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Places and People:  
The Geography of the Southland 

The  Los Angeles Region has one of  the most diverse 
cultural and physical landscapes in the World! 

Every summer for many decades, millions of visitors come to Southern 
California to play on our lovely beaches, to visit on of our many amusement 

parks, to enjoy our sunny weather and 
maybe, if they’re lucky, to see a famous 
movie star.   

Over the years, quite a few visitors 
decided that they liked Southern 
California so much that they moved 
here.  Why do you think so many people 
have moved to Los Angeles?  What are 
some the great things, sometimes called 
pull factors,  about Southern California 
that have attracted people from around 
the United States and the world?  Were 
you or your parents born in Southern 
California?   What about your 
grandparents?  Was your teacher born in Los Angeles, Ventura or Orange County?  
People who investigate questions about migration, are called demographers.  If you 
could be a demographer would you find out why people move to Los Angeles?   

Climate in the South Land 
One of the main reasons people have decided to make Southern California their home 
is the mild climate.   Climate is a term that refers to weather patterns in a region.  How 
would you describe the climate of Southern California?  Does it rain a lot?  Is it sunny 
most of the time?  Does it snow often?  How are winters different than summers?  
One way to describe the climate of a region is with a climograph.  A climograph is a 
graph on which average monthly temperature and average monthly precipitation is 
plotted for a place.    

Unit 

1 
I C O N  K E Y  

 Valuable information 

 Test your knowledge 

 Surfin’ Safari 

 Check it out! 

E 

3.1 Students describe 
the physical and 
human geography and 
use maps, tables, 
graphs, photographs, 
and charts to organize 
information about 
people, places, and 
environments in a 
spatial context.  
*Identify geographical 
features in their local 
region (e.g., deserts, 
mountains, valleys, hills, 
coastal areas, oceans, 
lakes).  
*Trace the ways in which 
people have used the 
resources of the local 
region and modified the 
physical environment 
(e.g., a dam constructed 
upstream changed a 
river or coastline).  
 

Figure 1: People enjoying Leo Carillo State Beach.   Why is the 
weather nice at the beach so often.? 
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The climograph below describes the climate of Santa Monica, a place you may have 
visited to ride a roller coaster or play on the beach.   The climate in Santa Monica is 
very mild.  The temperature does not change much throughout the year, rarely getting 
above 80 degrees or below 50 degrees Fahrenheit.  The average yearly temperature is 
just over 60 degrees.  There are not many rainy days in Santa Monica either, especially 
during the summer.   On average Santa Monica gets only about 13 inches of rain a 
year.  Some places in the California can get that much rain in one month!    

Santa Monica Pier: Climograph
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Figure 2: Climograph for Santa Monica.   The bars on the graph show how much rain falls in Santa Monica, on average each month.  
Use the scale bar on the left for precipitation.  The line with markers shows the average monthly temperature in Santa Monica.  Use 
the scale bar on the right for temperature.  The bar and diamond marker above the word “Year” show the total rainfall and average 
temperature for Santa Monica Pier. 

Many places in the Southland have a climate similar to Santa Monica’s, especially the 
areas near beaches in Ventura and Orange County, but the valleys in the Southland are 

drier, and get hotter in the summer.  They also get colder in the 
winter.  The San Fernando, Santa Clarita, Conejo and Antelope 
Valleys, as well as the Inland Empire are all cut off from the 
most of the ocean breezes that help keep the temperature 
almost constant at the coast.   Air that blows across the vast 
Pacific Ocean is cooled by it in the summer, making the beach 
comfortable on hot days. That same air is heated a great deal as 
it passes over any of the Southland’s mountain ranges as it 
heads toward the valleys in the Southland.  It is not uncommon 
for the valleys to be over 100 degrees Fahrenheit in the 

summer.  In the winter, the Pacific Ocean can act like a heater, warming the air that 
passes over it and delivering it to the areas near the coast.   Again, the valley areas also 

 
Make A Climograph! 
 

You can make a 
climograph for Los 
Angeles, or any other 
place in the United States.   

 

Climographs can help you 
practice reading and 
making graphs while you 
learn about weather, 
climate and geography. 

 

The Geographer’s tools 
section at the end of this 
text has a blank 
climograph and 
instructions on how to 
make one. 

 

You can also visit the 
California for Educator’s 
website for instructions on 
how to make a climograph 
using a computer, perhaps 
the ones in your classroom 
or school computer lab. 
 

Visit: 
www.csun.edu/~cfe/    
 

Compare and 
Contrast: The 
appendix has several 
climographs from other 
locations in the 
Southland, California and 
the United States.   
Compare those with 
Santa Monica’s and try 
to figure out how being 
close to an ocean affects 
a place’s climate. 

http://www.csun.edu/~cfe/
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are cut off from this air in the winter, allowing them to get colder.  Some inland areas 
occasionally get snow, and schools are closed.  Has this ever happened at your school?   

