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    Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many changes can occur after a guide is published—establishments close, phone numbers change, hiking trails are rerouted, facilities come under new management, etc.




    We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and be kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




    The Globe Pequot Press




    Reader Response/Editorial Department




    P.O. Box 480




    Guilford, CT 06437




    Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@GlobePequot.com




    Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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  Introduction




  




  It’s the reel thing, Los Angeles is. It may look like a movie set, but the handful of regions and thousands of neighborhoods that comprise the world’s twelfth largest city are chock-full of color, history, and culture. What began as a pueblo in 1781 recast itself in the centuries to follow into a sunny mecca for dream seekers, whether following fortunes in real estate, agriculture, financial empire building, or entertainment. It all boomed here at the edge of the United States. And the explosion continues.




  Today the City of Angels spreads its influence over 467 square miles, down 80 miles of coastline, across immense valleys to the foothills of five mountain ranges. At night the city shimmers in a mesmerizing grid of lights cut by thick rivers of red and white along ever-moving freeways. Los Angeles is a city of light, of spotlights, neon, and low, tropical shadows that keep it forever in its golden years when movies were monumental.




  Its past is its present with preservation and detailed restorations of such icons as the Beverly Hills Hotel, the Egyptian Theater, the Max Factor building, the Bradbury building, Angel’s Flight, Mann’s Chinese Theatre, Farmer’s Market, the Hollywood Roosevelt, and the Biltmore Hotel. Los Angeles is alive with history, mystery, and hauntings. Neighborhoods near and far reflect the city’s 1930s and 1940s salad days with odd architectural diffusions ranging from Gothic to ornate Art Deco, Mission Revival, and post–World War II chic. Kitsch got its start amid the wide car-filled boulevards with cafes topped by giant plaster hot dogs or doughnuts. Everything had to have an element of entertainment attached, something to get noticed.




  And it still does. Check out the confluence of La Brea and Melrose Avenues, marked by the giant rooftop chili dog at Pink’s, then grab your dripping piece of L.A. manna and head west on Melrose where each cheesy boutique outdoes the next in an unwritten competition of kitschy facades and interiors. Run down Robertson Boulevard’s presentation of designer showrooms, galleries, and famous eateries. Steal an hour or two to discover Beverly Hills and find out what the stars are wearing from among Paris and Milan’s latest entrees, then head for It’s a Wrap in Burbank for the latest in star-worn and studio wardrobe releases. Cruise down Sunset Boulevard and up to the heights of Doheny Avenue for a film noir look at the lights of L.A. Set aside a day for the beach with a walk or roll down the boardwalk at Venice to the century-old canals that gave the neighborhood its name. Los Angeles is a series of neighborhoods and enclaves, one after another, each offering its own character, personality, history, and fascination to those willing to explore.




  For the readers of this book, a Candy Land of off-color kitsch, wild and hidden artistic masterworks, savory secret sauces sampled in secluded gardens, and addictive dishes from a world of undiscovered ethnic cuisine awaits in the chapters to come. Los Angeles was built on dreams, visions, and fantasies found today, neighborhood to neighborhood, cafe to cafe, heaped with love and sweat by a century of talented and tenacious fortune seekers. And it’s you who’ll reap the benefits, seeing the city with fresh eyes and interest with this book as a compass.




  While I may take you down some well-trodden paths to attractions you likely know well, I’ll also show you what the travelogues and commercials omit. You can shop at Nordstrom or Bloomingdale’s, but I’ll show you where the one-of-a-kind clothing stores lie as well as the dumping spots for designers’ and stars’ once-worn gowns. You might dine at Spago, but I’ll show you where celebrities go to get the best blue-plate special or cinema magnates head for their clam chowder fix. You may choose to tread the Hollywood Walk of Fame or browse Rodeo Drive, but I’ll show you the hidden cracks and crannies, the history and the humor wedged into the walls as well. Whether you have a day or a week, Off the Beaten Path will bring you a magical Los Angeles you might otherwise miss, one worthy of a crowded postcard or mark in your peak experiences profile. Anything else is just facade.




  Los Angeles can be divided into a dozen areas of interest and exploration that I have compressed into ten chapters: Downtown, the Wilshire Corridor, Hollywood, West Hollywood, Beverly Hills, West Los Angeles, Santa Monica and the beaches, the south coast, the San Fernando Valley, and Pasadena. A three- or four-day visit will usually satisfy the sojourner without causing an asthma attack. But plan your schedule carefully, and do leave time for distances and traffic. The thirty-minute flow from Downtown to Santa Monica on the Santa Monica Freeway during the day can take more than an hour in the morning or evening rush hour. The San Diego Freeway between the Santa Monica Freeway and LAX is nearly always jammed; try taking Century Boulevard to La Cienega to get into town instead. Also remember to watch for traffic-control photo boxes at major intersections in West Hollywood, West L.A., and the Mid-Wilshire area. Going through a yellow light will run you $278! Warning signs are posted ahead of the intersection, and it’s a good idea to mind them. Finally, if you park on the street, note that parking cops take their jobs very seriously. Watch for permit parking areas, feed the meters, parking no farther than 18 inches from the curb—take a Department of Motor Vehicles study guide with you—or park in a lot. A $5.00 bill can buy a lot of peace of mind.




