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			Introduction

			by David Kukoff

			As our city’s poet laureate (and one of our contributors), Luis Rodriguez, says, “To truly love LA you have to see it with different eyes, askew perhaps, beyond the fantasy-induced Hollywood spectacles.” That “askew”-ness has all too often been the dominion of the outsider, the eastern media interloper who has painted a portrait of Los Angeles in brush strokes of smog gray and desert beige, all of it whitewashing a monochromatic barometric gauge that rendered us a superficial lot of sun-baked, surfed-out zombies. It felt redolent of what invariably lies at the root of all one-sided rivalries: jealousy, pockmarked by a curious brand of group delusion that willfully spun chronically foul weather and stingily small skies as glorious seasonal change, the exaltation of which always smacked to me of Stockholm syndrome. 

			Like most of my native peers, I spent years bristling at Woody Allen’s dismissal of our city’s cultural offerings. Especially given that when Annie Hall was released, I was all of nine years old and had no idea how liberating it was to come upon a red light and realize that, depending on your lane and direction, it had no power to impede your progress. In time, I would come to appreciate the symbology behind this and realize that Woody had, in assessing LA’s ostensible sole cultural perk, unknowingly identified one of the great virtues our city bestows upon its citizens: the ability to grasp the fluidity behind life’s red lights.

			I wrote my novel, Children of the Canyon, for many reasons, but among them was my desire to add a dimension to the countercultural terrain Joan Didion and Joni Mitchell had so vividly conferred upon the cultural canon. Here, now, these women were finally making their voices heard…and yet there was still something missing from the filmy residue of the flower children’s experience: namely, the experience of the actual children. I had attended school with several kids whose parents were part of this world, and it occurred to me that we had never seen it depicted through their eyes. The more I wrote, the more I realized that there was more to the story than a series of local episodes at the hands of our opposite-of-helicopter parents. That while the seventies were single-handedly responsible for more nostalgia among my contemporaries than all the other decades of their existences combined, it was a decade that also represented a tectonic, seemingly permanent shift in the country’s psyche. At some point in those ten years, America went from the “we’re all in this together” mentality of the Great Society Sixties to the “greed is good” ethos of the Reagan Eighties, an ethos that still reverberates in the sociopolitical landscape today. And Los Angeles—the second-rate beach town, the Hollywood fluff-factory—had, fittingly enough, been an actor that had played a crucial part in that shift; not only had so much of the most visible counterculture taken place right in our own backyard, but the solution to the perceived failure of the sixties idealism—Ronald Reagan—was also something of a local product. It occurred to me, long after I’d finished writing Children, that while a great swath of Los Angeles’s history (certainly anything to do with corruption and our indigenous juxtaposition of sunshine and noir) had been covered in print and film, the 1970s remained something of a dark decade in the city’s recorded history. And so, under the stewardship of Tyson Cornell of Rare Bird Books, I decided to ask some of the city’s citizens to tell their stories.

			I soon realized that the Los Angeles of the 1970s might, on the surface, have looked like a cultural desert—complete with all the requisite mirage metaphors—but it was also a thirsty, parched terrain at the edge of Big Sky territory where smarts, hustle, and more than a little chutzpah could turn a half-assed dream into a full-fledged reality. It was a landscape fashioned on Brady Bunch–worthy Astroturf, but one on which, in reality, preteens challenged—with more than a little complicity from the lax sexual ethics of the era—the threshold that, in generations prior, had so inviolably separated them from full-fledged adulthood. It was a metropolis in which racial discrimination had seemingly never before been so forcibly challenged, yet at the same time remained so business-end-of-a-police-baton as usual. It was postwar (two, if you count Vietnam) and pre-Olympics, which is the event most Angelenos identify as the origin point of Los Angeles’s current status as not only a world-class, but perhaps America’s most important, city. It was still, put simply, very much the Wild West, the last decade in which Los Angeles bore some resemblance to the frontier town it had once been—the unchartered, “anything goes” fertilized soil that had granted so many repressed, cast-off souls a shot not only at redemption (there was plenty of that, too, but redemption is cheap and hardly region-specific), but at something far greater: reinvention. Which—as anyone who’s ever sailed right through an intersection that, by New York’s rules, would stop them dead in their tracks, knows—is why the demography continues to favor the East to West migratory pattern, and not vice versa.

			Here, then, are some of the most colorful tales, some of the most—per the words of contributor John Densmore’s famous Angeleno band—“weird scenes inside the gold mine” that was Los Angeles in the 1970s. What’s inside said gold mine? A kidnap/murder involving the proprietors of a private sex club. An officially-sanctioned, alternative school that practiced Scientology and est. The Johnny Wadd origin story. Anthony Davis, the USC running back who followed in O. J. Simpson’s cleats. Feminist art installations. The Z Channel and Dr. Demento. Densmore waxing on putting L.A. Woman on wax. Geza X on his strange journey from Gong Show reject (“Would you gong Jesus? Would you gong Moses? WOULD YOU GONG IDI AMIN???”) to Dead Kennedys’ and Germs’ producer. Pieces from LA poet laureate, Luis Rodriguez, and acclaimed authors Matthew Specktor, Deanne Stillman, Steve Hodel, Chip Jacobs, Bruce Ferber, Joel Drucker, Dana Johnson, Sam Geimer, and Jeremy Rosenberg. Original essays from award-winning film and television luminaries Jillian Franklyn, Ken Levine, Howard Gewirtz, and Michael Lazarou. Observations from academics Debra Wacks and Erica Cohen Lyons, as well as from journalists, social impresarios, and art scenesters Mitch Schneider, Joe Donnelly, Lynne Friedman, and Del Zamora. Poetry from Library Girl founder Susan Hayden and Beyond Baroque legend Jim Natal. And more…and more. If it was breathtaking, groundbreaking, exciting, or just flat out…well, weird, and took place in LA in the 1970s, chances are it’s in this book.

			My most heartfelt gratitude goes out to Tyson Cornell, Alice Marsh-Elmer, Julia Callahan, and Winona Leon at Rare Bird for their endless enthusiasm, guidance, and patience. I also have to add that, if I make it sound as though opportunity waned post-seventies, that memo hasn’t been received by the literary world of Los Angeles, the members of which accepted me as one of their own and couldn’t possibly have been more inclusive and supportive of this project at every turn. On the personal front, my love and life partner, Julie Jennings, gave me everything from editorial advice to the operational backup I so desperately need every time I read, attend an event, or attempt to leave the house without my head screwed on. Lastly, a huge thank you to my parents, Ben and Lydia Kukoff, who, deliberately or not, raised me in the city I have come to love, and blessed me with the foundation that made this book possible. 

		

	
		
			L.A. Woman Redux

			by John Densmore

			On a recording break one afternoon, Jim and Robby went across the street to Monaco Liquors to get some beers for themselves and cigarettes and apple juice for Ray and me.