The mountains that cut the ocean breezes off from the valleys in the Southland are 
famous for their beauty, but they are important in other 
ways as well.   As we have already seen, they act as a 
barrier to wind, making the valleys hotter in the summer, 
but they also keep air pollution from being quickly swept 
to the east.   The mountains provide a home some of the 
wildlife that remains in the region.  What sort of animals 
do you think live in the mountains near your home? 

There are several mountain ranges in the Southland. The 
best known mountains in the region are probably the 

Santa Monica Mountains, which start in Ventura 
County near Oxnard and stretch toward downtown 
Los Angeles.  If you’ve been to the Los Angeles Zoo 
in Griffith Park or to Hollywood, you’ve probably 
noticed the Hollywood Hills, which are also the eastern 

most part of the Santa Monica Mountains. 

The San Gabriel Mountains are much higher than the Santa Monica Mountains and lie 
to the north and east of Los Angeles.   Beyond the San Gabriel Mountains are deserts.  
If you live in the San Fernando Valley, you may have noticed the Simi Hills in the west, 
the Santa Susana Mountains to the North and the Santa Monica’s in the South. 

Much of the northern half of Ventura County is mountainous.  The Topa Topa 
Mountains and the Emdigio Mountains in Ventura County are home to the nearly 
extinct California Condor, and are great for hiking. 

Orange County has the Chino Hills in the northeastern corner of the county and the 
Santa Ana Mountains along most of the eastern border.  The winds that sometimes 
tear through the Southland in the fall are called the Santa Ana winds.  Wildfires are a 
danger when the Santa Ana winds are blowing strong out of the desert and toward the 
ocean.   Do you remember the last time Santa Ana winds fanned wildfires in the 
Southland? 

Find the Mountains! 
 Go out onto the playground 
with a map of the region.  Find 
north first, then see if you can 
see any of the local mountain 
chains.   What is the name or 
names of the mountains near 
your school? 
 
See the map in this text to find 
the names and locations of 
mountains in Southern 
California. 
 
When you ride in a car with your 
parents or friends, quiz them on 
their knowledge of  Southland 
Mountains. 

Figure 3:  The famous Hollywood sign.  The 
mountains of the Southland have become a 
symbol of the glamour of the movie industry, 
but they play a big role in the weather, traffic 
and housing as well. 
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Southern California’s “Health Seekers” 
 Americans have been attracted to southern California by its climate since 
the days of the Gold Rush (which began in 1848).  In the early days, people didn’t 
come just because the climate was pleasant, however.  They came because they 
thought the climate would cure them of diseases.  Before modern doctors 
discovered how germs work, people thought that health and sickness were directly 
caused by the climate.  They believed that temperature, air pressure and the 
amounts of rainfall and sunshine in the place you lived made you either sick or 
healthy.  For this reason, gold miners who got sick in northern California would 
go south to Los Angeles in hopes of getting healthy.   
 But the trip was not easy.  In the 1800s, people had to ride horses, sit in 
wagons or walk the whole way on bumpy, dusty paths.  It took weeks to travel 
from northern to southern California.  It was difficult if you were healthy and 
strong, let alone if you were sick and exhausted.  Therefore not many “health 
seekers” (as such people were called) came to Los Angeles in those early days.   
 Eventually, though, the trip got easier.  Railroad lines were built linking 
Los Angeles to northern California and the rest of the country.  The first line (the 
Central Pacific) was completed in 1865, and the second (the Southern Pacific) in 
1876.  Now health seekers (and others) from the north, the Midwest and the east 
coast could get to the Southland easily.  The little pueblo of Los Angeles suddenly 
swelled with thousands of new arrivals.  Some of them were encouraged to come 
by a popular book, Charles Nordhoff’s California: For health, pleasure and residence 
(1873).  Nordhoff’s book widely popularized the health myth just three years 
before the Southern Pacific Railroad arrived in Los Angeles.  Today a street 
named after Nordhoff’s grandson – another famous writer – runs across the 
northern San Fernando Valley.   
 Once they got to southern California, many health seekers followed health 
programs that seem strange to us today:  some drank seawater and plunged into 
icy-cold coastal waters, for example.  Many of them stayed in hospitals called 
sanataria (sanatorium in singular) in the foothills of the surrounding mountains.  
This was the place where the climate was thought to be best for curing diseases.  
 The presence of so many elderly and sickly people made Los Angeles an 
unusual place in the 1870s and 1880s.  Usually frontier towns are filled with strong 
young men.  Los Angeles, by contrast, filled with “health seekers”.  Ironically, the 
large population of unhealthy people made Los Angeles a healthier place.  They 
complained about the city’s dark, badly drained and unhealthy areas.  They urged 
both commercial businesses and the city government to improve conditions and 
make the city brighter, open and clean (Baur 1951).  [possibly for this:  map of 
railroads; map of Nordhoff Street in SF Valley; map of CA showing Gold Country 
relative to southern Calif] 
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Wildfires in southern California 
 In October, 2007 over a dozen wildfires burned in southern California.  
Thousands of firefighters, supported by members of the U.S. military and 3000 
inmates from California prisons, fought against the flames for many days.  Still, 
the fires burned over half a million acres from Santa Barbara County to Mexico 
and destroyed over 2,000 homes.  Several people lost their lives, and many others 
were injured.  At the peak of the disaster nearly a million people had to evacuate 
their homes.   
 Smoke from the fires added pollution to the air of southern California.  
During the fires the air was so bad that an official in San Diego suggested that 
everyone in the whole city evacuate (Vigil, Jennifer. “Aguirre wants San Diego 
evacuated in wake of wildfires” San Diego Tribune. Oct. 24, 2007 From 
Wikipedia).     
 When the ashes finally cooled, southern Californians were upset.  They 
wanted to know why fires had happened.  How had they started?  Who was to 
blame?  Authorities announced that an arsonist had started one fire, and the public 
was angry.  An Orange County fire chief spoke for many when he said, “We 
desperately want to catch the people or person who did this.”  
((http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,304623,00.html California Officials Offer $150,000 
Reward to Find Arson Suspects in Deadly Wildfire Thursday, October 25, 2007)  Governor 
Arnold Schwarzenegger promised that “We will hunt down the people responsible 
for (the fire). We will not fail….If I were one of those people who started the fire, 
I would not sleep soundly."  Other people blamed the governor, though, because 
the airplanes that drop water on fires had not been used during the first days of 
the fire.  Why hadn’t the governor ordered the planes to fly sooner? 
 Fingers were being pointed, and blame was being directed here and there.  
 So who was really to blame?  An arsonist?  Only one of the many of 
October fires was caused by arson.  The governor?  The decision not to use the 
airplanes right away was made because the winds were too strong.  Flying planes 
would have been too dangerous for the pilots.  So who is left to blame?    