  Getting Around




  Some four million people live in the City of Angels, extending to sixteen million in the eighty surrounding cities and towns of greater L.A. County. There are 1.3 million commuters on the 527 miles of roadway at any given hour, and the average speed on the freeways during rush hour is a pokey 20 miles per hour.




  But Los Angeles did not miss the train completely when it comes to public transportation. Although the Metro buses and DASH services are the preferred method of local transport for the few carless folks in the area, more than 400 miles of tracks join the Metrolink from Union Station with points as far as Oxnard, Lancaster, Riverside, and San Juan Capistrano. For the rest of the green-minded hoofers, it’s the Metro Rail, a modern and spankingly clean subway system that connects Downtown with Pasadena, Long Beach, Norwalk, Redondo Beach, Hollywood, North Hollywood, and the Wilshire Corridor. Hours are 5:00 a.m. to midnight daily, and fares (it’s the same for buses) run $1.35 one-way plus 25 cents for a transfer. Maps can be found at www.mta.net.




  For the mere toss of a quarter, the Downtown DASH will take you to or near anywhere you want to go in the Downtown area. Six lines run from Chinatown to the Los Angeles Convention Center, stopping at hotels, Olvera Street, the Garment District, Bunker Hill, and most other points of interest. Maps are available at most kiosks Downtown.




  Taxis




  Distances are long in Los Angeles, and cab fares can run high. Even a short trip—say from the airport to an off-site car rental depot—can cost $10 or more. Taxis charge $1.90 at the flag drop, plus $1.60 per mile. A service charge is added to fares originating at LAX, and fares can run to more than $60 one-way for trips to Long Beach, Pasadena, or the Valley. Average fares from LAX to Downtown L.A. run $40; it’s $30 to Mid-Wilshire, and $25 to Santa Monica.




  Outside of the Downtown Financial District, a whistle and a wave won’t get you far. At LAX as well as Union Station and hotels, cabs line up at a certain spot and are summoned by a station manager or valet. Or you can order a taxi from your cell phone through Checker Cab at (323) 654–8400; L.A. Taxi, (213) 627–7000; or United Taxi (213) 483–7604, among other companies.




  When you land at LAX, you’re landing in the world’s fourth largest airport. Even Terminal 1, which services mostly the regional lines like Southwest Airlines and America West, is larger than the entire airport in Tampa, Florida. This airport has seven primary terminals, all served by hotel shuttles, parking shuttles, car rental shuttles, local bus service, airport bus service, taxis, and shared van rides. It’s chaos on the sidewalks, because cars are not allowed to stop and wait for their parties but must circle the airport until eye contact is made and a quick stop and load can be accomplished under the ready pen of a ticket officer. A color-coded island separating curbside traffic from through traffic marks where to wait for shuttles, buses, and vans. Taxi stands and transportation kiosks are located right outside each terminal.




  For an easy at-a-glance guide to transportation from LAX, check the airport Web site at www.lawa.org, or call (310) 646–5252.




  Area Codes




  Like New York City, which was well known for its 212 designation until just a few years ago, Los Angeles has endured its share of phone fracturing and is no longer simply 213. The 213 designation is now given to Downtown Los Angeles. West of Downtown, through Hollywood, and all the way to West Hollywood, you’ll find the 323 prefix in effect. From West Hollywood to Santa Monica, down to San Pedro, over to Long Beach, and up to Malibu is the 310 area code. The San Fernando Valley is 818, Long Beach east to Whittier is 562, Orange County is 714 and 949, and Pasadena and parts east become 626. Need a number anywhere in L.A. or Orange County? Just call 411.




  Sources of Information




  The most comprehensive place to go for information on visiting Los Angeles is the Los Angeles Convention and Visitors Bureau. The phone is (800) 366–6116, and the events hotline (213) 689–8822; or you can log on to www.visitlosangeles.info or www.visitlanow.com. In addition, the bureau provides walk-in visitor centers at 685 South Figueroa Street, Downtown (open Monday through Friday from 8:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M., and Saturday from 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 P.M.); and in Hollywood, on the main floor of the new Hollywood & Highland complex right at the confluence of Hollywood Boulevard and Highland Avenue and adjacent to the Metro station.