			“Do you know what ‘Hyacinth House’ means, Ray?” I asked while Jim was gone.

			“No, but I see the bathroom is clear.”

			“Yeah, that’s a funny line. It’s almost pathetic in its paranoia. I love the feel, though. Folk rock is fun for me to play on drums…as a change of pace. It’s loping and technically easy.” 

			What are they doing in the Hyacinth House?

			To please the lions this day

			I need a brand new friend who doesn’t bother me.

			I need someone, yeah, who doesn’t need me.

			I see the bathroom is clear, 

			I think somebody’s near.

			I’m sure that someone is following me, oh yeah.

			Why did you throw the Jack of Hearts away?

			It was the only card in the deck that I had left to play.

			And I’ll say it again, I need a brand new friend.

			Edith Hamilton’s book on Greek mythology illuminated the Hyacinth myth for me. She helped me realize that Jim’s song “Hyacinth House” was possibly the saddest one he ever wrote. Hamilton wrote: 

			Another flower that came into being through the death of a beautiful youth was the hyacinth.

			… 

			The festival of Hyacinths.

			That lasts throughout the tranquil night.

			In a contest with Apollo.

			He was slain.

			Discus throwing they competed,

			And the god’s swift cast

			Sped beyond the goal he aimed at

			and struck Hyacinthus full in the forehead, a terrible wound. He had been Apollo’s dearest companion. There was no rivalry between them when they tried which could throw the discus the farthest; they were only playing a game. The god was horror-struck to see the blood gush forth and the lad, deathly pale, fall to the ground. He turned as pale himself as he caught him in his arms and tried to stanch the wound. But it was too late. When he held him, the boy’s head fell back as a flower does when its stem is broken. He was dead and Apollo, kneeling beside him, wept for him, dying so young, so beautiful. He had killed him, although through no fault of his, and he cried, “Oh, if I could give my life for yours, or die for you.” Even as he spoke, the bloodstained grass turned green again and there bloomed forth the wondrous flower that would make the lad’s name forever known.

			***

			In the spring of 1971, the low-budget concept on the L.A. Woman album paid off. Our previous record had been a comeback for us, but there’d been no hit singles. Elektra prez, Jac Holzman, called a meeting to confer with us on picking a song to be released off what was to become our last album.

			I was leaning against the Spanish fireplace in Jac’s office, Jim and Ray were sitting in the green velvet, reupholstered antique chairs, when Jac made his pitch.

			“I have a hunch about ‘Love Her Madly.’”

			I did, too.

			“Nah, it’s too commercial,” Robby responded quickly from the corner of the room.

			It staggered me. Robby had written the song; didn’t he want another shot at the big time (“Light My Fire” being his previous monster)?

			“Isn’t that what a single is supposed to be?” Jac retorted.

			“Yeah…well,” Robby said, walking up to the fireplace. “How about ‘Riders’ or ‘Changeling’?”

			“‘Riders’ is too long, Robby,” Ray chimed in.

			Jim seemed ambivalent.

			“I’d love to release ‘L.A. Woman,’” I added, “but it would have to be cut at seven minutes, and I don’t know where.”

			“‘Love Her Madly’ is a top-five record,” Jac negotiated. “Let’s go with it, and if we get some action, then we can have a second single. ‘Riders On The Storm’ will get more FM airplay than any record in history. If ‘Love Her Madly’ is a hit first, then we release ‘Riders.’”

			“That sounds okay,” I said, looking at Robby for approval. Ray and Jim nodded, and Robby reluctantly confirmed. He knew that Jac had verbally committed to spending the money to release a second single. I still couldn’t get over the fact that Robby was so protective of his version of the bad-boy Doors image that he would sacrifice having one of his babies on the air. 

			***

			Song by song, Jac Holtzman predicted exactly what happened. On April 24, 1971, “Love Her Madly” went to number four, and we were back on AM radio, hot and heavy. I didn’t know yet that the lyrics predicted what was to come in my relationship with Julia.

			Don’t you love her madly

			Want to be her daddy

			Don’t you love her face

			Don’t you love her as

			She’s walkin’ out the door

			They aptly described my shaky inner world to come and our outer public life, which was getting increasingly strong. Meanwhile, “Riders On The Storm” was receiving heavy FM airplay, as was the single “Love Her Madly,” and the pressure was on to put “Riders” out and get it to chart. But it was six minutes long and nobody knew how to cut it down. 

			Except me.

			With my jazz background, I heard several sections in Ray’s piano solo that could be lifted out, without sacrificing any soul. I called up Bruce Botnick, went over to his house, and we did the surgery. The piano solo still built methodically and logically, but it was condensed, and Bruce and I were very proud when Ray couldn’t tell where the cuts were in the edited version. 

			Despite this, there was no escaping the fact that huge success had befallen us four lads from Venice, California, and there was no time for the original gestation period of a song. Gone was the time for the womb-like incubation we liked giving to each of our creations. Jim had suggested moving to an island and starting all over. He alluded to that idea in our song, “Strange Days,” saying that our old way of making music was being destroyed and we should find a new town. He was trying to get back to renew that elusive quality that was with us in the rock and roll garage many years before; but it, like so much other Hyacinthine beauty that had been there along the way, had left us. Soon, Jim would, too, and years later we would find ourselves in court, fighting tooth and nail over the integrity of our name and our music.

			***

			Jac released “Riders” on the heels of “Love Her Madly.” Despite being our least commercial rock song, it, too, climbed the charts. (Little did I know that its popularity would lead to it being licensed for a tire commercial in England. When asked why I had allowed it, when we’d had a strict policy against our music and commercials, I said, “I guess I felt bad saying no all the time. That was the only time we permitted use of our music for a commercial, and I felt like I was betraying Jim so I gave my portion of the proceeds to charity.”)

			The Sunset Strip was now studded with billboards advertising record albums, a trend Holzman started with our first record. He forked out the bucks for our second billboard, with an image from the inner sleeve of the record jacket. It was a startling shot of a woman crucified to a telephone pole: the L.A. Woman.

			Drivin’ down your freeway

			Midnight alleys roam

			Cops in cars, the topless bars

			Never saw a woman so alone

			So alone, so alone, so

			Alone…

			What Jac didn’t know was how prophetic it would prove to be. None of us knew. The sign was at the foot of the entrance to Laurel Canyon, facing the billboard, where we’d had our first ad for the first record four years before. The entrance to Laurel was like a shrine to me. Where Jim, Robby, and I had lived. Bookends to our career. The Doors, our first album billboard, faced east—the rising sun, our occidental, a land we conquered. The L.A. Woman billboard for our last record faced west—the setting sun, the end of Western civilization, and the end of our public life as a group. 