Southern California wildfires occur because of a combination of three 
natural conditions in our region:  dry summers, fire-hungry vegetation and Santa 
Ana winds.  In southern California, summers are hot and dry.  The native plants 
of the region have adapted special ways to survive while they wait for the winter 
rains to come.  For example, the woody plants of the mountains (chaparral and 
coastal scrub) have thick, waxy leaves which hold in moisture.  Still, by September 
and October these plants have become very dry.  If the plants catch fire, their 
woody branches and oily leaves will quickly burn.  Interestingly, that is exactly 
what these plants want to do.  The heat of the fires causes their seeds to sprout and 
their roots to re-grow.  These plants need to burn every few years in order to 
reproduce.   
 But mountainsides covered with hot, dry plants that want to burn are only 
part of the equation.  In September, October and November (just when the plants 
are driest and most likely to burn), Santa Ana winds blow across southern 
California.  These are hot, dry winds that come from the inland deserts.  
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Sometimes called “Devil’s breath” winds, the Santa Anas can gust at over 100 
miles per hour through the dry leaves and branches of the fire-hungry plants.  
When the plants catch fire, the winds act like bellows and fan the flames.  Once 
the fire gets going, it spreads quickly and is difficult to put out.   
 Every few years, wildfires burn in the mountains of southern California.  
The fires are caused by combinations of dry summers, fire-hungry plants and 
Santa Ana winds.  As long as we have these three things, we can be sure that fires 
will occur again in the future.  Perhaps the real question we should be asking is 
not, Who is to blame? but, Should we build houses where fires will surely get 
them?  The next time you drive through southern California mountains and see 
houses surrounded by fire-hungry plants, you might wonder if the houses will still 
be there after the next October….  
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The Southern California Coast (needs a map) 
 Overview 
 Look at the overall shape of the California coast.  You will notice that it 
goes roughly north to south all the way from Oregon to Point Conception.  
Here, the coast changes direction and goes east-west.  This point marks the 
location of the Santa Barbara Channel.  A channel is a narrow body of water in 
the sea.  The cluster of five Channel Islands (Anacapa, Santa Cruz, Santa Rosa, 
San Miguel, and Santa Barbara) form the outer border of the Channel 15-30 miles 
offshore from Santa Barbara, Ventura and Oxnard.  The islands have many 
plant and animal species that do not exist anywhere else in the world.  On Santa 
Cruz Island, for example, Ironwood is a delightful tree with very strange 
sawtoothed leaves.  Island Oak is like our mainland coast live oaks but with bigger 
leaves that are furry on the underside.  If you visit the Channel Islands you can see 
these and many other unique species.   
 Now look due east of Anacapa Island and you will see Point Dume, a 
headland on the Malibu coast.  North of Point Dume rise the Santa Monica 
Mountains, and north of them is the broad, flat San Fernando Valley.  To the 
east of Point Dume we find Santa Monica Bay.  Some of the region’s most 
popular beaches, such as Santa Monica Beach and Venice Beach, are here.  
The Los Angeles International Airport is also here, just south of the pleasure 
craft harbor, Marina del Rey.   
 At the southern end of Santa Monica Bay we find the Palos Verdes 
peninsula.  This hilly region has many beautiful beaches, bluffs and tide pools.   
 Next, the coast curls north at San Pedro Bay.  This is the location of the 
Port of Los Angeles, one of the busiest and most important ports in the world.  
Cargo ships from China, Japan, Taiwan, South Korea and other countries in 
Asia and around the world unload (and load up with) goods here.  Continue south 
and you will find Huntington Beach and Balboa Beach in Orange County. 
 