  Many Los Angeles–area incorporated communities also have their own information centers, and often maintain detailed and colorful Web sites. Try the Beverly Hills Conference and Visitors Bureau, (800) 345–2210 or www.beverlyhillsbehere.com; the West Hollywood Convention and Visitors Bureau, (800) 368–6020 or (310) 289–2525, www.visitwesthollywood.com; the Santa Monica Convention and Visitors Bureau, (310) 393–7593, www.santamonica.com; the Pasadena Convention and Visitors Bureau, (626) 795–9311, www.pasadenacal.com; the Long Beach Convention and Visitors Bureau, (800) 4LB–STAY or (562) 436–3645, www.visitlongbeach.com; or the Catalina Island Visitors Bureau, (310) 510–1520, www.catalina.com.




  The Hollywood Arts Council is a good place to get attraction, entertainment, and dining information as well as maps to the celluloid city: contact (323) 465–0533 or www.discoverhollywood.com. But to find out what’s really making the buzz about town, pick up an L.A. Weekly at any news kiosk and most trendy boutiques. The Los Angeles Times runs a comprehensive calendar section on Thursday and Sunday that offers the entire roundup of theater, music, museums, clubs, events, and films in the city. The cultural events listings can also be accessed online at www.calendarlive.com.




  Touring Around




  Get oriented, get educated, and get going. L.A. is full of wacky, wonderful history and stories—not to mention plenty of wild tours to bring it all into focus.




  Architours. Los Angeles is home to a collection of architectural master-works, and Architours finds them, explains them, and gives you the backstory. Frank Lloyd Wright and son, Richard Neutra, Frank Gehry—much design history is made here from Downtown to Santa Monica. Contact (323) 294–5821 or www.architours.com.




  

    More Tours




    Here are some other tour options to consider:




    L.A. Tours and Sightseeing




    (323) 937–0999




    www.latours.net




    offers half-day bus tours to the stars’ homes and the sights of L.A.




    L.A. Bike Tours




    (888) 775–BIKE or (323) 466–5890




    www.labiketours.com




    offers bikes to rent and buy and privately led interpretive tours by pedal power through the backstreets of L.A.’s prime neighborhoods.




    Los Angeles Conservancy Tours




    (213) 623–2489




    www.laconservancy.org




    puts well-trained docents in charge to tell the story behind the details of the city’s monumental movie palaces, ghostly hotels, and ornate office buildings.




    Starline Tours of Hollywood




    (800) 959–3131




    www.starlinetours.com




    is the bus tour of choice for those seeking the on-the-path tours of Los Angeles for a bargain. The tour is free when you purchase an L.A. City Pass (details in the Hollywood chapter).




    Take My Mother, Please!




    (323) 737–2200




    www.takemymotherplease.com




    puts menopausal tour maven Anne Block in charge of the middle-age mothers who come in tow. Whether it’s shopping, museums, dining, ethnic havens, or good spots to kvetsch, no one knows L.A. like Anne.


  




  Off ’N Running Tours takes off on L.A. the old-fashioned way—on foot. Joggers can have a running tour through Santa Monica, Beverly Hills, or Downtown. Tours are designed for runners and walkers of all levels. Call (310) 246–1418 or visit www.offnrunningtours.com.




  Don’t like the organized thing? Do your own tour on in-line skates. Rent them from Perry’s Beach Café or other rental spots on the boardwalk in Santa Monica and find the beach to be your perfect playground. Contact Perry’s at (310) 372–3138 or www.perryscafe.com.




  Get Cultural with the Watt—a program of the Watts Community Action Committee—shuttles visitors to the famous 100-foot-high Watts Towers built by a single person with a vision. This guided tour also visits eighteen other sites that capture the colorful heritage of this city. Call (323) 563–5639.




  Red Line Walking Tours, a daily walking tour company, is the most comprehensive way to get a taste of L.A. The tours run Downtown and Hollywood and go behind the scenes at historical icons often off-limits to the public. Tours last one-and-a-half to three hours and deliver much more than rich entertainment. Call (323) 402–1074 or visit www.redlinetours.com.




  Annual Events




  JANUARY




  Tournament of Roses Parade. L.A.’s famous New Year’s Day parade, with floats, bands, and equestrian units. The parade begins on Orange Grove Boulevard, turns onto Colorado Boulevard, then finishes on Sierra Madre Villa Avenue. Call (626) 449–7673, (626) 795–4171 (for grandstand seats February through December), or (310) 454–3511 (for grandstand seats May through December), or visit www.tournamentofroses.com.




  Greater Los Angeles Auto Show. More than 1,000 automobiles are featured in five different exhibition halls, highlighting the newest in foreign and domestic sedans, coupes, roadsters, sport utility vehicles and trucks, as well as automotive accessories and performance products. Contact the Los Angeles Convention Center, 1201 South Figueroa Street in Los Angeles, (213) 624–7300, visit www.laautoshow.com, or contact the show management at (310) 444–1850.




  February




  Golden Dragon Parade. Floats, dances, and marching bands parade through Chinatown, Downtown Los Angeles. Contact (213) 617–0396 or www.lachinesechamber.org. (Check the Web site three months before the event for more details.)




