well-being of its citizens. Let me cite an example.

In his documentary-style novel of early eighties LA, Less Than Zero, Bret Easton Ellis describes a scene in which the affluent friends of our everyman protagonist, Clay, have abducted a twelve-year-old, drugged her, tied her to a bed, and repeatedly raped and sodomized her. True to the time and place, Clay has a hard time rendering judgment.

Says he, “It’s…I don’t think it’s right.”

Admittedly, this example is a bit extreme, but arguably no more extreme than those of the twenty-five hundred real Californians who are murdered each year and the thousands more who are drugged and date raped. Given the lack of a mutually agreed-upon morality, this book will focus on things material. In imagining the outcome of a case like the aforementioned—and at the heart of this book is a real case not unlike it—the reader would anticipate a few universally accepted negatives: the grave emotional wounds to the girl and her family, health care bills, extra police work, additional security at the junior highs, and the cost to the state of trials and incarceration.

The fence on the 7600 block of South San Pedro in Los Angeles exudes cost. It stands about eight feet high, maybe nine. Its steel pikes crowd against each other closely enough to screen out even an anorexic Crip, and just to be safe, a wicked spike curves out from the top of each.

The fence protects John C. Fremont High School from its South Central neighborhood. The fence was obviously something of an afterthought since this high school, like most throughout the state, sprawls Mission-style around a welcoming central courtyard. This style makes for a lot of fence. I would estimate a half-mile of it. Not surprisingly, the photos on the school’s cheery website show no sign of the fence or the steel mesh that screens the face of the building.

Los Angeles spends a lot on fences and other security devices for its high schools. In the 2005–6 school year alone, the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) spent $73 million on such protections. The forty-four-year-old Nobel Middle School in Northridge made the news this past year when its parents and teachers rejected a school board proposal to fence in the school’s twenty-acre campus. At Nobel, the students “don’t feel like it’s a prison,” Principal Robert Coburn told the Los Angeles Times.

All other public-school students in LA do get to experience the prison feel, which, in many cases, provides useful conditioning for the career to come As it happens, Nobel is the only school of the 550 in the district not yet sealed off and shut in behind a security fence.

In part at least, one can trace the inspiration for the LAUSD fences to another event that took place in 1969, an unrelated one. To be sure, the Beverly Hills provocation was more dramatic and much better documented, but it was the South Central event that proved, in the long term, to be more consequential.

“In ’69 the ‘C’ was born,” goes the definitive origins story, a prison chant. That same folklore traces this seminal event, the birth of the “C”—the neighborhood association known as the “Crips”—to Fremont High School itself. The “C” would also produce Fremont’s only Nobel Peace Prize nominee, Stanley Williams, nominated six years in a row in fact, but more on Mr. Williams and his colleagues later.

One more 1969 event, this one in New York City, on the steamy June night after Judy Garland’s funeral, helps explain not so much the ominous fences of Coalinga, a Central Valley town halfway between LA and San Francisco, but the fact that twenty-nine-year-old Steven Nary grows old behind them.

These fences surround a facility with the absurdly congenial name of “Pleasant Valley,” as in Pleasant Valley State Prison or PVSP for short. Fences have always surrounded prisons. This is not a sign that something is the matter with California. What is the matter is that there are more than five thousand inmates in a facility designed for half that number. What is even more the matter is that PVSP has had to take in these prisoners to accommodate an astonishing sevenfold increase in the state prison population—23,264 to 168,035—in just twenty-five years.

What goes beyond “the matter” to the truly tragic is that among those numbers, PVSP BFB3-132L to be exact, is Steven Nary, once a proud apprentice airman in the U.S. Navy and before that the highest-scoring high-school basketball player in Riverside County. “Billy Budd,” his handful of stalwart supporters call him, after the Herman Melville innocent hanged for a comparable offense. Had Nary done what he did anywhere other than San Francisco—or possibly Manhattan—he would not have spent the last eleven years of his life immured behind one wall or another. He likely would not have spent a day.

Scarcely a word has been written about Nary’s case beyond San Francisco and few even there. That is not surprising. In no state have so many people of influence grown so thoroughly blind to the obvious. The fact is that California could solve its problems in a generation if only its creative classes could see what those problems are. This, they refuse to do.

In his dazzling book City of Quartz, for instance, Mike Davis shows an impressive mastery of the details of what he calls “Fortress LA.” His description of “the most menacing library ever built,” the Frank Gehry–designed Goldwyn Library in Hollywood, is alone worth a trip to your local bookstore.

