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Introduction	
	
1920s	Rapid	change	in	the	City	of	Los	Angeles		
	
In	 1900	 the	 city	 of	 Los	 Angeles	 had	 about	 a	
hundred	 thousand	 residents;	 by	 1930	 that	
number	had	multiplied	twelve	times	to	over	1.2	
million.	
	
Before	 the	 building	 boom	 of	 the	 1920s,	 Los	
Angeles	 was	 characterized	 by	 its	 large	 urban	
sprawl	that	made	use	of	an	extensive	1,000-mile	
rail	network	that	had	allowed	its	residents	to	live	
far	away	from	the	city	core.	Though	Los	Angeles	
was	not	 completely	 immune	 from	the	 forces	of	
urbanization	and	had	its	share	of	“thousands	of	
two-	and	three-story	brick	tenements	and	wood-
frame	 flats”	 built	 in	 the	 1910s	 and	 earlier,	 Los	
Angeles	 was	 nowhere	 near	 being	 a	 traditional	
“urban	 city”.	 In	 fact,	 Los	 Angeles	 was	majority	
single-family	 home	 (more	 so	 than	 any	 other	
medium	sized	city	at	the	time),	and	up	until	1921	
over	90%	of	all	new	construction	was	made	up	
of	single-family	homes1.		
	
However,	 this	began	 to	change	very	quickly	as,	
by	 1920,	 the	 entire	 landscape	 of	 multi-family	
living	changed	dramatically	in	American	cities	in	
general.	From	1921	to	1928	the	share	of	people	
living	 in	 large	 multi-family	 residential	 units	
increased	from	roughly	25%	to	50%,	and	though	
the	change	was	occurring	nationwide,	it	affected	
Los	Angeles	most	drastically2.		
	
There	 were	 many	 reasons	 for	 this	 sudden	
expansion	in	multifamily	housing	in	Los	Angeles	
(of	which	 only	 a	 few	will	 be	mentioned	 in	 this	
report).		A	major	boom	in	industry	for	example,	
attracted	 a	 comprehensive	 amount	 of	 people	
ranging	from	blue-collar/immigrant	workers	to	
upper-middle-class	 tourists	 seeking	 an	 escape	
from	more	crowded	Eastern	United	States	cities,	
to	 a	 city	 that	 had	 mostly	 only	 housed	 retiree,	
vacation,	and	upper	middle	class	communities.		

																																																								
1	 Annual	 Report.	 Department	 of	 City	 Planning.	 Los	
Angeles	[1929-1930],	p	61.		
“Sixty-Six	 Miles	 of	 New	 Houses,”	 LAT,	 December	 29,	
1912,	V1.		“Leads	Every	City,”	LAT,	January	3,	1915,	VI1.	
2	 John	 Hancock,	 “The	 Apartment	 House	 in	 Urban	
America,”	 Buildings	 and	 Society:	 Essays	 on	 the	 Social	

This	attributable	factor	to	the	rise	of	multifamily	
structures	 and	 the	 speed	 onto	 which	 they	
appeared	in	the	Los	Angeles	landscape	cannot	be	
underestimated.	 In	 only	 a	 decade,	 Los	 Angeles	
industrial	expansion	increased	from	an	output	of	
$103	million	in	the	mid-1910s	to	$610	million	by	
the	late	1920s,	resulting	in	numerous	jobs	and	a	
booming	 tourist	 industry	 that	 attracted	 people	
to	stay	and	live	in	the	city	from	across	the	world		

(Gish	278).	In	the	span	of	a	decade,	Los	Angeles	
grew	 from	 being	 a	 city	 of	 a	 few	 hundred	
thousand	 became	 the	 fifth	 largest	 city	 in	 the	
United	States3.			
	
A	 second	 attributable	 factor	 to	 the	 increase	 of	
multifamily	units	in	the	city	was	the	relaxed	land	
use	 policies	 of	 the	 city,	 which	 would	 have	 an	
effect	 on	where	and	what	 type	of	new	housing	
would	 be	 built	 to	 accommodate	 the	 surging	
population.		
	
For	 example,	 Los	 Angeles	 land-use	 policy	 was	
simple	 and	 accommodating	 to	 market	 forces	
when	 the	 first	 city-wide	 zoning	 code	 was	
implemented	in	1921.	The	‘ABC’	zoning	code	(as	
it	was	referred	to)	was	implemented	where	the	

Development	of	the	Built	Environment,	ed.	Anthony	King	
(London:	Routledge	and	Kegan"	
3	Eberle	and	Riggleman	Economic	Service,	Weekly	
letter,	July	20,	1925,	n.p.	

 
	South	Kenmore	Avenue,	near	Sixth	Street,	circa.	1940	
	



A-zone	was	single	family,	‘B’	was	all	inclusive	in	
the	types	of	multifamily	housing	(ranging	from	a	
duplex	 to	 a	 50-unit	 apartment)	 and	 ‘C’	
commercial	 zoned	 property.	 On	 its	
implementation,	 over	 seventy	 percent	 of	 total	
city	 land	 allowed	 for	 multi-family	 residences,	
whilst	less	than	10	percent	of	land	was	restricted	
to	single-family	development.	This	flexible	land-
use	 arrangement	 allowed	 developers	 to	 build	
new	residential	structures	in	great	variety	from	
bungalow	 courts,	 traditional	 single-family	
homes,	or	full-sized	multi-unit	structures	on	the	
same	 street.	 As	 demand	 for	 housing	 increased	
during	the	decade,	then	so	did	the	construction	
of	 larger	 housing	 accommodations	 to	meet	 the	
increasing	demand.	
	