  Street Fest Carnival. Entertainment, food, and booths at the corner of Broadway and Cesar E. Chavez Avenue in Los Angeles. Contact (213) 617–0396 or www.lachinesechamber.org.




  MARCH




  City of Los Angeles Marathon. Along with the marathon, an Acura L.A. Bike Tour and 5K run are held. Contact (310) 444–5544, www.lamarathon.com.




  South Bay St. Patrick’s Day Parade & Festival. The festival features a parade, Irish bands, food, vendor booths, a children’s carnival, and a petting zoo. The parade includes bagpipe bands, high school bands, local service clubs, Irish warriors, scouting units, and floats. The festival is held at Pier Plaza in Hermosa Beach at Pier and Hermosa Avenues. Contact (310) 374–1365 or www.stpatricksday.org.




  City of Santa Clarita Cowboy Poetry and Music Festival. Cowboy poetry readings, rope tricks, music, food, and demonstrations, all found at Melody Ranch Motion Picture Studio on Placerita Canyon in Santa Clarita and other locations. Contact (661) 286–4021 (tickets) or www.santa-clarita.com/cp.




  APRIL




  Toyota Grand Prix of Long Beach. A professional automobile street race, a celebrity race, and other activities begin in downtown Long Beach, adjacent to the Long Beach Convention and Entertainment Center at 300 East Ocean Boulevard. Contact (562) 490–4530, (888) 827–7333 (tickets and information), or www.longbeachgp.com.




  Blessing of the Animals. An Easter procession of pets and exotic animals, as well as displays and exhibits, centers on El Pueblo de Los Angeles (Olvera Street) at the intersection of Main and Alameda Streets in Los Angeles. Call (213) 625–5045.




  Los Angeles Times Festival of Books in Association with UCLA. Booths, book sales, children’s activities, and panel discussions are held at the UCLA campus on Hilgard Avenue in Westwood. Contact (800) 528–4637 or www.latimes.com/festivalofbooks.




  McDonald’s Fiesta Broadway. Music, booths, and food are found along thirty-six blocks of Downtown Los Angeles, including Broadway and Hill and Spring Streets between First Street and Olympic Boulevard. Contact (310) 914–0015 or www.fiestabroadway.la.




  MAY




  Cinco de Mayo at El Pueblo de Los Angeles. Traditional music, culture presentations, dance, and food are offered at El Pueblo de Los Angeles (Olvera Street) at the intersection of Main and Alameda Streets in Los Angeles. Call (213) 628–1274 or visit www.cityofla.org/elp/.




  Topanga Banjo Fiddle Contest & Folk Festival. An old time, bluegrass, folk song, folk dancing, and crafts festival held in the Santa Monica Mountains. Contact (818) 382–4819 or www.topangabanjofiddle.org.




  JUNE




  San Fernando Valley Fair. At this lively event you’ll find a carnival, a rodeo, pig racing, agricultural and gardening exhibits, educational and technological exhibits, home arts, food vendors, entertainment, an academic competition, a festival of choirs, livestock auctions, a petting zoo, and pony rides. Hansen Dam Sports Center, 11770½ Foothill Boulevard in Lakeview Terrace, (818) 557–1600 or www.sfvalleyfair.org.




  Long Beach Bayou Festival. Live music, food, arts and crafts, dance lessons, and a costume parade all located at Queen Mary Events Park, 1126 Queens Highway in Long Beach, (562) 427–8834, www.longbeachfestival.com.




  Great American Irish Fair and Musical Festival. Look for music, dancing, food, storytellers, an art contest, a photo competition, a Shamrock Carnival, heritage centers, language programs, sheep-herding shows, an Irish dog show, and a horse exhibit. Festival Fields at Woodley Park in Encino, (818) 501–3781, www.irishfair.org.




  Galaxy Soccer Game & Fireworks Extravaganza. This event features, well, a soccer game and July 4 fireworks. Find it at the Rose Bowl, 1001 Rose Bowl Drive in Pasadena. Contact (626) 577–3100, (626) 535–8300, www.rosebowlstadium.com, or www.lagalaxy.com.




  Marina del Rey July 4 Fireworks Extravaganza. A Zambelli pyrotechnic extravaganza at the main channel off the breakwater—although the fireworks are visible from locations throughout the marina. Call (310) 305–9545 or visit www.beaches.co.la.ca.us.




  First Independence Day Celebration in Los Angeles. Entertainment, a musket salute, historical portrayals, and an outdoor dance at El Pueblo de LosAngeles (Olvera Street) at the intersection of Main and Alameda Streets in Los Angeles. Call (213) 625–5045.




  SEPTEMBER




  Brazilian Street Carnaval and Independence Day Celebration. Enjoy a parade and Brazilian dance, Brazilian music, and craft and food booths at the Promenade from Third Street to First Avenue in Long Beach. Contact (562) 438–3669 or www.carnaval.org.




