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THE CONTROL OF NA TUR.E 

LOS ANGELES AGAINST THE MOUNTAINS-I 

I
N Los Angeles ver· 

sus the San Ga­
briel Mountains, it 

is not always clear 
which side is losing. 
For example, the Gen· 
ofiles, Bob and Jackie, 
can claim to have lost 
and won. They live on 
an acre of ground so 
high that

° 

they look 
across their pool and 
past the trunks of big
pines at an aerial view 
over Glendale and 
across Los Angeles to 
the Pacific bays. The 
setting, in cool dry air, 
is serene and Mediter­
ranean. It has not been 
everlastingly serene . 

On a February nig�t 
some years ago, the 
Genofiles were awak­
ene d  by a crash .of 
thunder-lightn ing 
striking the.mountain front. Ordinari­
ly, in their quiet neighborhood, oniy 
the creek beside them was likely to 
make much sound, dropping steeply out 
of Shields Canyon on its way to the 
Los Angeles River. The creek, like 
every component of all the river sys­
tems aCross the city from mountains to 
ocean, had not been left to nature. Its 
banks were concrete. Its bed was con­
crete. When boulders were running 
there, they sounded like a rolling 
freight. On a night like this, the 
boulders should have been running, 
The creek should have been a torrent. 
Its unnatural sound was unnaturally 
absent. There was, and had been, a lot 
of rain. 

The Genofiles had two teen-age 
children, whose rooms were on the up­
hill side of the one-story house. The 
window in Scott's room looked straight 
up Pine Cone Road, a cul-de-sac, 
which, with hundreds like it, defined 
the northern limit of the city, the con· 
frontation of the urban and the wild. 
Los Angeles is overmatched on one 
side by the Pacific Ocean and on the 
other by very high mountains. With 
respect to these principal boundaries, 
Los Angeles is done sprawling. The 
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San Gabriels, in their state of tectoruc 
youth, are rising as rapidly as any 
range on earth. Their loose irumical 
slopes flout the tolerance of the angle of 
repose. Rising straight up out of the 
megalopolis, they stand terr thousand 
feet above the nearby sea, and they are 
not kidding with this city. Shedding, 
spalling, self-destructing, they are dis­
integrating at a rate that is also among 
the fastest in the world. The pha­
lanxed commuruties of Los Angeles 
have pushed themselves hard against 
these mountains, an aggression that 
requires a deep defense budget to con· 
tend with th.e results. Kimberlee Gen­
ofile called to her mother, who joined 
her in Scott's room as they looked up 
the street. From its high turnaround, 
Pine Cone Road plunges downhill like 
a ski run, bending left and then right 
and then left and then right in steep 
christiarua turns for hall a mile above a 
three-hundred-foot straightaway that 
aims directly at the Genofiles' house. 
Not far below the turnaround, Shields 
Creek passes under the street, and there 
a kink in its concrete profile had �een 
plugged by mud and a six-foot boulder. 
Hence the silence of the creek. The 
water was· now spreading over the 

street. It descended in heavy sheets. As 
the young Genofiles and their mother 
glimpsed it in the all but total darkness, 
the scene was suddenly illuminated by a 
blue electrical flash. In the blue light 
they saw a massive blackness, moving. 
It was not a landslide, not a ·mudslide, 
not a rock avalanche; nor by any means 
was it the front of a conventional flood. 
In Jackle's·words, "It was just one big 
black thing coming at us, rolling, roll­
ing with a lot of water in front of it, 
pushing the water, this big black thing. 
It was just one big black hill coming 
toward us.,, 

In geology, it would be known as a 
debris flow. Debris flows amass in 
stream valleys and more or less resem­
ble fresh concrete. They consist of 
water mixed with a good deal 0£ solid 
material, most of which is above sand 
size. Some 0£ it is Chevrolet size. 
Boulders bigger than c,irs ride long 
distances in debris flows. Boulders 
grouped like fish eggs pour downhill in 
debris flows. The dark material com­
ing toward the Genofiles was not only 
£ul1 of boulders; it was so £ul1 of au­
tomobiles it was like bread dough 
mixed with raisins. On its way down 
Pine Cone Road, it plucked up cars 


































