Effects	of	Growth	and	Urbanization	
	
During	 this	 decade	 several	 important	 housing	
clusters	 formed	 in	 Los	 Angeles.	 Bunker	 Hill/	
Westlake,	which	had	previously	developed	prior	
to	 the	 boom,	 experienced	 further	 increased	
construction	 in	 multi-family	 residential	 units	
due	 to	 their	 proximity	 to	 the	 downtown	
commercial	center.	The	Wilshire	“Ambassador”	
district,	 a	 neighborhood	 once	 known	 for	 its	

stately	 mansions	 and	 estates,	 began	 a	 sudden	
resurgence,	mostly	in	part	to	its	scenic	location	
																																																								
4	Large	Apartment	House	for	Exclusive	Westlake	
District,”	LAT,	May	19,	1912,	VI1;	also	Roderick	and	
Lynxwiler,	44	

and	 proximity	 to	 rail	 lines	 and	 the	 downtown	
area.	Due	to	its	highly	valued	land,	and	just	as	in	
the	 Westlake	 district	 a	 decade	 earlier,	 “such	
valuable	 land	 no	 longer	 made	 sense	 for	 new	
single-family	 dwellings,	 no	 matter	 how	 lavish	
and	pricey”	(Gish	234).	Simple	economics	called	
for	 higher	 density,	 as	 the	 demand	 for	 new	
apartments	 was	 so	 high	 that	 newly	 opened	
structures	 would	 be	 “filled	 in	 less	 than	 two	
days”4.	

	
	The	northern	multi-family	cluster	in	Hollywood,	
where	Los	Angeles’	entertainment	industry	was	
beginning	 to	 formalize,	 attracted	 hundreds	 of	
thousands	of	tourists,	which	at	one	point	would	
occupy	1	in	every	7	households	in	the	city,	and	3	
in	every	10	of	such	tourists	would	be	retained	to	
become	permanent	residents5.			
	
Moreover,	as	more	multi-family	structures	were	
being	 built,	 detached	 single-family	 houses	
accounted	for	less	and	less	of	all	new	residential	
construction,	 descending	 from	 a	 high	 of	 over	
two-thirds	 of	 new	 units	 in	 1921	 to	 less	 than	 a	
third	 in	 19286.	 At	 one	 point	 in	 1927,	 4	 new	
apartment	structures	were	approved	a	day,	and	

5	New	Peak-Load	of	Tourists	Coming,”	Southern	
California	Business,	November	1923.	
6	City	of	Los	Angeles	Permit	Data,	1927	

Aerial	photograph	of	Ambassador	Terrace,	1927.	
Newly	constructed	4-6	story	apartments	“filling-up”	
once	vacant	lots.		

	
Annual	Increase	in	Housing	Units,	by	type	of	dwelling.	Los	
Angeles,	1920	-1930.	Source:	Dept.	of	Planning	1929.	Los	Angeles.	
P	61.	



the	population	boom	seemed	to	never	stop	(Los	
Angeles	Permit	Data).		
	
Additionally,	due	to	the	increases	in	population	
density	and	multi-family	structure	construction	
in	 proximity	 to	 existing	 rail	 infrastructure,	
transportation	by	rail	experienced	a	renaissance	
in	ridership	which	 led	 to	 the	once	unprofitable	
Los	Angeles	 rail	 companies	 to	 experience	 their	
first	 years	 of	 earning	 noteworthy	 profit.	 The	
success	 of	 the	 rail	 system,	 especially	 on	 its	
western	lines,	led	to	the	creation	of	Los	Angeles’	
first	 subway	 line	 that	 served	 Hollywood,	 Echo	
Park,	 and	 other	 bourgeoning	 northern	 urban	
clusters.	The	rapid	urbanization	of	Los	Angeles	
had	also	led	the	city	to	hire	and	begin	the	process	
of	creating	new	future	subway	lines	that	would	
better	 and	 more	 efficiently	 serve	 the	 growing	
population,	and	expanding	metropolis.	
	
Los	Angeles	was	beginning	to	resemble	the	great	
cities	of	the	East	and	Europe,	however	as	history	
has	shown	us	his	was	not	to	be.		
	
	Assumption.	

Los	Angeles	has	been	called	a	city	with	no	
planning,	and	of	seemingly	endless	sprawl.	As	
of	late,	the	city	has	been	accused	of	going	
through	a	process	of	“Manhattanization”	(the	
destruction	of	single-family	home	districts)	
and	seemingly	losing	its	status	of	an	“LA	as	
Arcadia”.	However,	this	project	denounces	
those	claims	and	instead	proposes	that	Los	
Angeles	was	as	any	booming	city,	a	fast-
growing	and	diverse	city	composed	of	
buildings	of	all	shapes	and	sizes.	This	Project	
also	assumes	that	for	at	least	one	point	in	
time	(and	to	some	extent	today),	Los	Angeles	
was	not	a	city	solely	built	for	the	automobile	
and	the	single	family	home.		Rapid	
urbanization	and	multifamily	residential	
clusters	may	have	appeared	“freakish”	when	
they	shot	up	in	a	short	time,	but	were	logical	
outcomes	of	historical	forces	and	geographic	
attributes	(Gish	272).		

Objective:	

How	much	of	an	impact	did	the	rail	
infrastructure/proximity	to	the	downtown	

have	in	the	placement	and	construction	of	
+5unit	multi-family	structures?		

If	there	was	an	impact	in	terms	of	the	density	
of	construction	etc.		how	did	this	association	
resume	after	the	initial	1920’s	boom?	Was	it	
first	strong	and	then	slowly	dispersed	as	Los	
Angeles	slowly	began	veering	away	from	rail	
transport	in	favor	of	the	automobile?		Was	it	
fast	and	sudden	once	the	first	freeway	
systems	came	to	cut	across	Los	Angeles?	Are	
multifamily	clusters	of	today	really	based	on	
‘spot	zoning’,	and	eating	up	single	family	
home	districts?	Was	the	initial	impact	of	the	

	

	

1925	Los	Angeles	Proposed	Subway	Map	

1935	Los	Angeles	Railway	Map	



now-extinct	rail	lines	still	have	a	direct	
impact	on	where	apartments	are	currently	
built?	Even	if	there	is	no	robust	network	of	
rail	transport?		