  Manhattan Beach Arts Festival. This free participatory cultural event features art workshops, a community mural, international dance instruction, interactive performance theater, music, dancing, crafts, food, and a children’s area. It’s all found at Manhattan Beach Boulevard between Valley Drive and Highland Avenue in Manhattan Beach, (310) 802–5417.




  Los Angeles County Fair. Horse racing, exhibitions, a carnival, fine arts, flowers, livestock, entertainment, a skate park, contests, and pig races are held at Fairplex, 1101 West McKinley Avenue, Pomona. Contact (909) 623–3111 or www.fairplex.com.




  Art’s Alive Festival. This event celebrates visual, performing, and literary arts with free hands-on art activities, live entertainment on two stages, crafts booths, food vendors, art exhibits, and a juried art show. Torrance Cultural Arts Center, 3330 Civic Center Drive, Torrance, (310) 781–7150, www.tcac.torrnet.com.




  SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER




  Alpine Village Oktoberfest. You’ll find a live German band, along with a stein-holding contest, wood sawing, food, and beverages, at Alpine Village, 833 West Torrance Boulevard, Torrance. Contact (310) 327– 4384 or www.alpinevillage.net/oktoberfest.htm.




  OCTOBER




  Port of Los Angeles Lobster Festival. Live entertainment, dancing, rides, games, a lobster-calling contest on Friday, and a Lobster Dog Pet Parade on Saturday. It’s located at Ports o’ Call Village in San Pedro. Call (310) 798–7478 or visit www.lobsterfest.com.




  Los Angeles Times Festival of Health. Family health screenings, music, workout sessions, and cooking and alternative medicine demonstrations are all held at USC’s University Park campus, Figueroa and Hoover Streets in Los Angeles, (800) 528–4637, www.latimes.com/extras/festivalofhealth.




  Bella Via. Professional and budding artists chalk 15-foot creations on a pavement “canvas.” The event, named for an Italian street-painting festival, also features vendors, food, and entertainment. It’s found at Valencia town center’s Main Street at Town Center Drive, Santa Clarita; call (661) 254–0213 or visit www.valenciatowncenter.com.




  Discover Marina del Rey. The kids can enjoy inflatable games, face painting, story time, crafts, magicians, and clowns while their parents take in crew and outrigger races; U.S. Coast Guard helicopter sea-rescue demonstration; pet adoptions; displays and demonstrations by the Los Angeles County sheriff, lifeguard, and fire departments and environmental groups; health exhibits; and live music. The location is Chace Park, 13650 Mindanao Way, Marina del Rey, (310) 305–9545.




  NOVEMBER




  Doo Dah Parade. This spoof on the traditional Tournament of Roses Parade doesn’t feature floral pageantry or a queen and her court. Instead, entries have included such comical notables as the Briefcase Marching Drill Team, the Ocean Beach Geriatric Surf Club, and Gidget Patrol and the West Hollywood Cheerleaders. The route begins at Raymond Avenue and Holly Street, travels down Raymond, turns right onto Colorado Boulevard, and ends at Pasadena Boulevard. Contact (626) 440–7379 or www.pasadenadoodahparade.com.




  DECEMBER




  Hollywood Christmas Parade. Floats, bands, marching groups, and various celebrities follow a procession that begins at Mann’s Chinese Theatre, 6925 Hollywood Boulevard in Hollywood, and goes east, then south on Vine Street, west on Sunset Boulevard, and ends at Orange Drive. Contact (323) 469–2337 (information), (626) 795–4171 (grand stand tickets) or www.hollywoodchamber.net.




  Marina del Rey Holiday Boat Parade (Marina del Rey Tournament of Lights). At least seventy boats with holiday illuminations light up the main channel of the Marina del Rey Marina. Some of the best views are from Fisherman’s Village, 13755 Fiji Way, and Chace Park, 13650 Mindanao Way. Call (310) 822–9455 or (310) 305–9545, or visit www.visitthemarina.com.




  Climate




  Los Angeles does, indeed, have seasons, although you sometimes have to search for them.




  Whether you’re timing your visit with winter or summer, the weather in Los Angeles is bound to be temperate and bright. The south coast “monsoon” season runs November into February, starting with the welcomed overcast clouds of September and usually resulting in much-needed rain by the time the warm Santa Ana winds take hold from February to April. Winters can get chilly, with temperatures in the high forties at night and low sixties during the day. But periods of seventy- and eighty-degree sunshine-filled days are more the rule than the exception. Summers, too, are comely and kind, with dry warm days in the upper eighties and low nineties and nights in the low seventies. Late August brings the heat waves: Temperatures could climb to triple digits, though rarely for more than five days in a row.