For all his gifts of observation, however, Davis refuses to grasp the larger picture. As a case in point, where lesser mortals see the bellwether Watts Riot of 1965, he sees the “Watts Rebellion.” Calling a riot a “rebellion.” however, does not make it “an organized attempt to overthrow a government or other authority by use of violence.” It was nothing of the kind. He knows that. No, it remains a riot, exactly as the dictionary defines “riot”—“a public disturbance during which a group of angry people becomes noisy and out of control, often damaging property and acting violently.”

Davis represents something of a hip norm. By denying the obvious, observers like him, talented and otherwise, fail to get a handle on root causes. Depending on their skills and their biases, they fixate on the less true, the less relevant, the half-true, the irrelevant, and sometimes the downright false. So prevalent is this phenomenon that I have assigned it an acronym, ABETTO—as in, a blind eye to the obvious.

The late-century Reagan fixation nicely showcases the ABETTO factor. As to why LA has gone into semipermanent lockdown, Davis can do no better than cite, without a hint of irony, “the social polarizations of the Reagan-era.” Julia Phillips takes precious time off from freebasing to campaign against Reagan because his election would mean that life “is about to get bleak.” The notorious Crip author and gangbanger “Monster” Kody Scott teaches his love child to chant “Ronald Reagan pig” because his homies hold Reaganomics responsible for their “utter despair.” And in the pair’s stillborn 2003 CBS miniseries producers Craig Zadan and Neil Meron show the historically gay-friendly Gipper blowing off the AIDS crisis with a casual, “They that live in sin shall die in sin.” Egad! I don’t doubt that these and any number of observers know more about the minutiae of California life than I do, but as is evident above, they blind themselves to the big picture.

To be fair, that picture is not all bleak, not by a long shot. “It is so warm,” an Austrian immigrant wrote a friend back home of his adopted Santa Monica. “In Graz I am always cold. Here is where I will stay. The sun shines.” Nineteen sixty-nine just happens to be the first full year that Arnold Schwarzenegger spent in California. It was not just the weather that intrigued the twenty-one-year-old. It was the sweep of the place, the potential, the lively traditions of free speech and free enterprise. The girls weren’t all that shabby either.

Alas, the metaphorical sun shines less brightly today than it did on a young Arnold nearly forty years ago. And it will shine less brightly every year hence—at least until its nabobs can bring themselves to call a cloud a cloud.









2. Alta California


Now that the Americans are coming in all around us, he is afraid and anxious all the time. He wants to get a big fence built around our land to show where it is.

—Helen Hunt Jackson, Ramona, 1884






To understand why all the need for gates and locks, it helps to know at least a little of the state’s history. The human part of that history also got off to something of a slow start with the state peopling itself as relatively late as it assembled itself. The heroic Sierras pushed up in the East by these monstrous geological collisions proved almost as daunting to our Indian friends as they did to the Donner Party some thousands of years later.

As to when the Bronze plate did drift in, no one is quite sure, perhaps only five thousand or six thousand or so years before the White, and these are pure SWAG (sophisticated, wild-assed guess) estimates. There is even less certainty about who got here first and how they got here. The various tribes seem to have arrived as randomly as an LA bus, with all the head banging one could expect from such a chaotic assembling.

Spanish explorer Pedro Font, who traversed much of California in 1775, was appalled by all the mindless violence. With only few exceptions, the Indians he saw were “in constant warfare between the different villages,” as a consequence of which “they live in continual alarm, and go about like Cain, fugitive and wandering, possessed by fear and dread at every step.”

“As with all of nature’s children,” confirms German Carl Meyer of the still unpacified Northern California Indians in 1851, “it is not law, but might, which is held to be right. Therefore, they fight in every way.”

In fact, the California tribes were far less monolithic than the street gangs of LA and, on average, got along no better. Imagine the Spooktown Compton Crips jockeying for territory with the East Compton Piru Bloods, and neither being able to understand a single word the other says. Imagine this happening a lot. Indeed, before the first Spanish arrived, there were at least a hundred different tribes in the state, and 70 percent of their languages were as unintelligible to speakers of another as Mandarin was to Fremont High’s Nobel nominee, the late Stanley “Tookie” Williams. Indeed, had Tookie spoken Mandarin, he might not have felt the urge in 1979 to cap Yen-I Yang, his wife, and his daughter and then diss them all as “Buddha-heads,” but here I get ahead of myself.

