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Chapter 2. Historical Ecology of the Los Angeles 
River Riparian Zone in the Elysian Valley 

2.1. Introduction 

The Los Angeles River is emblematic of urban rivers of the twentieth century: a concrete conveyance 
for water, ecologically degraded, and poorly integrated into the urban landscape. From the notorious 
fires on the polluted Cuyahoga River in Cleveland to the near-complete channelization of the Los 
Angeles River, industrialization and intensified urbanization of the 1900s resulted in treatment of 
many rivers as part of an engineered drainage system at best and ignored at worst. 

Concomitant with the ecological awareness growing out of the passage of the major U.S. 
environmental laws in the 1970s (Clean Water Act, Endangered Species Act, Clean Air Act), protecting 
and restoring rivers became a focus of civic activity and advocacy. Major river and stream restoration 
projects were undertaken, such as the Schuylkill River in Philadelphia, the Hudson River in New York, 
and many other urban streams and rivers. At the turn of the 21st century, the daylighting and re-
naturalization of the Cheonggyecheon Creek in Seoul, South Korea demonstrated a global willingness 
to re-create waterways in even the most disturbed conditions, including those that were nearly 
obliterated by urban development. 

Awareness of the Los Angeles River as a potential site for habitat enhancement has a long history, 
but one that has lagged efforts in other cities. Friends of Los Angeles River (FOLAR) was founded in 
1986, but it was decades later when a master plan for revitalization came to fruition (2007) as an 
official effort of the City of Los Angeles. One reason for the relatively late start on river restoration 
includes the near-complete channelization of the River for flood protection and the urban 
development within the historic floodplain. Since the 1940s, virtually no remnant of the Los Angeles 
River has been in any condition approaching a natural state, especially given the frequent clearing of 
vegetation by flood control authorities from the period of channelization through the 1980s and 
1990s. 

Another potential reason for the late start on habitat enhancement planning is the natural hydrology 
of the River itself. Los Angeles has a Mediterranean-type climate, with hot, dry summers and cool, 
wet winters. The particular configuration of the Los Angeles basin, at the base of the substantial 
height of the San Gabriel Mountains, means that the Los Angeles River is naturally “flashy” in its flows, 
with huge variation between stormwater flow and dry weather base flow. Further, there is significant 
variation in the frequency and magnitude of stormwater flow during rain events within a given year 
and between wet and dry years. The resulting stormwater flood regimes are dangerous and 
particularly damaging if infrastructure is built in the floodplain. Yet, the broader floodplain of the Los 
Angeles River is infrequently flooded and therefore does not capture the imagination as being part 
of a river. This hydrology and the associated semi-arid vegetation communities are unique; therefore, 
are unfamiliar to the many immigrants from more mesic climates who populated Los Angeles during 
the boom years after World War II, and earlier following the arrival of the transcontinental railroad 
(Stein et al. 2007). 

Together, these two factors—that the Los Angeles River had been confined to a narrow channel with 
little clue as to its former extent and habitats, and that the nature of the River itself is very different 
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from the cultural understanding of a “river” prevailing in the United States—probably limited 
appreciation of the potential of the River and still stand as an impediment to ecologically appropriate 
planning for habitat enhancement and restoration. 

The field of historical ecology provides a set of tools by which the nature of a former natural 
landscape can be investigated and described (Mattoni  

and Longcore 1997, Egan and Howell 2001, Grossinger et al. 2007, Stein et al. 2007, Stein et al. 2010). 
This approach integrates multiple documentary sources, such as maps, textual accounts, 
photographs, museum records, and soil surveys, to produce a description and map of the natural 
features, ecological processes, and species diversity that was most likely to have been found in a 
location. The target period for such reconstructions is as early as is possible using the available 
documents, with an effort to develop an understanding of a landscape before agricultural or urban 
development fundamentally undermine ecosystem dynamics (Dark et al. 2011). 

Reconstruction of historical habitats is not meant to provide a direct roadmap for future management 
actions. Often ecological processes are so disrupted that this is not possible. But consideration and 
understanding of the historical ecology of an area can inform and inspire enhancement and 
restoration efforts, by highlighting habitats that used to exist and are now gone, by identifying plant 
or animal species that might be the target of enhancement efforts and by creating a connection to and 
sense of place that might be used to communicate about the need for and purpose of habitat 
enhancement planning. 

This chapter develops a description of the historical ecology of the Elysian Valley portion of the Los 
Angeles River. This stretch of the River is included in the 2007 Los Angeles River Revitalization 
Master Plan and in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ Los Angeles River Ecosystem Restoration 
Feasibility Study (2013). Both documents provide discussion of the former character of the Los 
Angeles River but do not contain a detailed description that might be used to inform habitat 
enhancement, restoration or creation design. The purpose of this chapter is to synthesize many 
historical data sources available about the Los Angeles River in the Elysian Valley and to characterize 
the distribution, dynamics, and diversity of the habitats that were found there prior to agricultural 
conversion in the late 1800s. 