			Weird scenes inside the gold mine

			Ride the king’s highway west, baby

			The west is the best

			Get here and we’ll do the rest…

		

	
		
			John Densmore was the drummer for the legendary Doors, whom he joined with guitarist Robby Krieger after the two were recruited out of a band called the Psychedelic Rangers. Although Densmore was perhaps the least visible member of the group, his jazz training provided subtle rhythmic shifts away from the rock norm, furthering the band’s unique sound. After The Doors’ dissolution, Densmore was fairly quiet; he worked with Robby Krieger off and on, both on Krieger’s solo albums and with the Butts Band. In more recent years, Densmore penned the acclaimed Riders on the Storm: My Life With Jim Morrison and the Doors, an account of the band’s rise and fall from his own perspective, as well as The Doors Unhinged, about his legal battles over The Doors’ licensing legacy.

		

	
		
			What Needed Screwing Got Screwed

			by Luis J. Rodriguez

			Any good craftsman carries his tools.

			Years ago they were always at the ready.

			In a car. In a knapsack.

			Claw hammers, crisscrossed heads,

			thirty-two ouncers. Wrenches in all sizes,

			sometimes with oil caked on the teeth.

			Screwdrivers with multicolored plastic handles

			(what needed screwing got screwed).

			I had specialty types: allen wrenches,

			torpedo levels, taps, and dies.

			A trusty tape measure.

			Maybe a chalk line…

			In the 1970s, I labored within industrial Los Angeles—in a steel mill, a foundry, a paper mill, a chemical refinery, and in construction. I had skills: truck driving, mechanics, welding, carpentry, smelting, piping, down, and dirty. When people think of the city, they generally don’t conjure up steel mills or auto plants. The images tend toward Hollywood. Glittering lights. Marquees. Sunset Strip. More like beaches.

			Los Angeles is that, but it’s also the country’s largest manufacturing center. Today it leads in aerospace, defense, and the so-called creative economy—movies, music, fashion, design. It has the largest commercial port in the US: the Los Angeles/Long Beach harbors. 

			I’m now part of that creative economy, the current official poet laureate of the city with fifteen books in poetry, children’s books, fiction, memoir, and nonfiction. I cofounded and help run a cultural space, bookstore, and small press called Tia Chucha’s Cultural Center in the northeast San Fernando Valley.

			But in the 1970s I was an unlikely working class hero (I was more likely a working class fool). When union-negotiated consent decrees in the 1970s brought African-Americans, Mexicans, Native Americans, and women into the higher-paid skilled jobs, previously dominated by white males, the Bethlehem Steel Plant in southeast Los Angeles hired me for their “repair gang.” Prior to this I labored in unskilled drudgery. The year was 1974. I had just married my “high school sweetheart,” who received her diploma only two months before the wedding. Less then a year after, we had our first child.

			I recall donning my hard hat, safety glasses, steel-toed shoes, and mechanic’s uniform, and staring at the mirror. I felt as if my life had purpose, direction, longevity. This job had rotating shifts, including “graveyard,” often double shifts (sixteen-hour days), and great pay, particularly with overtime.

			The plant’s nineteenth-century equipment was brought over from back east around World War II, when LA also boasted fabrication, assembly, or refinery work in auto, tires, garments, canneries, shipbuilding, aerospace, meatpacking, oil, and more. We had GM and Ford plants, Firestone and Michelin, Boeing and Lockheed. This industry drew workers of all ethnicities from the South, the Midwest, the Northeast, the Southwest, and Mexico for what were largely well-paid, mostly union jobs with pensions, health benefits, and a taste of blue-collar stability.

			Despite being miles removed from the industrial powerhouses of Chicago, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and the like, in LA you could follow much of this industry from the northeast San Fernando Valley, to the Alameda Corridor north of downtown, down to the Harbor. Whole towns with names like Commerce and Industry thrived.

			But in the mid-1970s, deindustrialization began to hit throughout the country, picking up steam in the 1980s, mostly due to advanced technology, including robotics. Labor-saving devices became labor-replacing. Major industries also sought cheaper labor markets in the South, Mexico, Central America, Southeast Asia, and such—impoverished areas with little or no regulation, down to dollar-a-day wages, and low living standards. Then during the first Reagan administration, the worst recession since the Great Depression exploded in 1981–82 and the unemployment rate went to double digits. Only the 2008 recession cut deeper.

			Homelessness became a permanent feature of American life.

			We all know about the Rust Belt that traversed through states like New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Illinois, Michigan, and Ohio. Los Angeles may not be considered part of the Rust Belt, but the impact was the same. As plants closed, the two most industrial cities—Los Angeles and Chicago—were known as the “gang capitals” of the world when drugs, guns, and gangs became key to a new, largely illicit economy.

			Mass incarceration, which heightened in the 1990s, turned into its own “industry” arising from the crisis. In California alone, the state went from 15 prisons with 15,000 people in the early 1970s to a height of 34 prisons and up to 175,000 prisoners in the 2000s.

			The places I worked at during the height of industrial might in the 1970s went down—Bethlehem Steel in 1981, and at St. Regis Paper Company, National Lead Foundry, Chevron Chemical Refinery at various times… I can go on and on. Some three hundred big mills and plants were gone by the mid-1980s. Forever. And with it, any illusion of stability.

			What needed screwing got screwed…but only figuratively. In the literal sense, it was far less constructive.

			I don’t want people to forget the City of Angels as a City of Workers. My decade or so in that time, that industry, were extremely meaningful to me. At the same time, we can’t go back fully to that kind of work. Instead the city, the country, and the world is crying out for something new and momentous—aligning our governance, our economy, our environment, and our culture to the possibilities of the new technology as well as the creative potential in every person, family, and community.

			And, again, Los Angeles leads the way…

			I often met other travelers, their tools in tow,

			and I’d say: “Go ahead, take my stereo and TV.

			Take my car. Take my toys of leisure.

			Just leave the tools.”

			Nowadays, I don’t haul these mechanical implements.

			But I still make sure to carry the tools

			of my trade: words and ideas,

			the kind no one can take away.

			So there may not be any work today,

			but when there is, I’ll be ready.

			I got my tools.

		

	
		
			Luis J. Rodriguez is a former gang member, drug user, and occupant of multiple jails in and around East Los Angeles, including juvenile hall and two adult facilities before leaving that life by age twenty. He then worked as a truck driver, bus driver, carpenter, foundry smelter, mechanic, welder, paper mill worker, and more, including four years in a Los Angeles–area steel mill. Determined to be a writer, Luis attended community college at night, received a journalist certificate one summer at the University of California, Berkeley, and worked in weekly newspapers in East LA, a daily newspaper in San Bernardino, and as a radio news writer, among other jobs in the field. He covered stories in Mexico and Central America and also wrote poetry, short stories, and essays. He edited a literary arts magazine and later wrote for a community-based political newspaper as well as an all-news radio station in Chicago. Today Luis has fifteen books in all genres, including the best-selling memoir Always Running, La Vida Loca, and Gang Days in L.A. Now back in LA, he is the founding editor of Tia Chucha Press and cofounder of Tia Chucha’s Cultural Center & Bookstore, both in the San Fernando Valley. From 2014 to 2016, Luis served as the official poet laureate of Los Angeles.