By just about all accounts, too, the “disorderly and beastlike” California Indians, especially in Southern California, were some of the sorriest creatures on the planet. Pedro Font, like just about every other European visitor, was aghast at the “nakedness and misery” in which most of these early Californians lived. This wasn’t just some sort of ignorant Eurocentric putdown either. Some of these guys, like British captain George Vancouver, had seen Indians on both continents and admired many of them, but not the Californians. “They are certainly a race,” writes Vancouver, “of the most miserable beings, possessing the faculty of human reason, I ever saw.”

There seemed to be some consensus about why the locals never bothered to develop a wheel or pots or even clothes. Life was just too dang easy. “The native in his primitive condition readily finds his chief needs, food and shelter, everywhere,” observes Russian visitor Kiriil Khlebnikov, “there is consequently no reason for exerting his intellectual capacities in improving his state.”

Two centuries later, Woody Allen would depict the Californians of his day as empty-headed and unproductive as the shellfish-happy Chumash Indians of yore and win an Oscar for his efforts, presumably for accuracy. “I don’t want to live in a city,” laments Allen’s character of Los Angeles in Annie Hall, “where the only cultural advantage is that you can make a right turn on a red light.”

From the beginning, it should be noted, the splendor of California impressed just about every Anglo-American visitor who lit upon its golden shores. Captain William Shaler raves about the “wild beauties” of the countryside and a view of mountains and forests “grand and sublime in the highest degree.”

James Ohio Pattie, the first American to write an extended narrative, describes a place “remarkable for uniting the advantages of healthfulness, a good soil, a temperate climate, and yet one of exceeding mildness, a happy mixture of level and elevated ground, and vicinity to the sea.”

Ten years later, in 1840, in his classic Two Years Before the Mast, young American sailor Richard Henry Dana exults about the “good harbors,” the “fine forests,” the “waters filled with fish,” and a climate “than which there can be no better in the world.”

Late-twentieth-century Californians, alas, would give these and other early Americans no credit for their environmental sensitivity. Disney composers Stephen Schwartz and Alan Menken presumed that when Europeans looked at America they did not see a “grand and sublime” landscape they could enjoy but rather “a dead thing” they could “claim.” For the record, the pair won an Academy Award for this Europhobic children’s favorite, “Colors of the Wind,” written for the 1995 film Pocahontas.

“The Indian said, Kill only what you need,” wrote another singer-songwriter of note in an equally self-hating ditty, “But the Whiteman likes to see things bleed.” Although there would be no Oscar forthcoming for civil rights activist and environmentalist Charles Manson, he did manage to capture the spirit of the age.

The second major cultural island to jostle California’s friendly shores hit surprisingly late in the real-life Risk game then being played by the European powers. It was not until 1769 that the Spanish chose to colonize Alta California, as they called it, literally “high California,” a translation that would ring even truer in 1969.

This incursion would prove to be dramatically more benign than the Cortez-led incursion of Mexico more than two centuries earlier, and yet its impact was very nearly as powerful. Leading the charge with an incredibly light brigade was Father Junipero Serra. “The [Catholic] faith was a gift,” says biographer Weber of Serra, “and he was determined to share it with others.” This plate was fundamentally Red—traditional, Christian, and fully European. Father Serra and most of the early Franciscan missionaries had come directly from Spain.

The hugely popular 1884 novel Ramona, set in the years after California had become American and carefully researched by Helen Hunt Jackson, pivots on the unthinkable act of a Spanish woman hooking up with a well-educated Indian. “You marry an Indian. Never!” Señora Gonzaga Moreno tells her foster daughter, Ramona, despite the fact that Ramona herself is a half-Indian foundling. This DNA dissection would all be irrelevant today were it not for the claim by young Hispanic radicals that America somehow screwed the Aztecs out of California.

The Hispanic Californians of the pre–Gold Rush days were ripe for the screwing in any case. Although no one denies that Serra and most of his missionaries were men of extraordinary character, few secular observers applaud the results. Early European visitors to the missions often left dismayed. “One cannot help thinking,” comments French captain Abel du Petit-Thouars in a typical review, “that perhaps the state of idiocy in which [the mission Indians] are found may be due to the cloistered life and to the slavery to which they have been bound since infancy.”