The chapter describes the methods for data search and acquisition, the archives and databases 
queried, and the integration of these sources in a Geographic Information System (GIS). The results 
of those investigations are presented by information source. Then, a section synthesizing the various 
data sources is offered, building from the hydrology and resulting topography and soil distribution, 
to predictions about the extent of various riparian-associated vegetation communities. Finally, ideas 
about the use of this information in developing ecologically appropriate habitat enhancement, 
restoration and creation plans are discussed. 

2.2. Methods 

Large historical ecology projects often involve multi-institution teams with multi-year timelines 
(Stein et al. 2007, Beller et al. 2011, Dark et al. 2011, Beller et al. 2014). The timeline and personnel 
available for the current project required concentration on local archives that are most likely to yield 
significant resources and on the available and growing digital archives that cover the topics and 
locations under investigation. Researchers developed and searched a set of databases and archives 
and then integrated the results by developing and acquiring data layers in a GIS. 
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Study Area 

The first step of the project was to define the study area for the historical ecology study. This study 
area is larger than the underlying biological survey area so that some landscape context can be 
developed for those specific plans. The study area is defined by the extent of a subwatershed in the 
National Hydrography Dataset and extends roughly from the confluence of the Arroyo Seco with the 
Los Angeles River northward through the Elysian Valley, and just downstream from the confluence 
with Verdugo Wash (see Figure 2-1). The watershed contributing to this stretch of the River was 
included for the purpose of obtaining materials that might include information about the River. 

 

 
Figure 2-1 Historical ecology study area (light blue) relative to the project design area (dark blue). 
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Databases and Search Strategies 

Georeferenced copies of the earliest U.S. Geological Survey topographic maps of the area were 
obtained. These maps are available online at http://historicalmaps.arcgis.com/usgs, but versions 
that had been georeferenced at California State University Northridge were used instead due to the 
high accuracy of their georeferencing. All place names on the topographic maps within the study area 
were then extracted and compiled as a list. Then the various archives were searched for images or 
maps that included these terms in the description. 

The following digital databases were searched: 

x USC Digital Archives 

x UCLA Digital Archives 

x Los Angeles Historical Society, with special attention to the archive of bridge photographs 
archived there by Anna Sklar 

x California State University Northridge 

x Huntington Library 

Photographs and maps from these archives were collated and reviewed for information about the 
river course and vegetation within the study area. In particular, the 1897 Topographical Map of Los 
Angeles River by Compton and Dockweiler was acquired, georeferenced, and digitized. 

The geographic finding aids at the UCLA Ben and Gladys Thomas Air Photo Archives were used to 
sort through all photographs taken before 1940 (coinciding with channelization) for each of the areas 
intersecting with the study area. 

Georeferenced digital copies of the following were also obtained from the California State University 
Northridge: Alkali Map (1903; U.S Department of Agriculture, Bureau of Soils), Alkali Map (1905; U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Bureau of Soils), Soil Map, California, Los Angeles Sheet (1916; U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Bureau of Soils), Soil Map, California, Reconnaissance Survey—Central 
Southern Area—Western Sheet (1917; U.S. Department of Agriculture, Bureau of Soils), Plat of the Ex 
Mission de San Fernando finally confirmed to Eulogio de Celis (1871; W. P. Reynolds, Surveyor), 
survey points and notes from the General Land Office survey of Los Angeles, and a Draft Irrigation 
Map (1880; W. Hall, Office of the State Engineer). A set of 1928 orthogonal aerial photographs 
extending about halfway up the study area for review were also obtained. 

Museum Records 

All of the digitized herbarium records available from the state clearinghouse (Jepson Interchange) 
for the County of Los Angeles were obtained for plants. Because these records contain many spelling 
errors and the locations are not reported in a standardized manner, they were sorted manually 
(100,382 records) to extract those records from the study area and to exclude non-native species, 
leaving 15 records of native species that could be tied to this particular stretch of the Los Angeles 
River or nearby reaches (see Appendix A). Records were identified as being in the study area by 
comparing the location information with place names on current and historic maps of the area. These 
were updated with current nomenclature, sorted into families, and coded with the standard U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service codes for wetland indicator status. 

The Western Foundation for Vertebrate Zoology provided bird nest and egg set records for a suite of 
riparian indicator species in Los Angeles County: Black Phoebe, Common Yellowthroat, Song 
Sparrow, Black-headed Grosbeak, Least (Bell’s) Vireo, Yellow Warbler, House Wren, Yellow-billed 
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Chat, Willow Flycatcher, Western Wood-Pewee, Song Sparrow, Barn Swallow, and Cliff Swallow (See 
Appendix B). Region and nest condition notes were consolidated from these records as indicators of 
riparian vegetation. 

GIS Synthesis 

The spatially referenced maps and photographs were consolidated in ArcGIS 10.3. Key river features 
from a suite of different maps and time periods were then digitized, including the soils map for three 
riparian-associated soil types, the main channel of the Los Angeles River on many maps, and the land 
cover from the 1897 map of the Los Angeles River. Researchers also developed a database of 
locations for many of the orthogonal and ground-level photographs in order to compare them with 
the maps. Herbarium specimens were not added to the GIS because the resolution of the locations 
was not sufficient to represent them with the desired precision. 