		

	
		
			Venice Bohemia: 
From Abbot Kinney 
to the Z-Boys

			by Joe Donnelly

			As major events go, this one may not rank up there with Alaskan statehood, the advent of NASA, or even that April fifteenth day when twenty-three thousand plus fans packed Seals Stadium to see the erstwhile Brooklyn Dodgers take on the erstwhile New York Giants in the first major league baseball game played on the West Coast. Even so, it was not without consequence when, in 1958, Skip Engblom’s mom finally gave into the boy’s badgering and moved the family to Ennis Place, behind Venice Circle.

			Those were good times in the good ol’ US of A. The Cold War was still cold enough, and at the midpoint of the American Century we were happily turning away from Old World entanglements while embracing everything new! Los Angeles, of course, was the capital of the new. By 1958, the city’s can-do spirit was fueled by aerospace- and defense-industry prosperity, Hollywood’s rising entertainment hegemony, and a suburban development boom. It all added up to a uniquely sun-and-fun-flavored Space Age optimism perhaps best captured in the local proliferation of whimsical Googie architecture and design.

			Skipper Boy, as Engblom would be called for years to come, saw many things sprout from the seeds of the mid-century’s seemingly limitless possibilities. The aforementioned Dodgers came to town. Downtown Los Angeles grew skyscrapers on Bunker Hill. Freeways were starting to connect the vast region. CalTech and Jet Propulsion Laboratories were rocketing toward space. UCLA, Otis Arts Institute, Chouinard (cum-CalArts), and the Ferus Gallery were already setting loose on the world artists such as Billy Al Bengston, Ed Ruscha, Ed Moses, Noah Purifoy, and John Baldisseri who would define a muscular, new west avant-garde.

			It was a heady time, and while Engblom saw a lot, nothing moved him quite like what he saw that day when he kept pedaling his bike past the old farmer’s market, where his mother worked, until he finally reached the place where the cement met the sand. There, at the end of the road, Santa Monica Boulevard, the terminus of old Route 66, he found a little stand from which he could rent an inflatable raft and venture into the ocean. Bobbing around in the breakers, he saw a guy stand up on a surfboard and ride a wave.

			“I completely flipped out,” Engblom recalled. “It was probably the defining moment of my existence. I knew it was all I ever wanted to do. I needed to do that more than anything.”

			That need is what propelled Engblom and his family to Venice Beach where, years later, he, Craig Stecyk, and Jeff Ho would join forces to capture a little cultural lightning in a bottle known as the Zephyr Skate Team. The Z-boys were what was left over after the sweet dreams of Abbot Kinney and Kennedy’s Camelot died violent deaths side by side at the end of the road. And the kids skated like they knew it, sparking a sea of change in youth culture that established them as the last gasp of bohemian Venice and, perhaps, its enduring legacy. 

			***

			First, though, let’s go back to 1958, when Skipper Boy arrived in Venice.

			At the time, the Venice West Cafe and Gas House coffee shop scenes were in full swing. Lawrence Lipton, the controversial scenester/impresario/journalist/screenwriter and Beat-poet-wannabe, had just published The Holy Barbarians. The book, though sometimes derided as the work of a cultural climber, is as responsible as anything for codifying the public image of the hopped-up, beret-wearing, bearded Beatnik weirdo. Though Lipton never quite earned the respect as a poet he strived for, he had his consolations. For one, his son, James Lipton, the erstwhile procurer of Parisian prostitutes, would grow up to be the oddly charismatic and slyly hilarious host of Inside The Actors Studio. And Lawrence himself did land a role as the “King of the Beatniks” in the 1960 B-movie The Hypnotic Eye.

			Barbarians brought unwanted attention to the Beats and artists who lived and worked on the cheap in the “Appalachia by the Sea,” (as Venice and the Ocean Park neighborhood of Santa Monica had come to be known.) Before long, lurkers and opportunists, some less savory than others, had overtaken the scene, instigating a campaign by more civic-minded (or property-values-minded) citizens to stamp out the latest outbreak of Venetian bohemianism. 

			The Beat era, though, may have been the closest Abbot Kinney’s dream of Venice By The Sea as a catalyst for an American cultural renaissance ever came to fruition. Though Venice By The Sea would take a turn for the tacky, at first Kinney had more high-minded literary and intellectual aspirations for his burg.

			Kinney’s long and winding journey west is a Bunyan-sized tale itself, but to make a long story short, the sickly and insomniac scion of a powerful New Jersey family who made millions in tobacco found a place he could get a good night’s sleep and breathe a little easier near the marshy lands around what is now the border of Santa Monica and Venice. He founded Ocean Park with partner Francis G. Ryan in the late 1880s. When Ryan died, his widow married Thomas Dudley who became Kinney’s new partner in coastal real estate speculation. The two didn’t get along, and Kinney turned his sights toward the swamps south of Ocean Park.

			Here, Kinney started digging out his dream, literally—canals, colonnaded architecture, highbrow cultural events at the Venice Assembly modeled on the Chautauqua programs in upstate New York. He even imported gondoliers from Italy. Kinney’s vision made Venice, even if it never quite became what he envisioned. How earnest he was about it all, or how much of it was a hustle to reel Midwesterners in from the cold, wasn’t entirely clear when Venice of America opened up in 1905.

			Regardless, what Kinney wrought was staggering in scale and mind-blowing in detail. From Windward Avenue to the bathhouse to the canals to the swimming lagoon, the Midway Plaisance, the miniature railroad, the Ship Hotel, the Venice Pier, and, yes, the beach itself—even the skeptics, who’d taken to calling the project Kinney’s Folly, were impressed.

			But almost from the start, Kinney’s lofty ideals, sincere or not, competed with the lowbrow and sometimes illicit underbelly of the area’s main draw—the handful of amusement piers that sprouted in the sand and jutted out into the sea along this short stretch of coast, each trying to outdo the other in a turf war of attractions.

			After a fire in 1908, Kinney rebuilt his amusement pier in 1913 to compete with Alexander Fraser’s new “Million Dollar” Pier and the Pickering Pier, both in Ocean Park. Sunset Pier (at what is now North Venice Boulevard) opened on July 4, 1921, tripling the values of beachfront lots. The Lick Pier, adjacent to Fraser’s pier on the Venice side of the sand off Navy Street, opened that following September. Mere sun, surf, and sand apparently weren’t enough, and soon the landscape was blotted by flying circuses, aerials, multiple rollercoasters, racing derbies, speedboats, carousels, games of chance, theaters, dance halls, and, inevitably, brothels.

			The piers drew hundreds of thousands of tourists every weekend. Complicit in Venice and Ocean Park’s turn toward the tawdry were the city of Los Angeles’s Victorian-era restrictions on public dancing. To get their kicks, denizens of the big city flocked to the Wild West seaside where folks could pursue the ancient rites free from persecution.