  

    distancesfromdowntownlosangeles


  




  

    Disneyland: 26 miles




    Beverly Hills: 10 miles




    Burbank Airport: 13 miles




    Hollywood/Griffith Park: 6 miles




    Los Angeles International Airport: 17 miles




    Pasadena: 9 miles




    Santa Monica: 15 miles




    Universal Studios Hollywood: 9 miles




    Venice Beach: 16 miles


  




  The weather by the beach can be considerably cooler—ten degrees or more—and usually starts with fog and haze that burn off by late morning. After that, days remain comfortably dry, if sultry—but they can reduce to chilly nights faster than the roll of credits at a movie. (Follow your mom’s advice and bring a sweater.) Nights are invariably moist as well; indeed, L.A. wreaks havoc on frizzy hair.




  The key to L.A. is not trying to do it all, or at least not all at once. True to its reputation, L.A. often is a great big freeway, and if you don’t plan your time according to location, time, and type of activity you’re likely to spend most of it on the road rather than at your intended destination. But then you can crank up the tunes and take in the palms and billboards along the way. When it comes to Los Angeles, you have to enjoy the ride.




  

    Downtown Los Angeles
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  If Los Angeles has a center, it’s here, in Downtown L.A. The skyline alone might be the most photographed on the planet, with its celebrated composition in steel and glass standing in as Anycity USA for film directors. Still, urban architecture aside, this is where it all began—it’s where Los Angeles can trace her every era, and where new eras in her evolution continue to take shape.




  From the eighteenth-century pueblo settlements on Olvera Street, to the Victorian elegance of Bunker Hill; the Art Deco grandeur of the first movie palaces; the thriving commerce in textiles, toys, clothing, and jewels; the evolving centers of Chinese, Japanese, and Hispanic culture; and the continual renaissance in fine arts, architecture, music, and performance—this is Downtown L.A. The city unfolds in a very walkable and fascinating 4 square miles, every block bearing a story.




  Los Angeles begins at Union Station at 700–900 North Alameda Street. This was the end of the line for many and the start of a life for others, where seductively warm days, the riches of Hollywood beckoning from burgeoning movie palaces, and the promise of abundance in all its forms turned more than a few people into bright-eyed dreamers.
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  By 1887 the transcontinental railroad had already whisked more than 120,000 people west to the Los Angeles basin with tickets costing $125 one-way from St. Louis. A fare war between railroad companies took hold a year later, and suddenly the city of 10,000 or so was having its first big real estate boom, and if you looked closely, you could see the first tentacles of sprawl. By 1939 Los Angeles was more than an outpost of cattle barons, con men, and celluloid cowboys: It was Wall Street West, with its own industries and gateway trade. This was the year Union Station was built, as perhaps the last of the great railroad stations, to the tune of $13 million.




  A tour of L.A. begins here as well, for the station neatly reflects the history, the philosophy, the pace, the possibilities, the aesthetic priorities, and the precision of a city built on the backs of dreamers. Step inside the Streamline-Moderne-Meets-Southern-Spain foyer and find yourself in 1939, the heavy leather-and-wood chairs resting squarely in sun-dusted rows. Its center is a cross—whether the crossroads of travel, the intersections of time, the confluence of styles, or an industrial call to a higher order. Muted earth tones and elaborate Spanish tile work lend a sense that is half hacienda, half adobe cathedral, under a firmament of Euclidian wood frames and Navajo patterned etchings illuminated by wrought-iron chandeliers. The elaborate structure has served as a backdrop for a long litany of films, including Guilty by Suspicion, The Way We Were, My Best Friend’s Wedding, and Pearl Harbor.




  Built on what was once the site of vineyards and then the city’s first Chinatown, today the station serves passengers heading toward Seattle, San Diego, and points east on Amtrak lines as well as those headed west into parts of L.A. on the Red Line, south to Long Beach on the Blue Line, and north to Pasadena on the Gold Line. The light rail entrance in the East Lobby may be an attraction in its own right. Here an installation of twelve light sticks by kinetic sculptor Bill Bell warns of incoming trains by producing ghostly images of a train, a city bus, famous faces, and a Chinese written character.




  To the right of the entrance is Fred Harvey Restaurant, now used for special events only but still a nod to the famous eateries along the Santa Fe Railroad. The real dining treat is right inside: Traxx Restaurant is a favorite with travelers and the L.A. business community alike. Martinis are shaken in dimly lit Deco surroundings while white tablecloths inside and alfresco patio dining outside host dressed-up patrons in the mood for jazz tracks and corn-fed fillets. The cafe extends to an outdoor garden that also serves as a waiting area for passengers looking for a bit of peace and quiet. An Andalusian tile fountain brings soothing water and birds sounds. As the sun angles in on the benches and grass, you could think you’re in a vizier’s courtyard rather than a train station. 800 North Alameda, (213) 625–1999, www.traxxrestaurant.com.
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    Walls of Wonder




    Los Angeles would not be Los Angeles without its walls, and in L.A. that means murals. With more than 2,000 murals decorating the exterior landscapes of Los Angeles, all you have to do to experience this profusion of color and culture is keep your eyes open and look up. While many murals focus on the art, history, and culture of Latin Americans and their resettlement in the north, a number of whimsical paintings, trompe l’oeils, and California Dreamin’ scenes make their mark. Examples include the Fifty-one Bees endeavor at the Flower Mart between Seventh and Eighth Streets or the Flight of Angels on Third Street in Little Tokyo. Downtown is awash in sidewalk poetry, secret-corner sculptures, and sensational fountains. For information, contact the city’s Murals Program—part of its Cultural Affairs Department—at (213) 473–8344 or www.culturela.org.