2.3. Results 

Climate in Los Angeles at the turn of the 20th Century was a classic Mediterranean-type climate, with 
precipitation exceeding potential evapotranspiration from November to April, and drought 
conditions in place from April to November (Mesmer 1904) (Figure 2-2). Furthermore, unlike 
present day Los Angeles, which has increased temperatures from the urban heat island effect, late 
1800s Los Angeles was subject to killing frosts between mid-November through late March and in 
some years through late April (Mesmer 1904). With the exception of “Hollywood” and other “well-
protected” localities, citrus could not be grown because of frost (Mesmer 1904). Therefore citrus 
production was limited to slopes on the alluvial fans of the foothills, while other crops were grown 
in the lower valleys and depressed areas where frosts were more common (Nelson et al. 1919). 

 

Figure 2-2 Climate diagram constructed from pre-1903 measurements of rainfall and temperature 
(Mesmer 1904). 
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This rainfall pattern resulted in a condition where all drainages to the main two rivers of the region, 
Los Angeles and San Gabriel, were described as “intermittent” (Nelson et al. 1919). Furthermore, the 
summer drought and significant winter rains led surveyors to remark that these two rivers 
experienced “very great changes in volume, becoming practically intermittent in stretches of very 
sandy channel during the dry season” (Nelson et al. 1919). The entire Los Angeles and San Gabriel 
River system, once out of the mountainous regions, were building up with sediment at the time of 
early soil surveys (Mesmer 1904, Nelson et al. 1919). This made the rivers subject to frequent 
movement during flood conditions, with associated deposition of large quantities of sediment 
(Nelson et al. 1919, Stein et al. 2007, Stein et al. 2010). 

The dynamic riparian zone of the Elysian Valley is depicted as a wide channel in an 1871 map of the 
Los Angeles River along the northern border of the Santa Monica Mountains (then called the 
Providencia Mountains). The channel moves to the east as it does today and is intersected by a series 
of washes from the north (Tujunga Wash and others). As the River veers southward into the Elysian 
Valley, it follows a course quite close to the current pathway (Figure 2-3). 

 

 
Figure 2-3 Detail of survey of San Fernando Valley extending into Elysian Valley (1871). 
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An irrigation map of a large portion of Los Angeles and environs is available from 1880 (Figure 2-4). 
Here too, the floodplain of the Los Angeles River through the Elysian Valley is visible, with the 
railroad line that skirts the River to the east. 

 

 
Figure 2-4 Elysian Valley from 1880 draft irrigation map by William Hall. 

 
The most significant historical map from an ecological perspective is the Dockweiler Compton map 
from 1897 (Figure 2-5). The four sheets of this map provide a detailed record of the land cover and 
land uses from the confluence of the Arroyo Seco and the Los Angeles River upstream through the 
Elysian Valley and into the San Fernando Valley to the confluence with Tujunga Wash. 
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Figure 2-5 First section of the 1897 Compton and Dockweiler topographic map of the Los Angeles 

River. North is to the left. 

By 1894, the rail line still demarcated the extent of urban development from the east (all major roads 
are east of the railroad), and the road on the west side of the valley exactly hugs the base of the Santa 
Monica Mountains (Figure 2-6). A few scattered structures are mapped in the valley, but no 
substantial infrastructure, with the exception of the road crossing at Los Feliz Boulevard, which 
would be the future site of the Tropico Bridge (Los Feliz Boulevard Bridge). 

 

 
Figure 2-6 USGS topographic map (1:62,500) from 1894. 
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Soil Survey 

Two soils maps are available from the early 1900s for the Elysian Valley. The first dates from 1903 
and depicts soils on an 1897 topographic base (Figure 2-7) and the second was mapped in 1916 
(Figure 2-8) and documented in a 1919 report (Nelson et al. 1919). 

The soils associated with the modern course of the Los Angeles River in the Elysian Valley are of the 
Tujunga series immediately adjacent to the active river channel (Nelson et al. 1919). These soils are 
derived from granitic rocks and are accumulating through deposition. They have low organic content 
and may have layers of different textures in the subsurface strata (Nelson et al. 1919). Both Tujunga 
Fine Sandy Loam and Tujunga Fine Sand are found adjacent to the channel in Elysian Valley. To the 
east of the channel, Hanford Fine Sandy Loams are also found. These soils are recent alluvial deposits 
from granitic and schistose rock (Nelson et al. 1919). They are characteristic of recently built stream 
terraces and contain moderate to low organic content. They differ from the Tujunga series in their 
brown, as opposed to gray, color (Nelson et al. 1919). The final soil type associated with the River is 
riverwash, which is coarse sand and gravel up to a depth of six feet (Nelson et al. 1919). The soil was 
loose, porous, and had no agricultural value (Nelson et al. 1919). “Vines and willows gradually 
encroach on the stream beds” following flood events (Nelson et al. 1919). 