			A major problem with the piers, though, was that they were always catching on fire. Abbot Kinney’s Venice Pier burned first in 1908, and again just a month after he died on November 14, 1920. The Frasier Pier (aka Ocean Park Pier) burned in 1912 and 1915. The Pickering and Lick Piers burned in 1924. Each time a pier burned, it grew more expensive and unwieldy to rebuild. Most were in disuse by the 1940s.

			Kinney’s grand vision may have had some checkered incarnations, but he himself lived longer, bigger, and more imaginatively than he probably dreamed possible when he was growing up as an asthmatic, sleepless boy back in New Jersey. In that way, he is a prototypical Angeleno. Even so, he probably turned over in his grave when his increasingly overextended Venetians voted 3,130 to 2,216 for annexation to Los Angeles over Santa Monica, thereby turning Venice of America into Venice Beach, a suburb of the big city seventeen miles to the east.

			Perhaps fittingly, famed Los Angeles evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson waded into the Venice Beach surf six months later and disappeared. McPherson had been lobbying against Sunday dances, and it was rumored a hit had been put out on her by business interests. A massive search turned up nothing, though a lifeguard drowned looking for McPherson. A distraught mourner committed suicide when it appeared McPherson had perished. A month after her disappearance, Venice Beach hosted a memorial and flowers filled the sea. Two days after the memorial, however, McPherson turned up outside Douglas, Arizona, telling of kidnap, torture, and escape. The tall tale didn’t quite add up and charges were filed and later dropped.

			It felt like the end of an era and, even it if was all a holy con, it had been one hell of a ride.

			The Depression put a damper on Venice and Ocean Park’s carnival days and the crowds started thinning. When the Ohio Oil Company struck oil in 1929, the area had a new economic imperative that littered the area with wells and clogged the waterways, all but choking the remaining vestiges of Kinney’s dream. Los Angeles filled in the canals, and master plans called for the eventual dismantling of piers and widening of beaches. Venice and environs lay fallow throughout the war and after, as the local oil boom subsided and Los Angeles’s attention went elsewhere. Property values dropped, rents were cheap, and the bohemians, artists, Beats, and bums filed into the slum by the sea.

			***

			Skip Engblom has probably been called one or all of these things at various times in his life. His pedigree is eclectic enough to fit the bill. Engblom’s father was an innovator of modern pro wrestling. He wrote characters and storylines featuring the likes of Haystacks Calhoun, the giant who wore a chain around his neck with a horseshoe dangling from it and was a frequent household guest of the Engbloms. Skip’s 1958 arrival in Venice was just in time to see the specter of Abbot Kinney rise once more from Davey Jones’s locker—this time, in the form of Pacific Ocean Park, affectionately referred to by locals as POP. 

			Pacific Ocean Park was a $10 million investment in both the past and a starry-eyed vision of the future. Its primary benefactors were CBS and the Los Angeles Turf Club, aka Santa Anita Park, which was founded by the charismatic “Dentist with the Golden Drill” Charles “Doc” Strub. POP rose from the charred husks of the former Ocean Park Pier (“The Playground of the West”) and its next-door neighbor, The Lick Pier, home of the famed Aragon Ballroom. It opened in July 1958, three years after Disneyland, with which it was meant to compete as a destination.

			The park attempted to mix the carnival heritage of the area’s legacy piers with a family-friendly, nautical-themed modernism. You could go on a Flight To Mars, or visit Neptune’s Kingdom, take a ride on the Ocean Skyway, enjoy kitschy diversions such as the Enchanted Forest and Mystic Isles, or simply opt for amusement park stalwarts, like the rollercoasters. In retrospect, the entire enterprise feels like one final burst of damn-the-torpedoes whimsy before Los Angeles got serious. And it did just fine at first, it even outperformed the Magic Kingdom for a few years. But air conditioning, television, backyard pools, and the increasingly derelict environs surrounding POP took their toll on the attraction.

			The park, in constant need of reinvestment to keep up with the powerhouse to the south, eventually reached the point of diminishing returns and closed down for good on October 6, 1967, the tail end of the Summer of Love. For the next half a dozen years or so, POP loomed forlornly over the borderland between Venice and Ocean Park, an area that artist, photographer, and cultural historian Craig Stecyk would dub Dogtown. During these years, as the sixties hardened into the early seventies, POP regularly caught fire (or was torched in acts of arson) and crumbled into the sea. Hollywood picked over its carcass, using the eerie setting for films such as The Fugitive and They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? It remained a favorite set for cop shows until it was finally torn down. Meanwhile, POP offered a jurisdictional safe haven for hippies, surfers, hustlers, addicts, and artists who set up both workshop and home there and thrived in its skeletal remains.

			In 1967, the Aragon Ballroom became the Cheetah Club and Lawrence Welk gave way to all the great bands of the day—The Doors, Buffalo Springfield, The Byrds, Pink Floyd, Jimi Hendrix, the Grateful Dead, and house band Nazz (soon to be Alice Cooper). William Wegman and John Baldessari had studios behind what would become the Zephyr surf shop on Bay Street and Main. Artists Wayne Holwick and Dana Woolfe put murals up on vacant buildings. Vato graffiti and the custom-car and pinstriping movements took cues from each other while the legacy of former residents David Alfaro Siqueiros and Stanton MacDonald-Wright hung in the air.

			“We were exposed to art and culture continuously,” Engblom said.

			They were also exposed to something else. By the late sixties, the area’s more than four hundred oil derricks were down to a handful of survivors. The carcass of POP, the vacant storefronts, the disappearing oil derricks, and filled-in canals were constant reminders that they were living in a sort of failed state. Venice locals The Doors were painting the psychedelic sounds of the Summer of Love in a darker hue, singing about this being the end, and the music being over. Someone said the sixties died here when Robert Kennedy was gunned down up the road. 

			“Nero fiddled while Rome burned. We surfed while America went down the tubes,” Engblom told me some years ago. “Robert Kennedy (before he got assassinated that day), I walked out of my apartment on Venice Boulevard and he wave[d] at me and my mom and he was dead a couple hours later. Starting with all that—John F. Kennedy, then Martin Luther King, and then the brother—you just knew something bad was happening. Any sense that good things were going to follow pretty much died at that moment.”

			Did any neighborhood encapsulate the burned-out nature of the times better than Venice? The kids coming-of-age here in the seventies were latchkey kids, many of them from broken homes that didn’t survive the sixties haze. These kids were survivors, hardened against the soft naïveté of their flower-power parents. Dogtown was ripe for something new, something more aggressive in the 1970s. 

			It happened in a surf shop. Actually, it happened first in the surf.