  




  A sweet holdout from the vineyard era in these parts is found a few blocks east of Union Station on Lamar Street. San Antonio Winery is L.A.’s only wine producer; California grapes have been fermenting in its cooled oaken barrels since 1917. A tasting room offers a sampling of any number of Merlots, Cabernets, and Pinots from California’s central coast. A restaurant serves lunch and dinner, as well as wines by the glass for $4.50 to $7.00. A gift shop for baskets, gadgets, and wine-minded specialty foods is also located in this unlikely spot between the train docks and the Los Angeles River. 737 Lamar Street; call (323) 223– 1401 for information on free tastings and tours or visit www.sanantoniowinery.com.




  Just across from Union Station is Philippe’s Original Sandwich Restaurant. This 1908 L.A. icon found fame when a server accidentally dropped a roast beef sandwich in a plate of run-off juice. The result: the French dip—the original—and no one does it better. Open twenty-four hours, the sawdust floors, the L.A. Dodger and pal pix on the wall, the wooden booths and communal seating have not been touched in decades, and lamb, pork, and turkey sandwiches benefit from the original server’s mistake as well. 1001 Alameda Street, (213) 628–3781, www.philippes.com.




  Head a few blocks northwest on Alameda and you’ll find yourself in “Old” Chinatown—this was once, of course, the “new” Chinatown, back in the 1940s. Chinatown is inching block by block westward and northward from its current site, however, as its Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Hmong communities expand. Most of the moneyed Chinese families have resettled over the past decade to Monterey Park near Pasadena, but the true spirit of the Old Country is still alive across Alameda Street from Spring Street west to Hill Street, and from Ord Street to the Pasadena Freeway.




  Amble westward on Ord Street toward Broadway and find yourself under the cinnabar-colored Chinatown Gateway, festooned in luck-bringing roof curves; its Cantonese inscription labels it the GATE OF MATERNAL VIRTUES. Enter and find yourself in 1940s L.A. in one of the many neighborhoods created over the last century as a segregated ethnic enclave. But separation has its virtues. The Chinese population that settled in L.A. to lay the railroad lines, dig canals, and mine gold built their own empire of imported treasures, laundries, produce houses, restaurants, and precious elements. Not much has changed from those days, and you could just as easily be walking the alleys of Shanghai as the streets of L.A.—at least for a moment or two.




  The shops, restaurants, fortune-tellers, bookshops, herbal emporiums, and financial institutions of Old Chinatown exude a colorful sort of chaos by day and a romantic radiance by night. The sidewalks along North Broadway Avenue are lined with the best Chinese cuisine within a 10-mile radius, with all its sights and smells. Here you’ll find live chickens stacked in an alley in back of Superior Poultry at 750 North Broadway—selling chickens for the last half century and the only place in L.A. to find live fowl—as well as seemingly depressed fish awaiting their fate in car-sized aquariums, and roasted whole ducks stuck on the hook-covered walls of rotisserie bars. All is a-bustle here, whether you choose Sam Woo’s famed Peking Duck and Pig Trotters, the succulent Slippery Shrimp of Yang Chow, or the fabulous Dim Sum of the Empress Pavilion.




  

    Unbelievable Bargain




    Widespread relocation to Los Angeles actually began in the 1880s, when competition between the Santa Fe and Southern Pacific Railroads led to intense price wars. At one point the trains were actually ferrying forward-looking farmers from the American heartland to the new frontier for a single dollar. The war came to an end in 1888, but skillful land speculators, con men, and real estate boosters took over, and the city became its own advertising engine. Now the land of sunshine, sea, orange blossoms, and health sprawls for 467 square miles, with 3.7 million people in the city alone.


  




  

    Down by the River




    Yes, a river runs through it. Downtown L.A., that is. In fact it runs 51 miles from an area high in the San Fernando Valley to the run off in San Pedro Bay. But as far as L.A. is concerned, the river is where it all began, and there is an oddly located museum in an otherwise untoward area that is dedicated to appreciating this piece of history. The Los Angeles River Center and Gardens sits over the river in a sprawling 1784 hacienda, more recently used as a restaurant by Lawry’s and now inhabited by various community and state agencies. But you can still get a sense of place, history, and peace here amid the fountains, bougainvillea, and courtyards that characterize this fifteen-acre site. 570 West Avenue 26, (323) 221–9939.