Floods from the River would have extended farther out into other soil phases, in particular the 
Hanford Sandy Loam, which was described as “well drained but subject to overflows, which 
occasionally do some damage” (Nelson et al. 1919). These soils have a high water table when in lower, 
flatter areas that historically allowed for irrigation by pumping (Nelson et al. 1919). 

Hanford Fine Sandy Loam, when occurring near streams, is described as supporting “scant to heavy 
growth of willow, brush, and vines” (Nelson et al. 1919). Where soils had accumulated alkali, the 
native vegetation consisting of “salt grass and other alkali-resistant plants” (Nelson et al. 1919). 
Alkali maps and generalized soil surveys indicate that the areas with harmful accumulation of alkali 
were extensive. 

The Tujunga Fine Sand is found in low-lying areas that are subject to overflows, and was “confined 
to low areas along the Los Angeles River, the Rio Hondo, and the San Gabriel River. It usually borders 
the river banks and grades into soils of the Hanford series lying back from the streams.” Water 
infiltrates through the soil so little alkali accumulates. The native vegetation is described as “a 
moderate growth of willow and vines” (Nelson et al. 1919). 

Tujunga Fine Sandy Loam occurs in “several narrow strips along the Los Angeles River to its junction 
with the Arroyo Seco” (Nelson et al. 1919). In most instances it is intermediate between the Tujunga 
Fine Sand and Hanford Fine Sandy Loam on the east banks, and abuts the outcroppings of the Santa 
Monica Mountains on the west. 
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Figure 2-7 Riparian-associated soils in the Elysian Valley as mapped in 1903. 

Note: Riparian-associated soils continue beyond area of focus west into the San Fernando Valley and south from the study 
area.  
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Figure 2-8 Riparian-associated soils in the Elysian Valley as mapped in 1916. 

Note: Riparian-associated soils continue beyond area of focus west into the San Fernando Valley and south from the study 
area.  
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Aerial Photographs 

The Spence Air Photo Archive contains many oblique aerial photographs of the study area starting in 
the mid-1920s. These views are useful to illustrate the pre-channelization nature of the vegetation in 
the River floodplain in the years before 1938. They furthermore illustrate the degree to which the 
development of the urban street system followed natural features on the landscape. The earliest 
photograph shows an extensive riparian canopy, with cropland on either side, looking east toward 
Glendale between Glendale Boulevard on the south and Los Feliz Boulevard on the north (Figure 2-
9). Some areas are low and scrubby, while others appear to be closed canopy forest and perhaps a 
mix of willow and some oaks. 

 

 
Figure 2-9 Glendale at the Los Angeles River (1922). Spence Air Photo Number 2833. Inset 

contemporary view from Google Earth. 
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A second 1922 view of the River shows the Hyperion Bridge curving across the River with a wide 
vegetated floodplain bisected by a barren channel (Figure 2-10). At the downstream end of the view, 
a braided channel is visible where the River meanders eastward around Fletcher Drive. To the north 
of Glendale Boulevard, the streets end at present day Valleybrink Road, which corresponds with the 
edge of the active floodplain at that time and also with the mapped extent of the Tujunga Fine Sand 
associated with the riparian corridor on the soils maps. 

 

 
Figure 2-10 Glendale Blvd. and Los Angeles River (1922). Spence Air Photo 4806. Inset 

contemporary view from Google Earth. 
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A broader view of the valley from 1922 (Figure 2-11) documents the extent of the riparian forest 
along present day Griffith Park and extending northward to the curve into the San Fernando Valley. 
The channel is without vegetation, while the riparian forest appears denser than downstream from 
the Hyperion Bridge. The forest appears to coincide with Tujunga Fine Sand soils on either side of 
the River. 
 

 

Figure 2-11 Looking up the Elysian Valley at the end of Glendale Boulevard (1922). Spence Air 
Photo No. 4088. Inset contemporary view from Google Earth. 
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At the curve of the Los Angeles River eastward at what was once called West Glendale, a close-up 
view of the Glendale Airport in 1923 shows some detail about the vegetation of the River (Figure 2-
12). First, it shows that the River is eroding away a large embankment of the Hanford Fine Sand as it 
drains west out of the San Fernando Valley. The eroded slope is easily seen, with riparian scrub at its 
base and a road running along the top. Deposition in the form of a point bar appears to be occurring. 
Riparian growth is likely willows and perhaps sycamores, based on the life forms of the plants that 
are in view. 

 

 
Figure 2-12 Glendale Airport (1923), with Los Angeles River in foreground. Spence Air Photo No. 

5515a. Inset contemporary view from Google Earth. 
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Looking northward from the confluence with the Arroyo Seco in 1925 (Figure 2-13) shows the width 
of the active channel of the River as it is confined by the railroad to the east (which was probably 
built on the terrace and not in the channel). On the west side of the River, the development of the 
alluvial terrace with residential neighborhoods is seen, but little development is in the lower, active 
floodplain. Riparian vegetation appears denser at the edges of the channel and bare sandy channel is 
seen in places.  