			By now, Skip Engblom made it through the crucible of localism—which included the grommet’s standard rites of passage of getting chased away, beaten up, and thrown in a dumpster—to become one of the regulars in the lineup at the Cove. The Cove was a break whose waves formed amid the pilings of a section of the old POP that went by the same name. Surfers would actually surf through the pilings when the waves broke through them. The fierce localism was partly protective—it was just too dangerous out there for kooks—and partly territorial: when you don’t have much, you hold onto what you’ve got.

			Engblom and Stecyk met in 1966 at a festival in Pismo Beach, where they ran into each other one morning and got to talking. Each thought he’d lure the other to a local breakfast joint and then step out on the tab. When they both ended up on street at the same time, an enduring friendship was formed.

			Jeff Ho, Stecyk, and Engblom all went through a version of Big Wednesday during the late sixties. Dogtown youth tended to be 1-A eligible, and these guys did what they could to avoid the war. “I grew up in Venice around Black people, Mexicans, and Asians,” Engblom explained. “The idea that I was going to go over and shoot Asians was totally repugnant to me.”

			Engblom joined the merchant marines, Stecyk went for student deferments, and Ho fudged his physicals. Each eventually made it back in one piece to the beach, where Engblom and Stecyk met Ho on a winter day in 1970. It had been raining for the better part of the week, and Engblom and Stecyk were parked at the beach, waiting out the tail of a storm in Engblom’s Cadillac. When the rain cleared, he and Stecyk realized they were parked next to a 1948 Chevy truck—the classic surfer’s ride. This one also happened to double as Jeff Ho’s sleeping quarters since his recent breakup with a well-to-do debutante.

			Ho had already earned a reputation for shaping high-performance boards designed for the quick turns necessary to dodge POP pilings and other assorted wreckage at the Cove. Engblom had helped Larry Stevenson, a Venice Beach lifeguard, USC grad, and kick-tail innovator, with his fledgling Makaha skateboards. All three guys had surfboard shaping experience and backgrounds with lowrider and hot rod customizing, and were early skateboard adaptors.

			Stecyk had also been painting totemic, streetwise cultural references to his environs on custom surfboard art for years (a 1966 Dave Sweet model he painted is on permanent display at the Smithsonian). “Stecyk invented the airbrushed surfboard,” Engblom insisted. “I don’t care what anybody else is telling you, he was making airbrushed surfboards a year or two before anybody was putting them on the market.”

			Stecyk also suggested that some of the money Skip had accrued in the merchant marines went toward financing a business focused on manufacturing the types of boards they wanted to ride. Jeff Ho Surfboards and Zephyr Productions opened in 1971 on the southeast corner of Bay Street and Main in Santa Monica, across from the Sunrise Mission, and next to Star Liquor on the northern edge of Dogtown. Despite the grand dreams of Abbot Kinney, Lawrence Lipton, the Dentist with the Golden Drill, and many others floating through the firmament of Venice history, this surf shop is probably responsible for the neighborhood’s most enduring legacy.

			***

			Several years before the Zephyr shop opened, a towheaded little grommet paddled up to an older dude who was ripping it up at the Cove and said, “Man, that was a really good ride. Who are you?” It was a bold move for a seven-year-old, but even then Jay Adams was known for his bold moves.

			“I’m Jeff Ho,” the guy answered.

			“You make surfboards, don’t you?”

			“I do.”

			“I wish I could have one of your boards.”

			“Maybe you will,” replied Ho.

			In time, Jay Adams was riding one of Ho’s boards as part of the Zephyr shop’s junior surf team. Among the other junior team members were Tony Alva, Stacy Peralta, Bob Biniak, Wentzle Ruml, Shogo Kubo, and Jim Muir. To get on the team, these guys, and girl—the pioneering Peggy Oki was an original Z-boy—had to prove themselves in the surf at the Cove. When the waves weren’t breaking, they’d take the radical maneuvers honed at the Cove onto the concrete playground of Dogtown and its vicinity.

			The shop and the team were part savvy marketing (it was a badge of honor to be seen wearing the colors of the renegade Zephyr team) and part clubhouse for the area’s feral youth. Engblom said that the Zephyr team gave them a sense of family and empowerment at a time and in a place when it took some determination to generate as much. “We had an us-against-them mentality. It was so much more than just a business.”

			It’s hard to precisely put into words how much more than a business it became. For a lot of these kids, who were constantly being reminded they existed on the margins, what little positive reinforcement they got came from the Zephyr shop. Earning a Zephyr T-shirt “was the one thing we could make our mark with, so we all wanted to do that,” said original Z-Boy, and eventual world champion skateboarder, Stacy Peralta.

			The opportunity to prove that they were as good as anyone else, despite hailing from the slum by the sea, came in the spring of 1975 at the Del Mar Nationals skateboarding competition. Del Mar, a polite, affluent community just north of San Diego that the turbulence of the sixties and early seventies seemed to have passed over, was everything Dogtown wasn’t.

			“We had to work these people over,” said Engblom. “We had to validate our existence.”

			Self-determination came on the heels of innovation. By 1975, Cadillac Wheels had introduced urethane wheels into skateboarding, which, at the time, had a mostly tame, upright style. The new wheels meant that the Z-boys, who had been outperforming their equipment for years, finally had something that could fully accommodate their low-slung, slashing style—a style that looked more like radical surfing than the combo of roller and figure skating most skateboarding resembled at the time.

			Peggy Oki finished first in the women’s junior freestyle at the Del Mar Nationals, and Jay Adams and Tony Alva finished third and fourth in the men’s juniors. The judges didn’t even know what they’d just seen, let alone how to judge it. Adams and Alva, in particular, blew minds and even outraged folks with their audacity. But the kids knew what they were doing—they were claiming the future.

			Much has been said, written, and filmed about what followed. The Z-boys legend is well told by now—the world championships, Stecyk’s “Dogtown Chronicles” for Skateboarder Magazine, the documentaries, the Hollywood feature. But even now, it’s hard to appreciate fully how the human flotsam and detritus of Abbot Kinney’s folly changed the vernacular of popular culture and remade it in their image. Glen E. Friedman, Spike Jonze, Shepard Fairey, Vans, Volcom, the Beautiful Losers…it all goes back to this. There may not have been an American Renaissance by the sea, but if you’re a kid with even a hint of cool, no matter what your age, you’re probably living in some version of 1970s Dogtown.

			Of course, now, it mostly lives in cultural and commercial appropriations. In the seventies, you could buy a corner lot home in Venice for $30,000. These days, probably, $3 million would get the conversation started. Bohemia gives way to bourgeois—the dull, homogenizing effect upscale gentrification has certainly had with Dogtown as with much of Los Angeles. It’s a safe bet nothing as radical as POP or the Z-boys will sprout from these environs anytime soon.