	
Data	and	resources	
	
American	Community	Survey	2017	5	year	
estimates	were	used	in	retrieving	housing	
structure	data	that	included	structure	by	
tenure,	size	of	units	in	the	structure,	and	year	
the	structure	was	built.	The	data	is	shown	by	
census	tract	level,	as	the	census	block	level	
data	is	unavailable	due	to	the	high	margin	of	
error/small	sample	size.		
	
Archival	railway	maps	including	the	Pacific	
Electric	Railway,	Los	Angeles	Railway,	and	
proposed	1925	Los	Angeles	subway	were	
retrieved	from	various	resources	including:	
Huntington	Digital	Map	collection	found	at:	
https://hdl.huntington.org/digital/collection
/p15150coll4.	The	Los	Angeles	County	Metro	
library	archival	collection	retrieved	
from:http://libraryarchives.metro.net/DPGT
L/maps/.		
	
The	Los	Angeles	Metro	rail	route	and	station	
data	are	retrieved	from	the	website	of	Metro:	
https://developer.metro.net/introduction/gi
s-data/download-gis-data/	The	data	is	
updated	in	June	2018,	but	the	“Rail	info	about	
Lines,	Stations	and	portals	do	not	change	
once	the	facilities	are	constructed	(except	for	
corrections).”	
	
Los	Angeles	Street	systems	including	the	
Freeway	system	and	additional	
transportation	related	shapefiles	were	
retrieved	through	the	City	of	Los	Angeles	GIS	
open	resource	website:	
http://geohub.lacity.org/	
	
Data	processing	
	
The	shapefile	data	of	structure	type	is	of	
structures	that	contain	more	than	5	units.	
Though	ACS	data	has	different	breaks	in	
regards	to	units	in	a	structure,	I	added	the	

various	structure	types	to	create	a	+5	
structure	category.	The	reasoning	for	this	
break	was	due	to	the	historic	categorization	
of	residential	structure	type	in	Los	Angeles	
(1,	2-4,	and	5+).		
	
To	determine	the	presence	of	a	residential	
structure	type,	I	utilized	the	share	of	a	
population	of	structure	type	and	divided	that	
share	onto	structures	built	in	the	same	time	
period.	The	reasoning	for	this	action	was	to	
determine	the	*at	the	time	of	construction*	
share	of	structures	that	would	be	
agglomerated	(or	not)	in	one	particular	area	
over	another.	For	the	breaks	in	share,	I	
divided	the	concentration	of	apartments	into	
five	categories	0-10%=	no	to	very	little	
presence,	10-25%=low	presence,	25-50%	
somewhat	present,	50-75%	majority,	75-
100%%	overwhelming	majority.		
	
To	determine	the	association	of	housing	
structure	type	to	major	transit	networks,	I	
utilized	buffer	analysis.	For	rail	transit,	I	
utilized	a	750	ft.	buffer	which	is	a	7-10-
minute	walk,	and	is	the	highest	tier	for	a	
transit-oriented	development	under	the	
existing	Los	Angeles	Transit-Oriented	
Communities	ordinance.	For	automotive	
transit	I	utilized	both	a	half-mile	and	mile	
buffer,	this	action	was	taken	due	to	the	
greater	range	and	speed	of	an	automobile	
compared	to	walking	(to	a	rail	station).			
	
For	historic	rail	lines,	I	was	not	able	to	obtain	
existing	shapefiles	for	any	of	the	defunct	rail-
lines	including	the	Pacific	Electric	Rail,	Los	
Angeles	Railway,	and	the	proposed	1925	Los	
Angeles	Subway.	Due	to	such	limitations,	I	
needed	to	recreate	the	original	lines	through	
the	use	of	georeferencing	existing	rail	maps,	
and	subsequently	digitizing	the	routes.	I	was	
able	to	digitize	the	full	extent	of	the	Los	
Angeles	Railroad,	however,	for	the	Pacific	
Electric	and	1925	Los	Angeles	Subways,	I	
only	digitized	the	lines	that	covered	my	area	
of	study	(the	city	of	Los	Angeles).	
	
	
	 	



Limitations	on	project		
	
There	 are	 some	 significant	 limitations	 in	 the	
data	used	for	the	study.	First,	the	limitation	of	
utilizing	 ACS	 data	 instead	 of	 data	 from	 a	
city/regional	database.	For	example,	the	exact	
number	of	structures	per	studied	census	block	
is	a	sample	and	has	a	margin	of	error	(though	
low),	whereas	 specific	 databases	would	 hold	
closer	number.	 Second,	 census	data	does	not	
provide	 the	 ability	 to	 hold	 the	 exact	
location/addresses	of	structures	studied.	The	
accuracy	of	the	buffer	analysis	in	determining	
the	exact	distances	of	multi-family	residential	
structures	from	transportation	infrastructure	
etc	is	reduced.	Lastly,	due	to	the	use	of	census	
(ACS)	 data,	 and	 taking	 into	 account	 for	 data	
samples,	 census	 block	 data	 was	 unavailable,	
limiting	to	the	larger	census	tract	data.		
	
A	second	significant	limitation,	is	information	
on	 demolished	 structures	 over	 time.	 Having	
data	 on	 previously	 demolished	 structures	
would	either	bolster	or	create	new	narratives	
of	 places	 that	 favored	 denser	 urban	 living,	
structures	demolished	due	to	new	apartment	
construction,	 downsizing,	 freeway	
construction	etc.	For	example,	one	of	the	most	
important	 residential	 clusters	 of	 old	 Los	
Angeles,	 Bunker	 Hill	 no	 longer	 exists	 due	 to	
urban	renewal	in	the	1960’s.		Venice	California	
also	 experienced	 a	 significant	 amount	 of	
demolition	 since	 the	 early	 20th	 century,	 and	
the	maps	used	in	the	study	do	not	reflect	those	
changes.		
	