 

 
Figure 2-13 View into the Elysian Valley from the confluence with the Arroyo Seco (1925). Spence 

Air Photo No. F-315. Inset contemporary view from Google Earth.  
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A view of the Fletcher Street Bridge in October 1928 shows both the effect of the bridge on the 
channel and the absence of water during the dry season (Figure 2-14). The main channel appears 
recently scoured and has very little growth. No flowing or even stagnant water is visible, which is 
consistent with descriptions of the intermittent nature of the Los Angeles River in sandy zones. The 
constraining nature of the bridges and rudimentary channelization can be seen in the obvious fill 
needed for the road leading up to the bridge and the difference between the floodplain and adjacent 
terraces is clear. 

 

 
Figure 2-14 Fletcher Street Bridge (October 13, 1928). Spence Air Photo Collection No. E-2202. Inset 

contemporary view from Google Earth. 
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Ground Level Photographs 

Hundreds of photographs from digital archives were reviewed, geolocated and then used as 
supplementary information to describe the historic vegetation conditions. A sampling of images 
provides support for the description of habitat types and flow regimes that were still present in the 
area in the early decades of the 1900s. First, a dry channel with scrubby vegetation during the 
summertime is evident in many photographs (Figure 2-15).  

 

 
Figure 2-15 View across the Los Angeles River at Glendale-Hyperion Bridge in August 1927. The 

channel is dry and vegetation is low and scrubby. Los Angeles City Historical Society 
photograph F-0218. Source: Los Angeles City Archives, Public Works Collection. 

 

Views of the river in the wet season show visible surface flows as would be expected. The 
composition of the wooded riparian zones adjacent to the channel appears to be almost exclusively 
willows, based on the shape of the trees visible. An occasional sycamore might be present but the 
immediate floodplain riparian zone appears to be dominated by willows. 

Second, the photographs show how the floodplain was reduced through fill, in which the adjacent 
terraces were extended outward into the active channel (Figure 2-16). Although this was not 
necessarily the case along the entire length of the Elysian Valley, in many instances the ground plain 
adjacent to the river appears to have been elevated along with the channelization process. 
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Figure 2-16 Fill into the Los Angeles River and willow riparian forest in the floodplain in January 
1928.  Photograph is taken from a hillside on the west side of the river looking at the 
east bank south of Figueroa. Los Angeles City Historical Society F-0488. Source: Los 
Angeles City Archives, Public Works Collection. 

 

 
Figure 2-17 Washout of the old trestle bridge at the Glendale-Hyperion viaduct in a photograph 

dated July 1927.  Willow woodlands are visible upstream.  Floodwaters have filled the 
active channel and are close to inundating the floodplain. Los Angeles City Historical 
Society F-0723. Source: Los Angeles City Archives, Public Works Collection. 
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Bird Nest Records 

Records of the following riparian bird species were found in or near the study area (See Appendix B 
for the source nest records): 

x California Cuckoo—[Watson’s Pasture] 

x Western Wood Pewee—West Glendale 

x Willow Flycatcher —Ivanhoe river bottom [Watson’s Pasture] 

x Yellow Warbler—Los Angeles River bottom, Los Feliz Valley 

x Common Yellowthroat—[Watson’s Pasture] 

x Yellow-breasted Chat—Ivanhoe, Los Angeles River, Los Feliz river bottom, Burbank 

x Song Sparrow, in riverbed near Los Angeles, [Watson’s Pasture] 

x Blue Grosbeak—[Watson’s pasture] 

x Black-headed Grosbeak—Ivanhoe, Los Angeles Riverbed near Burbank, [Watson’s Pasture] 

x Swainson’s Thrush—Los Angeles River Bottom near Ivanhoe, [Watson’s Pasture] 

x Warbling Vireo—Banks of the Los Angeles River, Elysian Park, near Elysian Park 

x Wilson’s Warbler—Burbank 

 

Glendale, Los Feliz, Ivanhoe, and Elysian Park are in the study area. Burbank is upstream in the San 
Fernando Valley. Watson’s Pasture was an important collecting site for Alphonse and Antonin Jay 
around the first decade of the 1900s. A full text search of the Los Angeles newspaper at the time, the 
Los Angeles Herald, for the term “Watson’s Pasture” yielded one item, which was a notice in the lost 
and found section. It reads, “Strayed from Watson’s Pasture, at Fourth Street and San Fernando Road, 
one dark brown spotted heifer calf, eight months old” (Lundregan 1907). San Fernando Road runs 
north-south through the study area and currently terminates before it would intersect with Fourth 
Street farther south. Presumably, in 1907 San Fernando Road extended southward to intersect with 
Fourth Street and this location was the site of Watson’s Pasture. The location may, however, have 
been farther south, many miles downriver. Antonin Jay published an account of his location of Yellow-
billed Cuckoo nests and describes all such locations as being in the low bottomlands closer to the 
Pacific Ocean (Jay 1911). Watson’s Pasture is therefore included as a possible analogue for habitats 
found along the Los Angeles River within the study area. 

Almost every one of these records mentions willows as the nest site, with frequent mention of nettles 
(Urtica dioica), blackberry vines (Rubus ursinus), grasses, and “briars,” and occasional mention of 
cattails (Typha latifolia), tule (Schoenoplectus acutus), alder/elder (possibly Alnus rhombifolia), and 
oaks (likely Quercus agrifolia). 