“About Serra’s worth as a man and a Christian there is indeed no controversy among those who know his career,” notes American Josiah Royce in his precociously cynical 1886 history of the early days of his native state. Royce is far less sanguine about the project itself, which he calls “one of the most complete and fruitless of human failures.”

The fact that with minimal help from the army or state, a group of poor and unarmed Spanish missionaries pacified the area from San Diego to San Francisco, converting some fifty-four thousand Indians along the way and building twenty-one missions, impressed some witnesses not at all. These children of the Enlightenment counted the “gift of faith” of no great worth and presumed that they could manage the cultural tectonics better than the Franciscans. History would prove them all wrong, but that would take time. In the interim, they set about bollixing things on their own, starting with a newly independent Mexico. In 1821, Mexico broke away from Spain. This ill-starred country shifted to a nominally Republican form of kleptocracy and introduced what would prove to be the enduring California sport of Christian-bashing.

Although there were only about three thousand white people in the state at the time and likely no more than a hundred thousand Indians and shrinking, the sudden shift from a fully Christian state to a boldly secular one caused a major shock to the Indians who depended on the missions and to the Spaniards who depended on the old order. “During the height of the despoiling and plundering of the Missions under the Secularization Act,” Jackson writes of Ramona’s Señora Moreno, “she was for a few years almost beside herself.” And well she might have been. “The old monastic order is destroyed and nothing seems yet to have replaced it, except anarchy,” confirms Monsieur du Petit-Thouars, who visited in 1837.

Bostonian Richard Henry Dana had just turned nineteen in 1834 when he left for his “two years before the mast.” During those years, he spent many months traveling throughout Alta California gathering and curing bullock hides. He would prove to be as honest and accurate an observer as ever visited these blessed shores.

There was much that Dana liked. The countryside was beautiful and so were the women. The Californians of Spanish descent had good manners and nice voices, and danced well. The frijol was “the best bean in the world.” The Hawaiians he worked with, and there were many in California at the time, were “the most interesting, intelligent, and kind-hearted people” he had ever known. Young and open-minded, Dana was not given to easy prejudice.

In those halcyon days before Hispanics had mutated into a minority group, Dana felt free to evaluate them as he saw fit. “The Californians,” he would write, “are an idle, thriftless people, and can make nothing for themselves.” That they actually had to buy wine from Boston appalled the young man. Even before California’s beautiful people started squandering their fortunes on Napa vineyards, the country abounded in grapes.

“Among the Spaniards there is no working class,” observes the budding sociologist. The postmission Indians had grown resigned to “being slaves and doing all the hard work.” Dana bemoans a “caste” system determined solely by one’s Spanish blood and a legal system that deprived Protestants of civil and property rights. “In fact,” he writes in summing up his hosts, “they sometimes appeared to be a people on whom a curse had fallen, and stripped them of everything but their pride, their manners, and their voices.”

Dana nicely anticipates California’s future. He describes the Yankees, who had converted to Catholicism and married into the culture, as “having more industry, frugality, and enterprise than the natives” and notes that they had already begun to dominate trade and even civic life. “In the hands of an enterprising people,” he enthused, “what a country this might be!”

Within a dozen years, Dana’s dream would be realized. California’s exceptional state historian, Kevin Starr, nicely and fairly sums up those years after the rise of the secular republic: “The final decade of California’s Mexican era was a confusion of revolution, counterrevolution, graft, spoliation and social disintegration as Northern and Southern factions struggled for power in a series of internecine clashes.” Otherwise, everything was great. Curiously, the Nortenos and Surenos still fight over California, but now as prison gangs.

The ever-progressive Harvard instructor Royce, who published his book California: A Study of American Character just forty years after the conquest, writes of the Californian of this final era, “In politics, as in morals and material wealth, he was unprogressive.” And Royce, by the way, sympathized with the Hispanic plight.

This little history helps put the “reconquista” dreams of today’s radical Latino movement in some perspective. According to one of the movement’s founding documents, El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, only “the brutal ‘gringo’ invasion of our territories” has separated the “northern land of Aztlan,” aka California, from the Mexican motherland. Rightfully, it “belongs to those who plant the seeds, water the fields, and gather the crops and not to the foreign Europeans.”