			Fittingly, in 2007, the former Z-boys headquarters was slated to be demolished. An application to preserve it as a historic landmark and to pay homage to the Z-boys’ legacy was filed in response. It was quickly approved. Now, it’s the home of Dogtown Coffee, “a café with a surfer-skater vibe serving local coffee blends plus vegan & gluten-free menu choices.” At the entrance is a surfboard with an imitative graffiti scrawl on it that says, No Kooks.
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			Snake vs. Wolf

			by Chip Jacobs

			Everybody, it seems, was watching the little white house on Bollinger Drive: pretty divorcées and kids on bikes, electronics whizzes and the Westside LAPD. Everybody was keeping a lookout for suspicious activity at the request of the owner, a feather-haired lawyer sleeping with a shotgun by his bed after the creepy sect he helped expose threatened to pay him a visit. Sure, it sounded melodramatic—killers skulking about a coastal town of rustic stores and quiet streets. And still there was that lurking, green Plymouth carrying two men up front and three friends in the trunk.

			A real estate appraiser, who’d just stopped at a nearby corner market for a frosty drink, was the first to be flummoxed by it. Here he was, idling behind the sedan at a Pacific Palisades red light, unable to decipher its newfangled vanity license plate: 27 IVC. What narcissistic gloat could that represent? At twenty-seven I varoomed to California? Something about Ventura County? His puzzle-solving brain worked the variations. Then, by looking closer, Les Rahymer knew.

			This wasn’t cutesy, aluminum-engraved conceit. This was deception. Lamely applied blue tape—tape the same ubiquitous hue as the plates’ background—concealed a “4” before the “27” and blurred the “G” into a “C”. Rahymer, a dark-haired thirty-something, sat in his black Datsun 280Z, prickled with goose bumps. What was he supposed to do when the Plymouth motored nonchalantly down Baylor Avenue: tail it like a real-life Jim Rockford (whose series filmed blocks away)? No, he was supposed to glimpse into his rearview mirror, where, by sheer happenstance, a Los Angeles Police Department patrol car was whipping left onto Sunset Boulevard like him.

			“Did you see that car with the altered license plates?” Rahymer blurted, after waving the officer over. “Write down these numbers before I forget them.” David Ybarro jotted as told and even sketched passengers’ likenesses from the good samaritan’s account. It was a wickedly hot October afternoon, a day before the World Series opened at Dodger Stadium amid bunting and beer commercials.

			Wait! Did he say a drab, early-seventies-model Plymouth Executive? If so, Ybarro himself had noticed the car earlier while serving an unrelated subpoena, figuring it for an undercover narcotics vehicle pursuing stoners and snow-white tans. Dispatch reported the car was registered to the group Synanon at its Marin County outpost.

			Shazbot, as the kids said: not good. Especially after the dude in the Japanese import took off before Ybarro learned the driver’s name.

			Ybarro, who walked a beat in this sun-glistened suburb a few minutes from Will Rogers State Beach, whistled for backup. Two LAPD colleagues, who arrived to hear him out, left, apparently unconcerned. Another pair drove past the lawyer’s range-style home on Bollinger with bougainvillea out back, observing nothing afoul. But Ybarro couldn’t shake the eerie butterflies. A few minutes later he was on Bollinger, telling a bike-riding boy to holler if he spotted the Plymouth. At shift’s end, he logged his experience.

			 Only the next day would the report surface—in a department trash can, ignored.

			***

			Charles Dederich, Synanon’s bearded, pear-shaped leader, was about the last demagogue you wanted to rile in 1978 Los Angeles. A decade earlier, he’d been a kind of pied piper of clean living, transforming a dingy Santa Monica club that sobered people up through acerbic group therapy into a multimillion-dollar alternative society legitimized by Hollywood and recognized by the courts. “Today is the first day of the rest of your life,” he told the desperate, pollinating, gruff messiah with Hallmark pitchman. Now, he seemed unrecognizable, spewing so much paranoid bombast at anyone critical of the sexual control, vendettas, and other excesses he demanded from his minions that you expected the FBI to commission his sketch. And of all the threats to his precarious reign, no one’s threat surpassed the pretty boy do-gooder half his age on Bollinger Drive. That’s why they’d packaged an exotic delivery for him. 

			A dissolute planet needed reminding: some New Age movements are best defended in Old Testament fashion.

			***

			At 3:15 p.m., the gas-guzzler with the bogus plate flashed by California Highway Patrolman Donald Growe, then en route to get his car washed. Ping. He followed the car up the California Incline, the steep access road connecting Pacific Coast Highway with Santa Monica, and toggled his siren. Protocol next: wary approach, boots crunching asphalt, fingers above revolver.

			“You, out of the car!”

			The driver, Lance Kenton, twenty, was lean, blond, and compliant. Joseph Musico, his older, presumptuous buddy, went to join him until Growe ordered him to freeze. The patrolman made Kenton pop the trunk. Nothing much there, aside from a plain canvas bag. Growe, too, radioed in the plate—the real one—though he heard nothing about Synanon’s vendetta (which the LAPD itself had only recently been made aware of).

			“Some people must have done this so we would be stopped,” Kenton volunteered about the taped plate. Without asking, he started peeling the adhesive off one of the plates while Musico disembarked to work on the other. As the pieces fluttered around in the Santa Anas, Growe weighed his options. While the car’s registration was expired and its plate doctored—both of which were illegal—neither passenger was acting jumpy. Checking warrants and inquiring what the men were doing felt excessive. As far as he was concerned, this tape horseshit really could’ve been a practical joke—and juvenile pranks don’t necessitate handcuffs. So he wrote nothing on his pad and freed them.

			***

			Paul Morantz, who resembled Mark Spitz and wouldn’t have minded playing Geraldo Rivera, was bored. Thirteen months before that magic Plymouth stalked him, he was leading a perfectly normal life, perfectly uninspired. Could he really have plateaued at thirty-one? 

			Legal crusading had twice thrust him into the spotlight, but that had receded into nostalgia land. Another lifetime ago, he’d been a campus celebrity at the University of Southern Californian, studying journalism and whooping it up one merry semester at a time. As sports editor of the Daily Trojan during the late sixties, Morantz enjoyed VIP access to John McKay—the wry, cigar-gnashing, championship football coach—and star players alike. Nicknamed “The Wolf” after one sarcastic column, Morantz was an outlier, whether it was nailing the first local interview of O. J. Simpson or getting a McKay assistant in dutch for blustering that they’d travel to Cal Berkeley to “burn their barns and rape their women.” The Los Angeles Times, predictably, offered him a job. His girlfriend, however, thought law school a better alternative, as did his middle-class parents. Three more years at USC, delaying reality in a topsy-turvy America, it was! Besides, everyone knew journalists earned chump money next to billable hours. Writing—his sacred passion—was something he could moonlight.