  




  A recent addition to the street is a spate of Vietnamese eateries serving piquant fisherman’s soups and elegant spring rolls. Every day is market day along Saigon Plaza. The corridor flows with outdoor vendors selling electronics, Mexican fruit snacks, golden rings, plastic children’s toys, and polyester shirts in no particular order, all day, every day.




  While the western side of North Broadway teems with restaurants, the east is a jewelers’ alley where store upon store lures with finely crafted gold chains from Singapore, India, and China. Diamonds, too, weigh heavily among the offerings, sold with accompanying paperwork and buy-back guarantees.




  Continue westward toward Hill Street and Chung King Court to find the art, antiques, and souvenir shops, the bonsai boutiques, and the pagodas that epitomize the character of this containment. Hill Street’s Niming Books and Great Wall Books offer detailed wall charts of acupuncture energy meridians, reflexology, and other exotic therapies, along with the latest newspapers from Beijing. A small selection in English can be found among the character-filled tomes. Herb apothecaries sell potions and herbs mixed to specification with potent grades of ginseng root sent all the way from . . . Wisconsin (and officially certified by the Ginseng Board of Wisconsin!). Food markets sell dozens of grades and shades of tea amid cans and plastic packages of indecipherable nourishment. Take a plastic bag and dig into the barrels of dried wood ear mushrooms, desiccated shrimps and oysters, shriveled octopus, dried snails, and jellyfish. A slicing machine produces fresh paper-thin slices of ginger and ginseng root, while aquarium tanks bubble with carp and crabs. To keep things even more interesting, English is barely spoken here.




  Tucked into a corner of this area between Broadway and Hill Street near College Street is Quon Bros. Grand Star Restaurant. This is the Rat Pack dive of Chinatown with darkly lit red vinyl booths, tropical drinks that should have fire extinguishers attached, and live entertainment—Saturday features jazz from 9:00 P.M. to 2:00 A.M., no cover. 943 Sun Mun Way, (213) 626–2285.




  The Central Plaza of this neighborhood is alive with slanting rooftops, paper lanterns, crowded antique window displays, paper lantern and bamboo souvenir shops, and Chinese string sounds. Wander into Sun Yat-Sen Square, where the Wonder Bakery sells lotus seed mini pies, preserved duck egg pastries, and steamed pork and chicken buns by the half dozen. Sincere Imports beckons across the courtyard with a chest-high Ho Tai or good-luck Buddha begging to be rubbed as you walk in. Besides bowls of beads and good-luck amulets, the store carries a display case full of antique hand-painted mud men or porcelain statues costing up to $1,000 apiece.




  The court contains a number of dark and cluttered antiques shops forever boasting “going out of business sales” with items up to 70 percent off. Ogle a mother-of-pearl floor panel for $200 or a faux Ming vase for $60. Grab a pair of silk slippers or Chinese pajamas from Golden Dragon Imports, where embroidered silk dresses start at $39. Then saunter over to the Seven Star Cavern Wishing Well by a 50-foot golden pagoda where a properly tossed coin can land you a future of prosperity, love, happiness, well-being, health, and fertility.




  As you make your way through the crowd of cafes and stores, head toward Chung King Court across Hill Street where the “New” Chinatown seems to be taking root—literally—with three-story department stores like T S Emporium at 835 North Broadway. Here you can buy twenty species of ginseng root, herbs mixed for what ails you, two dozen types of cured teas, and all the fake jade dragons you can lift. This store might be as close to modern Hong Kong as you’re going to get in L.A.—and chances are you’ll find a store clerk who speaks English, too. In the corridor plaza outside are more restaurants, book-shops, herb shops, exotic therapy offices, and teahouses as well as the F. See On Company antiques import shop as made famous in Lisa See’s family saga, On Gold Mountain (St. Martin’s Press). Movies, too, have had their moment in Chinatown. The list includes: Rush Hour, Lethal Weapon 4, Primal Fear, Eight Millimeter, 48 Hours, Ring of Fire, and Golden Child. A good place to stop in this plaza is Pho 79 at 727 North Broadway; the phone is (213) 625–7026. Here is a Vietnamese noodle shop with excellent spring rolls and fisherman’s soup. The tariff will come to less than $10 for two—and you can even throw in a Thai coffee. Beware, however, of other Vietnamese restaurants in the area that present a very confusing menu, overcharge for the orders, and push high-priced off-the-menu offerings onto unsuspecting customers.




  Moving south on Spring Street, adjacent to Chinatown is the world’s oldest theme park of sorts. El Pueblo Settlement—featuring Olvera Street, a living, themed remake of a thriving nineteenth-century Mexican plaza—has been around in one form or another since 1781, L.A.’s official birthday.
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