Is there a nice way in Spanish to say “clueless”? In 1846, one set of largely European descendants, namely Americans, removed another set of largely European descendants, namely the Mexicans, from control of what would soon come to be the state of California. The Mexican Republic had governed California for only twenty-five misbegotten years. Hispanics had been there only seventy-five. At the time, there were fewer people of Hispanic descent living in all of California—twelve thousand max—than there are Eskimos living in California today. By all accounts, they considered the planting of seeds, the watering of fields, and the gathering of crops beneath their dignity. “California in a nutshell,” said Sir George Simpson in 1841. “Nature doing everything and man doing nothing.” That would change.

California would endure no greater cultural shock than the first great White-Brown sideswipe. The American makeover began with the brief and relatively painless Bear Flag War of 1846—an adventure largely improvised on the spot by American settlers—and exploded with the discovery of gold in 1848. Anthropologist James Rawls calls it, rightly, “the great discontinuity in the state’s history.”

Two early books written about this transition tell us as much about the California of today as the California of old. Just thirty when he wrote his history of California, Josiah Royce did something almost unprecedented in American letters. He ruthlessly demythologized the origins story of his native land, namely the Bear Flag War, and rendered it as a comic opera with tragic repercussions.

More provocatively still, Royce cut the mythic legs right out from under the war’s most heroic figure, Captain John C. Frémont. This he does with mischievous glee, crediting “the gallant Captain Frémont” with little more than introducing “civilized warfare,” the clearest sign of which was that “somebody always gets badly hurt.”

Although the Anglo-American gift for self-criticism has much to recommend itself, Royce pushed it to the edge. In so doing, he helped shape the whole concept of the zone of decency a century before it became de rigueur. When he writes of his fellow Californians, “We exhibited a novel degree of carelessness and overhastiness, an extravagant trust in luck, a previously unknown blindness to our social duties, and an indifference to the rights of foreigners of which we cannot be proud,” he doesn’t really mean “we.” He means “they.” Had Royce been there at the beginning, he would have known and done better.

Helen Hunt Jackson was to fiction what Royce was to history, a pioneer of the decency zone. In Ramona, a tragic romance set in the time of transition, and an enormously popular book nationwide, she rebels against her New England roots by embracing the then-exotic Catholicism of old California and by making her fellow Protestant Americans the boogeyman.

The book, like so much California conversation then and now, is really about real estate. The story Jackson tells is of how the Americans in California imposed the rule of law on a region that had never really known it before. This imposition was not always pretty. As described in the book, the Moreno family and its many peons had once inhabited a Connecticut-sized estate that included forty miles of ocean front and the entire San Fernando Valley. Its boundaries, however, were “not very well defined.” Sadly for the Morenos, the Land Act of 1851 defined their property for them, whittling it down to about the size of Sherman Oaks. Although Jackson would like the reader to think otherwise, this was not exactly tragic.

Meanwhile the Indians in Ramona get whittled down to just about nothing. “These Americans will destroy us all,” the heroic Indian Alessandro tells the deeply pious half-breed Ramona. “I do not know but they will presently begin to shoot us and poison us, to get us all out of the country, as they do the rabbits and the gophers.” As the plot works itself out, Alessandro and Ramona run off to find a priest to marry them—those were the days—only to be undone by snarling Americans at every turn.

Today in nonjudgmental California, charging other Americans with genocide is no more exceptional than charging them with littering on the beach or tailgating on the freeway. This is especially so in the state’s education system. Even the normally sober state historian Kevin Starr would say of the Indian that he “was exterminated at the wish and the expense of the legislature.” And yet the oft-repeated “exterminated” makes no more sense as a way of describing the fate of the California Indian than “rebellion” does to describe the fate of Watts.

Yes, many Indians were killed, some gratuitously, but both before and after the conquest, Californians tried a thousand different solutions to accommodate them. This wasn’t genocide. Hell, there are six times as many Indians in California now as there were then, and most of them own casinos. This was government as usual.

More so than any other group in the tectonic history of the state, the Indian got caught in the grinding of the plates. The Americans were sure that they could do better by the Indian than the Mexicans had, so as early as 1846 the San Francisco naval commander John B. Montgomery declared that the “Indian population must not be regarded in the light of slaves.” In 1849, the forty-eight delegates who met to declare the state’s first constitution—eight of them Hispanic—unanimously voted to outlaw slavery for anyone, no small accomplishment in these volatile days before the Civil War. Still, they had no idea what to do with the Indians and never really would.