Lastly,	 the	project	would	have	benefitted	if	 it	
had	data	to	differentiate	structures	from	pre-
1920,	the	1920s	(the	building	boom)	and	the	
1930s.	Those	 time	periods	are	very	different	
from	one	another	in	the	history	of	Los	Angeles,	
and	It	would	have	been	interesting	to	see	how	
Los	Angeles	urban	core	grew	over	the	late	19th	
century	 to	 the	 early	 20th	 century.	 Though	
multi-family	 development	 was	 of	 much	
smaller	 scale,	 pre	 1920,	 perhaps	 additional	
information	 of	 existing	 or	 demolished	
structures	 shaped	 the	 expansion	 of	 Los	
Angeles	urban	footprint.		
	

	 	

	

Map	of	Bunker	Hill,	1909.	Illustrated	by	Worthington	Gates	

	
Bunker	Hill,	circa	1965	

	
Last	remaining	structures	on	Bunker	Hill	lost	due	to	arson	1969	



	
Analysis:	Urban	Development	Pre	1939	

Hypothesis:	 Were	 large	 multi-family	 structures	
concentrated	or	dispersed	in	1920s	Los	Angeles?	
	
In	 Figure	 1	 one	 can	 see	 that	 there	 are	
multifamily	 structures	 throughout	 the	 city	
(due	 to	 the	 permissible	 zoning)	 however,	
there	 exists	 a	 concentration	 of	 buildings	 by	
absolute	 number	 centered	 around	 the	 four	
historic	residential	cores	in	the	city	consisting	
of:	 Bunker	 Hill	 (not	 shown	 due	 to	 its	
demolition),	Westlake,	Wilshire	Corridor,	and	
Hollywood.		Likewise,	in	Figure	2,	the	larger	+5	
unit	structures	found	in	the	four	cores	are	not	
only	 numerous,	 but	 mostly	 account	 for	 over	
75%	of	 all	 residential	 structure	 type	 built	 in	
the	 same	 time	 frame.	 There	 are	 pockets	 of	
higher	density	development	 in	 areas	 such	 as	
the	Fairfax	District,	and	Baldwin	Hills,	but		

																																																								
7City	of	Los	Angeles	Permit	Data,	1940	

	
those	developments	were	built	later	in	the	late	
30’s	 as	 opposed	 to	 the	 majority	 of	 the	
construction	in	the	20’s7	.	It	is	also	important	
to	note	 that,	while	 the	graphs	depict	existing	
structures	in	the	area	and	does	not	account	for	
demolished	structures	of	the	same	time	period	
that	 have	 been	 lost	 over	 time,	 in	 the	 time	 of	
their	construction	they	still	were	a	majority	of	
share	of	all	structures	at	56.8%	(Gish261).	In	
addition,	 the	 majority	 of	 larger	 5+	 unit	
structures	that	were	built	in	and	before	1939	
still	stand	today	in	part	because	they	provide	
vital	 dwelling	 units,	 and	 because	 they	 are	
costly	 to	 tear	 down	 and	 replace	 (the	 more	
permissible	 zoning	 of	 the	 time	 allows	
significantly	more	 units	 per	 sq.	 ft.,	 therefore	
they	 remain	 competitive	 versus	 the	 more	
restrictive	 land-use	 regulations	 for	
apartments	today).		(Gish	268).	

	

	
Figure	1	Source	ACS	2017	

Figure	2	Source	ACS	2017	



	
In	 figure	3	and	 there	 is	a	clustering	of	multi-
family	structures	along	the	Pacific	Electric	rail	
lines	and	in	the	town-centers	of	the	Westside	
neighborhoods	 of:	 Westwood,	 Palms,	 and	
Venice.	 	though	they	are	in	far	lesser	number	
as	compared	to	the	larger	population	centers	
in	Central	Los	Angeles.			
	
The	San	Fernando	Valley	(Figure	4)	also	shows	
us	 a	 different	 story,	 as	multifamily	 structure	
development	in	the	region	was	sparse	and	any	
nodes	of	nodes	of	agglomeration	seem	to	also	
appear	near	the	older	town-centers	of	various	
cities	before	their	annexation	into	Los	Angeles.	
There	 are	 some	 signs	 of	 transit	 oriented	
development	patterns	along	North	Hollywood	
and	Van	Nuys,	however	the	absolute	number	
of	apartments	remains	low.		
	

	 		
Note	that	the	cities	of	West	Hollywood,	Santa	Monica,	
and	Culver	City	are	absent	from	the	Map	

	
	

	
Figure	3	Source	ACS	2017	

Figure	4	Source	ACS	2017	



	

There	is	also	an	association	between	the	
urban	 cores	 and	 their	 proximity	 to	
existing	 Los	 Angeles	 rail	 lines.	 For	
example,	the	Bunker	Hill,	West	Lake,	and	
Wilshire	 corridors	 were	 almost	 all	 within	
750ft	of	existing	rail	line.		
	
Similarly,	 larger	 multi-family	 structures	 in	
Hollywood	 share	 an	 association	 with	 the	
proximity	 of	 the	 Pacific	 Electric	 lines	 that	
served	the	region.		

	

	
	
	
	
	

Note:	Dashed	lined	buffer	signifies	750ft	from	rail	line	
proximity	to	a	station	

	
Follows	same	legend	as	Figure	5		

	

	
Note:	Dashed	lined	buffer	signifies	750ft	from	rail	line	proximity	to	a	
station	

	
Follows	same	legend	as	Figure	5	

Figure	5	Source:	ACS	2017	
2017	



	

	
To	 contend	 with	 the	 rapid	 urbanization	 and	
population	growth	of	Los	Angeles,	in	1924	the	
Los	 Angeles	 Transportation	 Commission	
commissioned	 the	 Kelker,	 De	 Leuw	 and	
Company	 (company	 that	 had	 recently	
constructed	 the	 Chicago	 Rapid	 Transit	
System)	 to	 study	 and	 implement	 the	
construction	 of	 Los	 Angeles’s	 first	 subway	
network.	Highlighted	on	the	map,	one	can	see	
that	the	subway	would	have	initially	been	built	
to	 service	 the	 existing	 multifamily	 structure	
clusters	 with	 planned	 extensions	 to	 later	
accommodate	 future	 urban	 development.	 	 A	
pilot	 subway	 (highlighted	 in	 black)	 was	
constructed	 prior	 to	 the	 finalization	 of	 the	
Kelker	Report,	and	served	the	Pacific	Electric	
Hollywood	 line.	 The	 subway	 would	 have	
originally	 opened	 with	 9	 lines	 serving	 the	
entirety	of	the	developing	city.		