In addition to the notes on the cards for the nest records, the breeding habitat known to be chosen 
by these species can lend some evidence to the types of riparian habitats available at these locations. 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo. This species was extirpated as a breeding species from all of Los 
Angeles County by the 1950s. The optimum habitat described for the species is willow-
cottonwood old-growth “jungles” with a dense understory of blackberry, nettles, or wild 
grape (Grinnell and Miller 1944). Description of breeding habitat in Los Angeles and Orange 
counties are all of willow, sometimes second-growth (Schneider 1900, Jay 1911). 
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Western Wood-Pewee. Prefers open riparian habitat, at edges and with dead limbs present. 
Favors trees with open branchwork (Grinnell and Miller 1944). Was found “near Los Angeles” 
(Grinnell 1898). 

Willow Flycatcher. Nests in thickets of willows (Grinnell and Miller 1944). Used to be 
“common in summer in the willow regions of the low-lands” (Grinnell 1898). 
Yellow Warbler. Strongly associated with willows, in mature riparian woodlands with mixes 
of willow, cottonwood, alder, sycamore, oak, and aspen (Grinnell and Miller 1944). 
Sometimes nests in orchards and in recent decades has nested along the Los Angeles River in 
Los Feliz (R. Barth observation).  

Common Yellowthroat. This species is associated with low, wet, dense vegetation. In 
California, this includes tules and cattails bordering wetlands or thickets with willow and 
blackberry vines (Grinnell and Miller 1944). Similar current day habitat in Los Angeles 
County is found at the Whittier Narrows.  

Yellow-breasted Chat. Breeding of this species represents dense riparian growth, probably 
willows with tangles of brush in the understory, but not necessarily over damp ground 
(Grinnell and Miller 1944).  

Song Sparrow. Prime breeding habitat is described as river bottom thickets of nettles, 
blackberries, and willows, in addition to freshwater and saltwater marshes (Grinnell and 
Miller 1944). 

Blue Grosbeak. Nesting habitat would have been dense growth of riparian understory 
species with open areas nearby for foraging (Grinnell and Miller 1944). 

Black-headed Grosbeak. Will nest in riparian woodland, shrubby oak woodland, and open 
coniferous forest (Grinnell and Miller 1944).  

Swainson’s Thrush. In southern California at low elevations, Swainson’s Thrush breeds in 
willow-alder riparian zones (Grinnell and Miller 1944), with nearly all in Los Angeles County 
being found in willows (Grinnell 1898). 

Warbling Vireo. This species nests in mixed willow, alder, and cottonwood growth along 
streams at lower altitudes (Grinnell and Miller 1944). Oaks may also be part of the habitat 
mix.  

Wilson’s Warbler. Dense thickets of shrubby growth next to water features are used for 
breeding. In the lowlands of California this is usually made up of riparian growth of willow, 
alder, dogwood, blackberry, poison oak, and ferns (Grinnell and Miller 1944). 

The search for bird nest records was focused on these species, which were more-or-less found to be 
present, but the sheer volume of records precluded searching for indicators of other habitat types, 
such as oak woodlands. Therefore, absence of oak woodland indicator species does not mean that 
they were not also present at various locations within the study area. 

Together, the presence of the nesting bird species in various locations within the study area indicates 
the presence of particular types of riparian vegetation. They indicate a dense “jungle” of an 
understory with a range of shrub-sized plant species (blackberries, nettles, poison oak) in addition 
to emergent wetland plants (tules and cattails) in wetter locations.  
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2.4. Synthesis 

Synthesis of the historical datasets is presented in two parts. First is a consideration of the hydrology 
and resulting soil distribution in the Elysian Valley. Second is a description of the major vegetation 
communities of this riparian zone, building from the 1897 Compton and Dockweiler topographic map 
and integrating the results of other corroborating data sources. 

Hydrology and Soils 

A series of historical maps include depictions of the active river channel through the Elysian Valley 
(see Appendix C). Together they show a remarkably consistent pattern for a forty-year period 
ranging from 1880 through to the 1920s (Figure 2-18). Aerial photographs show that preliminary 
attempts at constraining the River with berms were in place by the 1920s, which is quite obvious in 
the straightened channel morphology on the 1928 topographic map. 

Through the San Fernando Valley, the floodplain of the Los Angeles River hugs the northern boundary 
of the Santa Monica Mountains, with a sinuous and shifting main channel. As it passes the eastern 
extent of the mountains themselves, it continues for a short distance along an older alluvial terrace 
and then cuts to the south just before the intersection with the Verdugo Wash. At this point, most of 
the channel paths show a westward loop into the area now developed into the Griffith Park Golf 
Course, then back to the east into the area near the intersection of present day Brunswick Avenue 
and Chevy Chase Drive. From there, the channel curved back to the west, butting up against the base 
of the mountains just north of Los Feliz Boulevard. From here to the confluence with the Arroyo Seco, 
the historic active channel more or less followed the route of the channelized River, but had a much 
larger floodplain. 