Despite the good intentions of the coastal Californians, the hinterlands were bad news, and the Indians were hardly blameless. In San Francisco, Colonel William Thompson published Reminiscences of a Pioneer, an account of his journey west. Along the way, he details several friendly encounters with various tribes and some not friendly at all. Writing in 1912, Thompson is clearly bothered by “mock sentimentalists” like Jackson, who “have walled their eyes to heaven in holy horror at the ‘barbarities’ practiced by white men.” Had they witnessed the “scenes of diabolical atrocity” that he had, Thompson is confident that they too would have slipped off the veneer of civilization “as a snake sheds his skin. “

Jackson would hear none of it. Like a Sumo wrestler, she had shoved Thompson out of her pristine little decency zone. In fact, she may have been the first to introduce to California what I call ZSM, or zero-sum multiculturalism, whose credo—“I’m OK, you’re not”—marks it as the evil twin of a more benign California product, transactional analysis.

Jackson fully identifies with the beleaguered Indians of the novel, who are morally superior to the mestizos, who are morally superior to the Mexicans, who are in turn morally superior to the Americans. The Americans, particularly the men, are as brutish as the bad guys in a Spaghetti Western. A Ramona reader can only wonder how they managed to turn California from the semibarbarity of the Gold Rush into the orderly allure of the Golden State in an historic eye-blink.

Here, Royce gives credit where it is due. He acknowledges the “marvelous political talent of our race and nation.” More important still, he argues, is the “courage, the moral elasticity, the teachableness, of the people.” To be sure, Californians had made “grievous errors,” but what distinguishes them from other peoples is that they went on to correct those errors, “good-humored and self-confident as ever.”

It is precisely this self-confidence that enabled Helen Hunt Jackson to become a star. No matter what she thought of Americans, Americans loved Ramona. They are the ones who got the book reprinted three hundred times and spawned the movies, plays, and festivals to follow. The Ramona phenomenon helped revive the mission tradition, fuse the jostling plates, and give California a distinctive spiritual and multiracial identity that endured for a century—at least until the Helen Hunt Jacksons of the twentieth century started mucking with it.









3. Lakewood


In L.A., nobody touches you. We’re always behind this metal and glass. I think we miss that touch so much that we crash into each other just so we can feel something.

—Detective Graham Waters, Crash






It is occasionally said that the opposite of California is New York. I use the word “opposite” guardedly here, remembering the enlightened NYC grade-school teacher who taught her charges that the opposite of an apple was an orange and the opposite of a frog a tadpole. Still, from Hollywood’s perspective at least, New York and California are the two contrasting poles between which the rest of America pivots. This is New York’s perspective too.

This dichotomy, however, is contrived. New York is no more the opposite of California than the Soviet Union is the opposite of Nazi Germany. If the former tends toward the brooding, the intense, and the international and the latter toward the parochial, the pagan, and the homoerotic, they are both nonetheless socialist states with a mighty totalitarian urge. (To be clear, I speak, here, of the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany respectively.)

No, if California has an opposite, that opposite is Texas. One cannot imagine a Josiah Royce or a Helen Hunt Jackson debunking the Alamo and Sam Houston and surviving until dawn the next day. It would take another century for such moral preening to become commonplace, and even today it is risky west of the Pecos.

Much of the difference lies in the respective history of the two states. Texans will tell you that they have, as Royce might have phrased it, a more “manly” story to tell. They had to deal with the astonishingly vicious Comanche, not the groovy Chumash of Santa Barbara. They had to beat back Santa Ana and his five-thousand-strong army, not the sundry Zorro wannabes of José Castro, whose eponymous neighborhood now flies the Rainbow Flag. They remember the Alamo. Californians remember the sixties, and that only dimly. They fought valiantly for their scrubby chunk of real estate and are proud of that fight. Californians, by contrast, are proud largely of the real estate. If Californians defend themselves with gates, Texans defend themselves with guns. But hey, we all know about Texans. They like to boast.

Californians tend to be more modest than they ought to be or used to be—at least about their state. For that first American Century, no place in the world had ever managed so much tectonic activity with so little raw control from above. The rule of law made it all work, imperfectly to be sure, but work. So did a common language and a congenial Christian tradition, largely shared.