	

	

	

Figure	6.		Source	ACS	2017	
Figure	7.	Source	ACS	2017	

Follows	same	legend	as	Figure	7	

Follows	same	legend	as	Figure	7	



	
Part	2	
	
1930	-	1937	
The	beginning	of	the	end	of	for	Los	Angeles	
urbanization?	
	

In	 1923	 in	 its	 peak	 of	 development,	 Los	
Angeles	 created	 more	 than	 14,627	 multi-
family	units	in	a	single	year.	In	1934,	just	131	
units	were	built,	and	the	city	would	not	build	
not	match	apartment	1920	level	construction	
until	1942.		

A	plethora	of	 causes	can	be	attributed	 to	 the	
end	of	the	Los	Angeles	exponential	growth	of	
urbanity	the	1920s.		
	
Residents	
	
It	was	not	uncommon	for	 local	residents	and	
community	groups	 to	voice	concern	over	 the	
expansion	of	the	urbanity	of	Los	Angeles.		For	
example,	during	the	expansion	of	the	Wilshire	
corridor,	 many	 longtime	 local	 resident	

																																																								
8	“Zone	Condition	Draws	Protest,”	LAT,	December	2,	
1928,	E1	
9	Urge	Zoning	Correction	by	Civic	Groups	Here,”	Los	
Angeles	Times,	January	13,	1929,	E1	
10	Creason,	G.	(2014,	August	21).	CityDig:	Prejudice	and	
Racism	in	1940s	Los	Angeles	Los	Angeles	Magazine.	
Retrieved	from	

Angelino’s	 lamented	 the	 serious	 “damage”	
being	 brought	 by	 apartments,	 and	 their	
sudden	 appearance	 over	 the	 landscape	 -	
where	only	5	years	prior	land	would	consist	of	
empty	 lots,	 now	 they	 would	 be	 filled	 with	
dense	urban	housing	(Gish	93).			
	
Grievances	in	1920	even	seem	contemporary	
as	those	from	today,	as	some	owners	of	single-
family	 homes,	 four-family	 flats,	 etc.	 would	
complain	 about	 their	 residences	 being	 shut	
from	“light	and	air”	and	would	 fear	 that	new	
apartments	 would	 “destroy	 the	 residential	
beauty”	 of	 their	 neighborhood8	 (Gish	 78).	
Some	 contemporary	 opinion	 pieces	 would	
even	characterize	the	new	construction	as	an	
“evil”	that	needed	to	be	corrected	in	order	to	
restore	the	sanctity	of	the	city9		(Gish	109).	
	
In	 addition	 to	 the	 negative	 response	 to	 the	
built	 form	 of	 apartment	 districts,	 opinion	
pieces	 would	 also	 decry	 the	 arrival	 of	 new	
“foreign	 colony”	 (immigrants)	 and	 working-
class	people	with	claims	that	social	“standards	
and	ideals”	would	be	done	away	if	Los	Angeles	
were	to	continue	to	urbanize10	11	(Gish	79)	
	

Politics	

Similarly,	local	contemporary	urban	planners	
and	 political	 organizations	 also	 held	
reservations	 towards	 the	urban	expansion	of	
Los	 Angeles.	 From	 its	 early	 history,	 Los	
Angeles	had	been	a	pioneer	in	marketing	and	
fostering	 its	 horizontal	 growth	 and	 its	
distancing	from	the	major	antiquated	cities	of	
Eastern	 American	 and	 Europe	 (Foster	 481)	
(an	example	being	the	prohibiting	of	mixing	of	
commercial	and	residential	uses	 to	avoid	 the	
“old	city	type”	of	planning	a	city).12		
	

https://www.lamag.com/citythinkblog/citydig-
prejudice-and-racism-in-1940s-los-angeles/	
11	Siegfried	Goetze,	“The	Housing	Situation	in	Los	
Angeles,”	National	Municipal	Review	8/4	(April	1924),	
199.	
12	A	Plea	for	Decentralized	Cities,”	American	City	10/5	
(May	1914),	421	

	



Even	 though	 Los	 Angeles	 in	 1933	 only	 had	
4.8%	of	its	zoned	land	solely	for	single-family	
uses,	and	the	rest	for	multi-family	expansion,	
planners	 at	 the	 time	 were	 desperate	 to	
subdivide	 Los	 Angele’s	 existing	 multifamily	
zone	 to	 limit	 the	 construction	 of	 larger	
apartments	 in	 favor	 for	 an	 “intermediate	
class”	of	apartments	of	modest	size	that	would	
generally	 consist	 of	 triplexes,	 bungalow	
courts,	 etc.13	 Planners	 discontent	 with	 the	
construction	 of	 new	 apartment	 blocks	
reminiscent	 of	 Europe,	 was	 also	 apparent	 in	
the	1931	introduction	of	front	yard	ordinances	
(later	 the	 side	 yard	 setback)	 and	 parking	
minimum	 requirements	 that	would	 deny	 the	
construction	 of	 “undesirable”	 buildings	 that	
eventually	 to	 them	 would	 house	 the	 “hand-
me-down	class”.14	

Similarly,	 influential	 political	 progressive	
groups	such	as	the	CityClub	would	argue	that	
the	 widespread	 use	 of	 the	 telephone,	 and	
public	 acceptance	 of	 the	 automobile	 would	
render	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 traditional	 urban	
city	 as	 useless.	 The	 group	 argued	 that	 "the	
great	 city	 of	 the	 future	 (would)	 be	 a	
harmoniously	 developed	 community	 of	 local	
centers	 and	 garden	 cities,	 a	 district	 in	which	