The soils maps provide additional detail beyond the active channel that define the area of alluvial 
stream terraces. In the 1903 and 1916 surveys, several soil types ranging from sand, fine sand, and 
fine sandy loam, show the alluvial deposits of the active channel (defined as Riverwash in one map) 
and raised terraces around the active channel which have to be seen as areas in which the channel 
has migrated in the relatively recent past. Confirmation that channels migrate within these floodplain 
soil types comes from the Dockweiler and Compton map, which shows marshy areas that are very 
clearly former channels located within the riparian-associated soil types of the floodplain. 

Historical photographs, both aerial and on the ground, illustrate that the active floodplain has become 
reduced over time by filling operations to reduce the distance required to be spanned by bridge 
construction and to expand the buildable area at the grade above the River. In some instances, the 
configuration of the River and floodplain terraces is etched into the current landscape. For example, 
Valleybrink Road north of Glendale Boulevard is located quite close to the edge of the modern 
floodplain and an older, higher alluvial terrace. The shape of the roads in this neighborhood reflect 
the old edges of the Los Angeles River floodplain, even though they are now several blocks from the 
concrete channel. 
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Figure 2-18 Pre-channelization paths of the Los Angeles River in the Elysian Valley. Some paths 

are partial and do not represent all historical resources outside the focus area. 
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Vegetation Communities 

The vegetation community types in the Elysian Valley Reach of the Los Angeles River would have 
included several types as follows. The historic distribution of these habitats is depicted in Figure 2-
19, as of the late 1800s. 

River Wash with Mulefat Thickets and Alluvial Scrub 
The main active channel of the River, in many locations along the Elysian Valley was likely almost 
entirely devoid of vegetation quite frequently. This would occur in areas where the channel scoured 
out the vegetation along the active channel, leaving unvegetated sand (see Figure 2-19). At other 
times, pioneer vegetation would have become established, such as Mulefat Thickets (Baccharis 
salicifolia Shrubland Alliance) (Sawyer et al. 2009) or alluvial scrub (Hanes et al. 1989). Alluvial scrub 
is classified within the Scale broom scrub Alliance (Lepidospatrum squamatum Shrubland Alliance) 
by Sawyer et al. (2009). 

Perennial and Ephemeral Freshwater Wetlands 
The Compton and Dockweiler maps unequivocally show “marshy” areas associated with past channel 
routes within the floodplain. Given how high the water table is in this reach of the River, these are 
likely to have been perennial, or near-perennial, freshwater wetlands. The presence of bird species 
requiring such habitats and mention of the requisite plant species (e.g., cattails, tules) in the various 
historical sources supports this conclusion. These wetlands could have been various classifications 
associated with the Typha (angustifolia, domingensis, latifolia) (Cattail marshes) Alliance (Sawyer et 
al. 2009). 

Willow Woodlands and Shrublands 
The lowlands of the Elysian Valley adjacent to the channel and in the active floodplain were 
dominated by willow thickets or forest. Willows are tolerant to inundation and are pioneer species 
of southern California riparian systems (Faber et al. 1989). Willows are described frequently in 
textual accounts of the River and visible on many photographs. Herbarium specimens from the Los 
Angeles River (although not all in this reach) include Salix lasiolepis and Salix exigua specimens. It is 
therefore likely that the most common alluvial riparian vegetation type would have been willow 
woodland. Specifically, the following Alliances (Sawyer et al. 2009): 

x Salix laevigata Woodland (Red willow thickets) 
o Association: Salix laevigata-Salix lasiolepsis Willow Woodland (Red willow-Arroyo 

willow thickets) 
x Salix gooddingii Woodland (Black willow thickets) 
x Salix lasiandra (formerly S. lucida) Woodland (Shining willow groves) 
x Salix exigua Shrubland (Sandbar willow thickets) 

Willow Woodlands are the dominant tree group mentioned across these records and indeed historic 
descriptions of the region emphasize willows as being especially abundant. The vegetation was also 
dynamic, with “brush” growing up in years between large flood events (Los Angeles Herald 1891). 
During years with health flow but no large floods, the main channel would become more distinct. 
“The great freshets of the [flood] years referred to above and the liberal volume of water flowing in 
years not producing an absolute flood, have made a much wider, deeper and clearer bed for the water 
courses than used to be” (Los Angeles Herald 1891). Sand bars forming in the River have long caused 
concern among City residents: “Bars have been formed in different localities and on these have 
sprung up rank growths of willows which unless removed will form the nucleus of obstructions that 
will in flood times turn the water from its natural channel and cause overflows of the lower land on 
either bank of the river” (Los Angeles Herald 1875). 
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Figure 2-19 Habitat distribution of the Elysian Valley in late 1800s, from Compton & Dockweiler 

survey (1897). Note: Riparian distribution extends on either side of the study area, into the San 
Fernando Valley to the west and south past the Arroyo Seco.  
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The understory of these woodlands would have been dense, as is described in the various textual 
accounts, including blackberries, nettles, poison oak, grapes, and other characteristic understory 
species (Faber et al. 1989). These descriptions are similar to those of the dense understory of riparian 
forest described in the Whittier Narrows along the San Gabriel River (Stein et al. 2007). 