The Channel Islands 
 
 
 
The Journey of Sand  
 Everybody loves to play in the sand at the beach.  But did you know the 
sand on most beaches is moving?  Its journey began in the mountains and will end 
in deep offshore canyons.  Most California beach sand starts out as rock in the 
coastal mountain ranges.  Over time, the work of tree roots, heating and cooling 
and other natural processes breaks the rock into pieces.  Rivers and streams carry 
these pieces downhill while breaking them into even smaller pieces.  Eventually 
the pieces settle in floodplains and lagoons.  Every few years a big flood washes 
the accumulated pieces out of river mouths and onto beaches.  Thus new beach 
sand is born.   
 But the journey of sand has only just begun.  Once it reaches the beach, 
sand moves (or drifts) because of ocean waves.  If you stand on the beach you 
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will notice that most waves do not come straight up the beach.  They come up at 
an angle, then flow straight back down, forming a lopsided arc.  In southern 
California, most waves come from the north.  The waves carry particles of sand in 
their arcs, moving them a small distance southward.  Thousands of waves 
simultaneously at work move our beach sand, arc by arc, along the shore.  
Offshore, even more sand is drifting in the direction of the waves.  Eventually, the 
sand sinks into one of several deep canyons that lie offshore.  The path of the 
sand journey, from river mouth to offshore canyon, is called a littoral cell.  
Southern California has five littoral cells 
(http://coastalchange.ucsd.edu/st3_basics/littoralcell.html).   

In the distant future geologic processes may lift the sand in offshore 
canyons as new mountain material.  Then the sand journey will begin again.   

  
Human interference with the sand journey 
 The journey of sand is a natural process.  But what happens when humans 
block this process?  As we know, sand begins its journey as rock in the mountains.  
Streams carry broken rock pieces to the coast.  But sometimes humans build a 
dam in a stream.  The dam blocks the flow of rock pieces, or sediment.  The 
sediment builds up behind the dam rather than continuing to the coast.  You can 
see an example of this at the Rindge Dam on Malibu Creek in Malibu Creek 
State Park.  The dam was built in 1924.  Originally, there was a reservoir behind 
it.  Since then the reservoir has filled with rock and sediment (picture).  
 When sediment from the mountains becomes trapped behind dams, the 
beaches below can run out of sand.  Remember, the sand on the beach is moving 
along the littoral cell.  Eventually all of it will sink into the submarine canyon.  
Unless new sand enters the cell, its beaches can disappear completely!   
 
Beaches protect houses 
 When a beach disappears, everybody loses.  The public loses a wonderful 
recreational area.  The nearby businesses lose customers and money.  The city 
loses tax money from those businesses.  But the people who lose the most are 
homeowners.  Look at the houses in the photo (Gold Coast houses, eg.)  They are 
protected from the waves by the wide, sandy beach.  If the beach disappears, then 
the waves will smash into the houses.  (show photo of this)  What can 
homeowners do when a beach disappears? 
 Often, they build seawalls.  A seawall is a wall in the sea that runs parallel 
to the shore.  It blocks incoming waves and protects the houses behind it.  
Another option is to build a groin.  A groin is like a seawall, but is perpendicular 
to the shore.  It blocks the drifting sand, and makes the beach wider on the 
updrift side.   Seawalls and groins can help when beaches are shrinking.  
However, they further interfere with sand drift and can create new problems.   
 Another solution is to bring sand from other areas and pump it where 
needed.  However, sand pumping is very expensive (about $5 per cubic yard) and 
is not a permanent solution.   
 