			Bar exam passed, Morantz was rejected for a starter job at the district attorney’s office, which suggested his tanned, blow-dried style was better suited for “defending the bad guys.” Hence, a year before he lost his hero—his father, a compassionate meatpacking executive—he joined the public defender’s office. Representing poor, mostly guilty folks, even so, wasn’t exactly like Atticus Finch. Thankfully, Judge Noel Cannon invigorated the joint. As Morantz himself wrote, “She decorated her office in pink to match her endless array of pink outfits and summoned select defendants for impromptu sermons by her personal preacher…” Cannon, just the same, was more than a platinum-tinted showboat. She was also a tyrant, habitually jailing public defenders who contested her rulings, including Morantz. Their bickering evolved into bona fide courthouse theater. Then one day she imprisoned a client of his previously arrested for assault and battery, this after the victim recanted and the DA dropped charges. Morantz, the happy-go-lucky SoCal native, could tolerate eccentricity, just not official misconduct. When not handling cases, he compiled evidence against Cannon and bundled it off to authorities. The response: crickets.

			There had to be something better, and when his boss reprimanded him for freelancing a magazine piece about the murder of a fellow public defender without prior approval, he quit. He joined his older brother, Lewis, in private practice. During off hours he womanized and wrote, both adroitly. Film interest in his article teased literary fantasies. A year later, the California Supreme Court, aided by his evidence and testimony, removed Cannon from the bench. The boyish lawyer, who idolized Serpico and Davy Crockett, was jubilant while it lasted, because litigating ho-hum fender-benders and business squabbles was as un-chivalrous as it got. Back to his Remington typewriter he went for excitement, tapping out a story about a catering truck driver framed for robbery. Again, a movie producer acquired the rights. On its heels came Rolling Stone, which published his feature about Jan and Dean, the kings of sixties surf rock. CBS even planned to adapt into a TV movie of the week. Bang: that was trajectory.

			Out of nowhere, a cold call tip from a liquor store owner redirected that path toward downtown’s Skid Row. T. J. Renfroe, a sixty-ish alcoholic released from county jail for public intoxication, the man said, had been kidnapped and “sold” to a Burbank mental-health nursing center. Over the next weeks, acting on spec, Morantz smuggled out documents, posed as a patient’s relative, and preserved the incriminating records. Afterward, his skepticism about human trafficking at retail prices hardened into Woodward-esque realization. Crooked nursing homes were paying $125 per person to middlemen who would deliver them alcoholics in a scam to bilk Medi-Cal for treatment of fabricated mental disorders. Lest they resist, the “patients” were sedated with Thorazine, a potent anti-schizophrenia drug. Morantz submitted the incriminating evidence to the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors. They launched a massive investigation and credited the sleuthing lawyer, who basked in another gratifying puff of local fame.

			Two years later, in June 1977, living in a beachside home financed with his cut from the class action suit he’d filed, the lawyer who wasn’t sure he wanted to be one found himself flirting with domesticity. Stability could be all his for the price of a diamond ring. Marying Trudy—the heart-melting, Cheryl Tiegs–esque with kids from a previous relationship—would produce an instant family. Better yet, he could still play weekend beach volleyball and write when the law made him yawn. Another mystery abduction that surfaced, even so, provided what none of those could: the further opportunity for endorphins slaying hometown injustice.

			***

			Charles Dederich entered a world that was always abandoning him.

			By eight, he’d lost his dad to a car wreck, his brother to influenza, and would soon lose his mother, who was to wed a second husband young Charles reviled. The bright, tortured boy made liquor his panacea. He flunked out of Notre Dame, USC’s historic archrival, and let alcohol trash his first marriage. A bout of meningitis next ravaged his appearance, causing the right side of his face to droop and twitch. Migrating to Santa Monica, the disfigured wanderer went homeless in his fresh start town. He straightened up enough up to lasso a new wife and job, only to have alcohol torpedo both. Discovered conked out on his kitchen floor, he was told the obvious: without treatment, he’d die before he’d lived.

			Bottomed out at forty-three, Dederich began attending Alcoholic Anonymous meetings and devouring Emerson’s Self-Reliance, and similar works. In 1956, he volunteered for a government-backed LSD experiment at UCLA. Epiphanies cascaded, with Dederich soon preaching about the enormity of human potential and his own newfound purpose. He’d get people sober without psychiatry or other traditional methods. Before long, drunks cluttered into his shabby apartment to eat soup and listen to his self-help sermons. His next move would be more seminal. He cashed a thirty-three dollar unemployment check and chartered an AA splinter group from a Venice storefront. Synanon, named by linguistic mash-up of “symposium” and “seminar,” was on to something. 

			Synanon became a grassroots phenomenon. Connecticut Senator Thomas Dodd glamorized it as a “miracle by the beach.” A LIFE magazine spread functioned more as an early-day infomercial than a piece of objective journalism. Appearances by Jane Fonda, Ben Gazzarra, Charlton Heston, Cesar Chavez, and Tim Leary confirmed it as a celebrity pet cause, though some glitterati merely wanted to meet heroin-addicted jazz musicians. Reporters were left starry-eyed by its ascent, parroting claims that Synanon had saved thousands. So what if Dederich, the Machiavellian reformer, had weeded out the original alcoholics and made drug fiends more the focus?

			AA revolved around God and the twelve-step philosophy. The linchpin here was the “Game,” where group participants verbally unloaded on new “Synanites” by rubbing their faces in the consequences of their destructive behaviors. Other than forbidding physical violence in the cold turkey detox, all bets were off. People berated for hours and, deprived of sleep, invariably collapsed into sobbing, semi-psychotic heaps. Once their “dirty brains” were cleansed, the freshly converted experienced temporary clarity in their exhaustion. The objective of this mishmash psychotherapy, breakdown, ritual, and shaming was, Dederich said, “to get you loaded without acid.” In the taxonomy were witches (robed ceremonial guides), headsuckers (caring Synanon mothers), trippers (non-addicts seeking enlightenment), and splittees (loathed defectors). Dederich’s knack for proselytizing surprised even admittedly bigheaded him. “When I sit down and start to talk,” he observed, “people start gathering.” Crime, narcotics, and delinquency, to him, shared a common weakness: an “addiction to stupidity.”

			The group, richer by the day, expanded into the vintage Club Casa del Mar and primped for its star treatment. Columbia Pictures’ 1965 release Synanon, a stark, black-and-white depiction of the “Game” featuring Edmond O’Brien and Chuck Connors, was a global legitimizer. Privately, however, Dederich knew a bombshell that lay at odds with his fame: statistically, his methods cured addiction no better than AA.

			Consequently, around 1967, influenced by the increasing number of communal living and dropout experimentations, “Big Daddy” redrew the conception. Synanon would phase into an alternative lifestyle commune free of society’s narcotic distractions and head north to freer spaces and fewer hassles. At Tomales Bay, north of San Francisco, the movement spread out over thousands of acres. At a second location in Tulare County, a rural expanse between Bakersfield and Fresno, it inhabited buildings, an airstrip, and a dump. The state chipped in without asking the right questions, donating an empty San Francisco warehouse. A handful of affiliates from New York to Malaysia began to debut, too, all in an arc resembling pre–Tom Cruise Scientology.
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