California Sycamore - Coast Live Oak Woodland 
In the upper terraces outside of the more active lower zones, a different type of riparian forest was 
dominant. In this zone, sycamores would be widely scattered, along with coast live oaks. Both of these 
species are noted as individual trees in the 1897 map. Sycamores would have extended down into 
the lower terraces as well, being flood tolerant (Faber et al. 1989). Although not confirmed through 
specific records, Mexican elderberry would be found in this zone as well, as indicated by similar 
habitats in Orange County (Bowler 1989). This vegetation would be classified as California 
Sycamore–Coast Live Oak Woodland (Platanus racemosa–Quercus agrifolia Woodland) Association 
in the Platanus racemosa Woodland Alliance (Sawyer et al. 2009). 

Observations near downtown Los Angeles in the 1850s and 1860s described the presence of oaks 
and sycamores: “Sycamores and oaks were seen here and there, while the willow was evident in 
almost jungle profuseness, especially along river banks and along borders of lanes” (Newmark 1916). 
Oaks are also mentioned occasionally in association with the river in the San Fernando Valley. An 
1899 silver wedding anniversary was held “under the great oak trees that border the Los Angeles 
River at the north entrance of the Cahuenga pass” (Los Angeles Herald 1899). 

2.5. Discussion 

The purpose of this historical ecology investigation is to uncover the spatial distribution of habitat 
types and their dynamic nature along the Los Angeles River in the Elysian Valley. It is not a template 
for restoration, nor is any historical ecology description (Stein et al. 2010), given the irreversible 
changes associated with the channelization of the River and urban development of the floodplain. 
The combination of an increased understanding of the historically present habitat types and an 
assessment of the current opportunities and constraints could, however, lead to an ecologically 
informed habitat enhancement and creation plan. 

The historic floodplain of the Los Angeles River through the Elysian Valley extends far beyond the 
current channel area and into what are now commercial, industrial, and residential districts. It is 
therefore highly unlikely that flood dynamics similar to the historic conditions will ever be restored 
and that the flood prevention functions of the main channel must be preserved more or less in place. 
Assuming for the moment that the main channel will remain in place with possible changes to the 
channel morphology, the historical habitat types and their distributions do inspire some restoration 
options. 

First, construction of emergent marsh habitats similar to the marshy backchannel habitats found in 
the historic floodplain is feasible and could serve multiple functions. Such emergent wetlands, either 
perennially inundated or seasonally inundated, would be ideally suited for creation where storm 
drains open into the main channel, allowing the wetlands to serve stormwater quality mitigation in 
addition to providing habitat for wetland associated species. To be maximally effective in providing 
habitat for sensitive species, the hydrology and plantings should be inspired by the “jungle”-like 
profusion of dense understory plant species. Doing so might require lowering the ground plane to be 
closer to the water table and re-creating a river channel bank that is pulled back from the existing 
concrete channel. Excavating to create floodplain wetlands outside the channel would involve 
removing fill that was used to constrain the channel as urbanization encroached upon it in the 1900s. 
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Another reason to pursue habitat creation outside of the main channel is that a more natural 
hydrological regime might be achieved. The main channel is currently inundated year-round by 
effluent from water reclamation plants (WRPs), which creates volumes of dry weather surface flows 
and perennial flows that are not evident in the historical record. To the contrary, bare sand and very 
little surface flow is seen in many of the photographs of the River in the summer and fall from the 
1930s and earlier. In the future, the treated WRP effluent water may no longer be discharged into the 
Los Angeles River, but until that point, off-channel restoration sites might be used to create alluvial 
scrub, mulefat scrub and wetland habitats that have the ephemerally wetted characteristics of the 
historical ecology. 

The development of the upper stream terraces, and even parts of the historical floodplain, for urban 
uses does not necessarily preclude their contribution to improved ecological functioning for the 
landscape. Researchers and landscape architects studying the oak savannas of the Santa Clara Valley 
in Northern California (Whipple et al. 2010) have proposed an effort to restore the density of valley 
oaks on the landscape that occurred historically by planting them within the urban fabric itself. This 
restoration of oak density is called “re-oaking” and should not only be consistent with existing land 
uses, it will probably increase sense of place and connection of the community to its environment. A 
similar project might be envisioned for the Elysian Valley. 

Any of the urban communities that are found on the stream terraces above the extent of the historic 
floodplain might be enhanced ecologically by aggressive planting of coast live oaks and California 
sycamores as street trees where conditions allow. This would serve the purpose of establishing a 
riparian alluvial tree cover that might approach historic extent and thereby be used by a range of 
wildlife species characteristic of oak and sycamore woodlands. It would provide a stepping-stone for 
bird species that might be found in Elysian Park, Griffith Park or along the channelized Los Angeles 
River to move between these two areas. Importantly, it could potentially galvanize a greater public 
understanding of the spatial extent of the river-associated habitats and draw attention to the 
floodplain and channel as an interrelated system. 
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