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Highland Park

La EstrELLa
6103 Figueroa street
—
Some Angelenos rank La Estrella’s tacos 
among the best in Los Angeles. Open 24 
hours, the stand is a popular stop where 
hipsters, locals and passersbys spill onto the 
street with Mexican-style sandwiches and 
fish burritos before ending the night. Try the Al 
Pastor, a marinated pork taco – it’ll run you a 
whopping dollar.

tHE BEardEd BEagLE
5926 Figueroa street
—
Owned by Matthew Lacasse and Rebecca 
Pieper, The Bearded Beagle has an 
impressive selection of men and women’s 
vintage clothing, shoes and accessories. A 
cowboy hat goes for $8 and a suede western 
belt for $6 – half of what comparable stores on 
Melrose Avenue are charging. Our advice: get 
here before prices skyrocket.  

tHank You ComiCs
5011 York Boulevard
—
Not just for comic book nerds, this shop has 
everything from erotic-themed zines to LGBT 
comics. 

WomBLEton rECords
5123 York Boulevard
—
Wombleton gets its reputation as being one 
of the best record shops in L.A. from its 
selection of first pressings and rare vinyl. It’s 
worth a visit for the retro décor alone.  

tHE York
5018 York Boulevard
—
Open till 2:00 a.m. every night, this gastropub 
is the perfect late-night hangout in Highland 
Park where you’ll find local and craft beers, a 
dining menu (the truffle mac and cheese is a 
must-try) and trivia night on Mondays.

La CuEvita
5922 Figueroa street
—
Free tacos, anyone? Get them at this bar from 
10:00 p.m. to midnight on Tuesdays. Feel 
like dancing? Themed nights include ’80s, 
rock, post-punk and disco music. Be sure to 
try the Northeast Side, one of their specialty 
cocktails. 

CaFé dE LECHE
5000 York Boulevard
—
The crowd at Café De Leche is part hipster 
and part celebrity, the mark of a soon-to-be 
post-gentrified Highland Park. But don’t 
let the environment distract you. This café 
makes a mean shot in the arm, like the 
Horchata Con Espresso.

HigHLand tHEatrEs
5604 Figueroa street
—
If you’re looking for the best price for first-run 
movies ($5 for matinees and $4 on Tuesdays 
and Wednesdays all day), it doesn’t get better 
than this.   

tHE HigHLand CaFé
5010 York Boulevard
—
This café is known equally for its chilaquiles as 
it is for its signature lattés, the Mayan and the 
James Brown. Come for the food and drink; 
stay, because you’re welcomed to till closing 
without the slightest ogle from the staff.

donut FriEnd
5107 York Boulevard
—
If the Bacon 182 – a maple glazed donut 
topped with regular or vegan bacon – doesn’t 
have you Instagramming, then the DIY donut 
will. Customers can customize their choice 
of donut with fillings, glazes and toppings. 
Bespoke donuts: the hallmark of a community 
in transition.

“I was mugged on Monte Vista and 53,” Moises Torres 
recalls, standing in front of a wall-mounted chalkboard 
that reads ‘Fourbarrel Coffee’ at The Highland Café where 
he works as a server. That was a couple of years ago in 
what was then a pre-gentrified Highland Park, a neigh-
borhood in Northeast L.A. with a horror show history of 
gang violence. Torres describes a drive-by shooting he 
witnessed by the recreation center when he was nine, one 
that involved his brother almost getting hit by a stray bul-
let. “Some of the kids I grew up with, they’re now locked up 
or in jail, they have kids, and some of them are dead. That 
was my experience,” says Torres, now 22.

These stories are jarring but also indicative of the 
area’s mushrooming transformation. The Highland Café is 
located on York, a street where you can find a DIY donut 
shop, a comic book store, one of L.A.’s most treasured 
record stores and, yes, Fourbarrel Coffee. “Walking the 
streets now,” Torres adds, “I feel a lot safer.” His judgment 
is shared by more than 600 real estate agents at Redfin, 
a brokerage and research center that ranked Highland 
Park at the very top of its 2013 list of up-and-coming 
neighborhoods for homebuyers. The neighborhood does 
indeed have a lot to offer. The median age of residents 
is 28, many of whom are ethnically diverse (the majority 
being Latino) with a growing number of artists. A one-bed-
room apartment rents for about $1,400. It’s walkable and 
served by the Metro Gold Line, which makes it accessible 
from Union Station, a hub for public transportation. Finally, 
the historic Craftsman homes set against Highland Park’s 
mountainous backdrop and cacti-lined streets evokes the 
charming life we associate with Southern California. 

There’s no doubt that Highland Park is going through a 
period of gentrification. To some, gentrification is a loaded 
word that brings up discussions of inequality, commercial-
ization, homogenization, and an attempt to remove a com-
munity’s identity. To others, like Torres, it means progress. 
All said, the area isn’t exactly polished. Figueroa Street, 
for example, is home to Stones Throw Records’ head 
office (notably, the DJ/producer Madlib resides in High-
land Park), one of L.A.’s best taco stands and the very first 
Forever 21 store location. These successful businesses 
are sandwiched between empty storefronts and ware-
house-like shops that seem to specialize in white T-shirts 

by the pack. No American Apparel or Urban Outfitters is 
present, which is nothing if not a sign that peak gentrifica-
tion has yet to be reached. Therein lies the appeal of High-
land Park at this very moment: an ‘it’ neighborhood in the 
making. An area on the cusp of joining the self-important 
‘American Neighborhoods Club’ whose proud members 
include Silver Lake and Williamsburg.

“How much do you want to pay?” Matthew Lacasse says 
after I hand him an untagged, 100% camel hair Bill Blass 
blazer. I propose $34, to which he replies, “How about 
$30?” That wasn’t the answer I was expecting. Then again, 
the prices at The Bearded Beagle, a vintage clothing store 
on Figueroa whose merchandise could rival any store on 
Melrose, weren’t what I was expecting. A Lee jacket was 
priced at $12 and a Harley Davidson tee went for $24. 
Prices at vintage clothing stores are a barometer of where 
a neighborhood is in its gentrification lifecycle. “We don’t 
want to just cater to the pseudo-hip people. We try to still 
still cater to the families that have been here, so we try to 
keep our price points reasonable,” explains Lacasse, 32, 
who co-owns the store with his wife. 

The growing interest in Highland Park has also made 
the area appealing to prospective business owners like 
Lacasse. The couple opened their shop in October 2013, 
initially considering real estate in established neighbor-
hoods like Silver Lake and Echo Park, but looked into 
Highland Park at the suggestion of one of their friends. 
“We liked how laid back it was, the potential for growth, 
and how it’s a little cutty. It adds to the excitement.” As 
for Lacasse, his view on the community’s urban renewal 
is more pragmatic. He warns that, in the beginning, art-
ists move to areas that nobody else finds desirable. This 
is followed by an influx of hipsters and a subsequent exo-
dus once gentrification has reached nauseating levels. 
“Everybody’s trying to push stuff and make things better 
and in the end it will always backfire and bite you in the 
ass.” 

None of this should be too surprising and, thankfully, 
Highland Park is still filled with fantastic bars, cafes, 
record stores and a movie theatre that are must-visits in 
L.A. if for no other reason than to witness this community 
turn a page. Here’s our guide to Highland Park.
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