																																																								
13	LACPC,	Zoning	Committee	Meeting	Minutes,	October	
15,	1920;	January	14,	1921	
14	Los	Angeles	City	Planning	Commission,	Annual	
Report,	1930-31,	20	
15	Supplement	City	Club	Bulletin:	Report	on	Rapid	
Transit,	January	30,	1926	3-4,	9	

need	for	transportation	over	long	distances	at	
a	rapid	rate	will	be	reduced	to	a	minimum".15	
This	idealization	of	the	suburb	was	integral	to	
the	 ideology	of	the	contemporary	planner,	as	
Public	 Works	 Manager	 C.A.	 Dykstra,	 further	
expressed	 in	 an	 opinion	 piece	 against	
urbanization	 and	 for	 suburbanization:	 “such	
conditions	(suburban)	city	life	will	not	only	be	
tolerable	but	 indefinitely	more	desirable	and	
wholesome	 than	 the	 sort	 induced	 and	 super	
induced	 by	 the	 artificially	 stimulated	
population	 center	 which	 constantly	 must	
reach	higher	and	higher	 into	the	air	 for	 light,	
air	and	a	chance	to	see	the	sun.	It	will	be	a	city	
in	 which	 children	 will	 not	 be	 discriminated	
against"16.		
	
Great	Depression,	Federal	Housing	Authority	

	
However,	 by	 far	 the	 most	 important	
factors	 for	 the	 change	 in	 the	 built	
environment	 in	 Los	Angeles	were	 1.	 the	
great	 depression	which	 almost	 placed	 a	
complete	halt	to	the	construction	of	large	
apartment	 buildings	 across	 the	 United	
States	 and	 Los	 Angeles,	 and	 2.	 the	
subsequent	federal	government	response	
to	the	economic	collapse.		
	
During	the	great	depression	the	number	
of	 total	 units	 being	 built	 in	 Los	 Angeles	
fell	dramatically	from	an	average	of	8,100	
in	 the	1920’s	 to	 a	 paltry	 average	of	 350	
between	1931-35	until	the	emergence	of	
the	Federal	Housing	Authority	in	1935.		

	
As	 for	 multi-family	 construction,	 the	 1930’s	
(in	complete	contrast	to	the	previous	decade)	
saw	 98	 percent	 of	 all	 new	 apartment	 homes	
being	built	from	wood	and	at	most	two	stories	
in	height	(Gish	242).		
	
Second	was	the	government’s	response	to	the	
economic	 instability	 in	 the	housing	 financing	

16	C.A.	Dykstra,	‘Congestion	De	Luxe	–	Do	We	Want	It?’,	
National	Municipal	Review	15,	no.	7	(1926):	394	–	8,	
395	
	

	



market,	which	accommodated	the	ideology	of	
contemporary	 planners	 to	 pursue	 sprawl	
development	through	law.		
	
As	 a	 response	 to	 the	 depression,	 the	
Federal	government	created	 the	Federal	
Housing	Authority	backed	mortgage	loan,	
a	 loan	 that	 would	 allow	 the	 average	
American	to	own	property,	but	also	a	loan	
that	 favored	 single-family	 home	
construction	due	to	the	assumed	stability	
of	 the	 socially	 and	 physically	
homogenous	 of	 the	 single-family	 home	
district	 (Zoning	 regimes	 397).	 Because	
the	 FHA	 (Home	 Owners	 Loan	
Corporation)	 was	 cautious	 in	 the	 areas	
where	 it	would	 grant	 its	 loans,	 it	would	
readily	 deny	 loans	 to	 areas	 that	 were	
deemed	 too	 urban,	 old,	 or	
socially/racially	 heterogeneous	
(Whittemore	397-398).		
	
As	 a	 response,	 Los	 Angeles	 began	 a	
campaign	 of	 urban	 containment,	
dramatically	downzoning	any	area	in	Los	
Angeles	 that	 did	 not	 already	 have	 a	
concentrated	 presence	 of	 multi-family	
structures,	 and	 limiting	 the	 ability	 to	
recreate	the	apartment	structures	from	a	
decade	 before	 to	 maximize	 the	 areas	
where	 an	 FHA	 approved	 loan	would	 be	
made	possible	(Whittemore	399).17		
	
	In	addition	to	the	downzoning,	and	in	an	
effort	 to	 further	 meet	 new	 FHA	
requirements,	 Los	 Angeles	 also	 began	
enforcing	additional	new	yard	and	minimum	
parking	requirements	in	order	to	appease	the	
FHA-induced	 “row	 house	 phobia”	 a	 fear	 that	
urban	environments	would	attract	unwanted	
peoples	 of	 social	 and	 (as	 the	 official	
“Underwriting	 Manual”	 stated)	 of	 undesired	
racial	background.18	(Whittmore	403)	
	

																																																								
17	Los	Angeles	(City)	Department	of	City	Planning	‘San	
Fernando	Valley’	in	Annual	Report,	1942	–	1943,	n.p	53	
18	In	Forbidden	Neighbors	(New	York:	Harper	&	
Brothers,	1955),162,	Charles	Abrams	cites	an	FHA	
Underwriting	Manual	dated	November	1,	1936.	

For	example,	the	FHA	designated	area	D36	
(area	composed	of	Westlake,	and	is	
highlighted	as	75-100%	share	in	figure	X)	
description	states:	“Zoned	largely	to	permit	

multi-family	units…the	area	is	characterized	
by	decadency	and	obsolescence.	Population	
is	heterogeneous	and	subversive	racial	
elements	[composed	of	Italians,	Russians,	
and	Mexicans]	are	increasing”.19		
	
The	effects	of	this	process	were	made	evident	
when	in	1950	was	the	busiest	for	the	Planning	
Department	 since	 1923:	 the	 city	 approved	

19	(Federal	Housing	Authority	Area	classification,	1935,	
Area	D36).		