To know how future governor “Pat” Brown got his name is to understand the one most powerful unifying influence during those years, the force that kept the plates in check. In the way of background, one of Brown’s grandfathers had immigrated from Germany, and the other from Ireland. In 1917, when Brown was in the seventh grade in a San Francisco public school, Irish rebels were conspiring with Germany against America’s allies in World War I. Without hesitation, young Edmund Gerald Brown entered the fray on the American side. So passionate was his “Give me liberty or give me death” war bond speech that his fellow seventh graders dubbed him “Patrick Henry Brown” or “Pat” for short.

The state identity played almost as great a role in helping these disparate people cohere as the national identity. Sixth-generation Californian Joan Didion, arguably the best writer to write about her native state, has preserved her eighth-grade graduation speech on the subject of “Our California Heritage.”

Those who came to California, she told the attentive audience, “were not the self-satisfied, happy and content people, but the adventurous, the restless, and the daring.” San Francisco’s population multiplied almost twenty times by 1906, she boasted, and the city was rebuilt almost as quickly as it burned down. “We had an irrigation problem,” she continued, “so we built the greatest dams the world has known. Now both desert and valley are producing food in enormous quantities.”

“We must live up to our heritage,” young Didion concluded triumphantly, “go on to better and greater things for California.” This was June 1948. California was in a triumphant mood. From the end of World War II and on for the next twenty-five years some twelve hundred people a day came to California, the great majority of them ambitious, American, and middle class.

Native Californians, like Joan Didion’s family, called them “the new people” and weren’t entirely thrilled to see them arrive. “Native Californian,” by the way, is a phrase that one hears often. In no other state, with the possible exception of Texas, is “native” status more dearly treasured, and multigenerational status even more so.

I have never heard the phrase “native Missourian” or “third-generation Kansas.” Upon moving to either of these nicely humble states, one is considered as worthy as Harry Truman’s grandkids. In fact, from Thomas Frank’s perspective a guy like myself doesn’t even have to live or work in Kansas to be honored as a Kansan. To my astonishment, he did a five-page profile on me in What’s the Matter with Kansas? though I have not spent two consecutive nights in the Sunflower State and don’t work there either.

Still, despite a certain native resistance, it has never taken a transplant long to feel at home in the accent-free clime of the Golden State. Besides, the postwar new people had little choice but to feel at home. Like those who preceded them, they had left almost everything—and everyone—behind. At the time, pundits called it “the last great migration.” It wasn’t, but it seemed like it and sounded good.

Whole new towns sprang up, seemingly overnight, to accommodate the new people and their baby boom children. The most ambitious such town was Lakewood. Built on a scrubby wasteland south of LA and east of Long Beach, the town housed sixty-seven thousand people before it was ten years old. In fact, its developers sold seventy-four hundred houses in the first ten months. As Lakewood administrator D. J. Waldie notes in his wonderful memoir, Holy Land, “Buyers needed only a steady job, and the promise they would keep up the payments.”

The average age of the wives in that first early 1950s wave of Lakewood homebuyers was twenty-six, the husbands thirty-two. In 1953, when Harper’s magazine asked the young homemakers of Lakewood what they missed most in moving there, they usually replied, “My mother.”

A century earlier, a well-meaning legislative committee, in contemplating the fate of California’s Indians, regretted that “there is no longer a wilderness west of us that can be assigned them.” And so it was with this great wave of new people. There was no place farther west they could go. Having left some lesser place for this golden land, usually with much fanfare and fond farewells, they could go back only in failure. They may have been strangers here, lonelier than they would ever dare admit, but they were strangers in paradise. And who would ever quit paradise, especially after those too many, too proud postcards home.

Expectations were lofty then and would remain so into the 1960s, when California, under Democratic governor Pat Brown, built schools, universities, highways galore, and what Brown would call “the greatest California waterworks of all.” In 1962, the state, now 17 million people strong, reached something of a high-water mark when it passed New York State in population, its go-go, can-do ethos still intact.

The national magazines celebrated the milestone on their front covers. Newsweek’s cover line may have best summarized the world’s take on California: “No. 1 state: Booming, Beautiful California.” Implicit in all the coverage was California’s role in reshaping America’s future. “Most important of all,” wrote George Leonard in Look magazine, “California presents the promise and challenge contained at the very heart of the original American dream: here probably more than at any time, the shackles of the past are broken.”

In 1962, forward-thinking people throughout the state were in no more mood for shackles than they were for rainy days. The more forward among them saw shackles everywhere, even in traditional notions like state, nation, family, and faith. So these thinkers started to hammer away, unaware that they had nothing to replace them with but walls, fences, gates, and prisons.
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