Figure	8	Source	ACS	2017	



over	 30,000	 housing	 units,	 with	 25,000	 of	
these	being	single-family	homes20.	
	
From	 a	 1935	 estimate	 placing	 the	 total	
capacity	of	the	city’s	multi-family	zoning	at	22	
million,	down	to	roughly	a	million	in	1990,	Los	
Angeles	 had	 devoted	 itself	 in	 decreasing	 the	
presence	 of	 apartments	 in	 its	 traditional	
center,	 whilst	 carefully	 tailoring	 any	 future	
apartment	 construction	 to	 defined	 places.21	
(Whittmore	402).		
	
Figure	 8	 shows	 the	 same	 1939	 +5	 unit	
structures	shown	in	Figure	2	earlier,	however	
this	time	there	is	an	overlap	of	today’s	zoning	
that	 allows	 for	 5+	 multi-family	 structure	

																																																								
20	Los	Angeles	(City)	Department	of	City	Planning	
Annual	Report,	1949	–	1950,	4	
21	Los	Angeles	(City)	Department	of	City	Planning	
‘Staff	Report’	on	Residential	Density	zones,	8	

construction.	The	blue	areas	almost	identically	
overlap	the	highest	share	areas	in	the	map	and	

show	 how	 Los	 Angeles	 places	 an	 urban	
barrier	 to	 the	 spread	 of	 new	 apartments	
outside	 the	 development	 patterns	 of	 the	
1920s.		

Similarly	 Figures	 9	 demonstrates	 how	 the	
urban	 form	 of	 the	 city	 was	 contained	 to	
already	 existing	 “apartment	
neighborhoods”	 or	 new	 designated	
areas/communities	 such	 as	 Palms,	
Westwood,	del	Rey	etc.			

	

	
	
	
	
	
	

August	1974,	in	Council	File	117977-S2	(Box	A-
1829	LACA	

	

Figure	9.	Source	ACS	2017	



Analysis		
Effects	of	Policy	on	Multi-Family	Construction	
in	Los	Angeles	post-1939	–	present			

Though	 multifamily	 structures	 were	
discouraged	from	encroaching	onto	new	areas	
in	 the	 central	 area	 in	 of	 city	 post	 1935,	 the	
construction	of	 larger	apartment	buildings	in	
the	 central	 areas	 of	 Los	 Angeles	 remained	
(though	 now	 tied	 to	 the	 building	 patterns	 of	
the	 1920’s).	 However,	 this	 continuation	 of	
urbanizing	the	city-center	was	much	different	
than	 of	 the	 previous	 decades,	 as	 by	 the	 late	
1950’s	the	majority	of	rail	lines	that	served	the	
core	of	the	city	no	longer	existed,	thus	leaving	
the	 new	 continued	 density	 of	 the	 city	 center	
remained	 in	 relative	 far	 away	 distance	 from	
the	new	freeway	system	as	seen	in	Figure	10.	
As	seen	in	Figure	11,	a	considerable	bulk	of	+5-
unit	multi-family	structures	are	found	outside	
the	one-mile	buffer	of	the	new	freeway	system,	
whist	 remaining	 mostly	 within	 the	 750ft	
buffer	of	the	old	defunct	rail	lines.				

	

	

Figure	10.	Source	ACS	2017	

Figure	11.	Source	ACS	2017	

Figure	12.	Source	ACS	2017	



	
	
However,	the	same	cannot	be	said	of	the	then	
developing	San	Fernando	Valley	region	of	Los	
Angeles,	where	new	Multi-family	construction	
can	 be	 found	 not	 only	 along	 the	 old	 Pacific	
Electric	 lines,	 but	 also	 in	 designated	 regions	
abutting	within	a	one-mile	radius	the	Freeway	
system.	 Neighborhoods	 such	 as	 Toluca	 Lake,	
North	 Hollywood	 Van	 Nuys,	 and	 Panorama	
City	saw	the	majority	of	apartment	growth	in	
the	region,	and	all	near	the	new	freeway	or	the	
now	defunct	pacific	electric	lines.	Likewise,	in	
West	 Los	 Angeles,	 Multi-family	 structure	
construction	 continued	 in	 places	 where	 the	
pacific	 electric	 railroad	 once	 had	 lines,	 or	
along	the	new	freeway	lines	that	were	placed	
closer	to	the	more	urban	areas	of	the	Westside.			
	
	
	
	

	

	

Figure	13.	Source	ACS	2017	
Figure	14.	Source	ACS	2017	

Figure	15.	Source	ACS	2017	



Analysis	2010	–	present	
Multi-family	 construction	 today	more-or-less	
follows	a	similar	construction	pattern	as	it	has	
been	for	the	last	hundred	years.	Currently	the	
majority	of	construction	in	central	Los	Angeles	
is	 occurring	 in	 the	 neighborhoods	 of	
Hollywood,	 Koreatown	 (Wilshire	 District),	
and	 Downtown,	 whilst	 in	West	 Los	 Angeles,	
Venice,	 Westwood,	 and	 Palms.	 In	 figures	 16	
and	 18,	 one	 can	 see	 that	 the	 majority	 of	
structures	 built	 fall	 under	 the	 same	 750	 ft	
buffers	 as	 predecessor	 developments	 from	
before.		
	
Additionally,	in	a	2014	study	conducted	at	
Zocalo	Public	Square,	by	Leah	Brooks,	and	
Byron	Lutz,	found	that	increased	population	
density	is	present	along	former	streetcar	
routes,	despite	a	lower	per-unit	occupancy	
rate	to	the	former	streetcar	stops.	The	study	
concludes	that	in	a	city-wide	context,	zoning	
near	former	streetcar	lines	allow	for	25%	

	

Figure	16.	Source	ACS	2017	
Figure	17.	Source	ACS	2017	

Figure	18.	Source	ACS	2017	



more	units	therefore	allowing	increased	
density	regardless	of	occupancy	number.22		
	
However,	since	the	late	20th	century	new	rail	
and	rapid	transit	bus	service	have	returned	to	
the	city,	bringing	alternative	modes	of	
transportation	to	the	multi-family	districts.	In	
the	year	2000,	Metro	created	its	first	system	
of	rapid	transit	bus	lines	that	recreated	some	
routes	that	were	once	served	by	both	the	
pacific	electric	and	Los	Angeles	Railroad	
companies.	Similarly,	Rail	service	to	the	core	
of	the	city	returned	in	a	limited	manner	
through	the	construction	of	the	1)	Red	line	
which	would	connect	the	eastern	most	
sections	of	the	Wilshire	District,	Westlake,	
Downtown,	Hollywood	and	the	San	Fernando	
Valley	to	rail	2).	The	Purple	line	and	Purple	
Line	extensions	1	&	2	(though	limited	to	only	
two	stations)	which	promise	to	connect	the	
densest	areas	of	Los	Angeles	to	the	core.			
	

	
	
																																																								
22	Brooks,	L.,	&	Lutz,	B.	(2017,	October	2).	Long	
Dead	Streetcars	Still	Shape	L.A.	Neighborhoods:	
Essay.	Retrieved	from	
https://www.zocalopublicsquare.org/2014/09/2

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 	

3/long-dead-streetcars-still-shape-l-a-
neighborhoods/chronicles/who-we-were/.	
	

	

	

Figure	19.	Source	ACS	2017	

Figure	20.	Source	ACS	2017	



Conclusion	
	
There	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 connection	 between	
historical	 forces	and	geographic	attributes	 to	
the	 construction	 of	 dense	 “apartment	
neighborhoods”	 in	 Los	 Angeles.	 Much	 of	 the	
land	devoted	 to	 apartment	 living	was	 at	 one	
point	located	near	the	center	of	the	city,	or	in	
nodes	of	industry	that	would	have	allowed	the	
residents	 of	 the	 time	 a	 relatively	 efficient	
urban	 lifestyle.	 There	 is	 an	 association	
between	 the	proximity	of	 rail	 transit	and	 the	
construction	 of	 multi-family	 structures,	 and	
(though	there	are	plenty	of	historic	examples	
of	 subdivision	 owners	 advertising	 their	
development	 properties	 proximity	 to	 rail	
transit	etc.),	the	general	increase	of	ridership	
during	 the	 1920s	 and	 planned	 subway	
demonstrate	the	convenience	that	the	transit	
system	 offered	 to	 residents.	 Despite	 the	
increased	 use	 of	 the	 automobile,	 and	 the	
sprawling	nature	of	the	region,	the	population	
boom	 during	 the	 early	 20th	 century	 also	
demonstrated	 that	 entire	 neighborhoods	
could	 be	 majority	 multi-family	 and	 be	
interwoven	into	an	urban	fabric	that	would	be	
akin	to	any	other	“normal”	city.			
	
There	 is	 also	 a	 clear	 association	 with	 anti-
urban	growth	policies	adopted	after	the	1920s	
with	 post-1939	multi-family	 construction.	 In	
the	 city-center,	 and	 West	 Los	 Angeles,	
multifamily	 housing	 is	 mostly	 contained	 in	
places	 which	 historically	 contained	 existing	
multifamily	 urban	 clusters.	 The	 multifamily	
construction	 did	 not	 stop	 despite	 its	
temporary	 “slowdown”	 in	 the	 mid	 20th	
century,	and	continued	to	be	built	in	areas	that	
were	designated	to	hold	multifamily	housing-		
despite	 the	 disappearance	 of	 Los	 Angeles	
robust	 rail	 network,	 (or	 any	 major	 rapid	
transportation	 option	 besides	 the	 freeway).			
The	existence	of	the	freeway	system	had	little	
to	 no	 visible	 impact	 on	 central	 Los	 Angeles	
changing	 its	multifamily	 land	use	patterns	 in	
accommodating	 multifamily	 buildings	 to	 be	
built	 in	 proximity	 to	 new	 freeway	 systems.		
Containment	policies	were	different	in	the	San	
Fernando	 Valley,	 as	 there	 was	 a	 minimal	
presence	of	multifamily	housing	there	to	begin		

	
	
with.	 Land	 Use	 patterns	 in	 San	 Fernando	
Valley	 follow	 land	use	patterns	where	multi-
family	construction	is	built	in	proximity	to	the	
freeway	network,	and	segregated	from	single	
family	residence	 (Although	some	multifamily	
clusters	 still	 appear	 in	 proximity	 to	 defunct	
pacific	electric	rail	lines).		
	
Present	 day	multi-family	 construction	 hasn’t	
changed	 drastically	 more-or-less.	 Major	
multifamily	development	 in	the	central	areas	
of	 Los	 Angeles	 remain	 in	 the	 four	 original	
housing	 clusters	 (Westlake,	 Downtown,	
Wilshire,	 and	 Hollywood).	West	 Los	 Angeles	
construction	 remains	 in	 close	 proximity	 to	
past	 multi-family	 Pacific	 Electric	
neighborhoods	 as	 current	 land-use	 allows.	
Lastly,	 San	 Fernando	 Valley	 construction	
remains	the	same	as	previous	decades	as	well.		
	
Though	 Los	 Angeles	 is	 known	 for	 its	 single	
family	neighborhoods,	and	recent	local	battle	
shave	 been	 made	 pleas	 against	 encroaching	
density,	 this	brief	analysis	demonstrates	 that	
Los	 Angeles	 hasn’t	 changed	 much	 over	 the	
year,	 Though	 Los	 Angeles	 is	 a	 sprawling	
metropolis,	one	cannot	 forget	 that	 it	has	also	
built	 and	 supported	 multifamily	 housing	 as	
well	at	its	core,	and	is	no	stranger	to	density.			
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