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INTRODUCTION


THEY SAY THAT LOS ANGELES DOESN’T TREASURE ITS PAST.


How, then, to explain Chateau Marmont?


For nearly ninety years, as a city and a world changed utterly around it, this unique building, perched above a famous road in West Hollywood, has stood steadily as an oasis of quiet, gentility, privacy, and bohemian charm, a clubhouse for people too rich and famous to belong to clubs, a bolt-hole, a trysting place, a recovery room, a hideaway, an opium den, an atelier, a last resort.


A snow-white fairy castle with slate-gray roofs, a dozen or so gables, and a dominating turret, it sits on a hill overlooking one of Southern California’s busiest and most famous streets and has appeared, from the day it opened, as if it came from another world entirely. “The Chateau is a fluke, a marvelous fluke,” according to the architecture critic Edgardo Contini. “In the midst of endless low-rise, it is a striking high-rise, like a cathedral in a medieval town.” And its singular appearance houses an equally singular history.


From Greta Garbo to Howard Hughes, Bette Davis to Marilyn Monroe, Jim Morrison to Tony Randall, Johnny Depp to Lindsay Lohan, Chateau Marmont has drawn the most iconoclastic and outlandish personalities from the worlds of film, music, and other creative arts. It has been the site of wild parties and scandalous liaisons, of creative breakthroughs and marital breakdowns, of one-night stands and days-long parties, of famous triumphs and untimely deaths.


It was built with a mind toward luxury, status, permanence; it became known for privacy, discretion, transience. It began as a dream of high living, settled into a steady hum of quiet gentility, then slipped into something more like practical value, gradually devolving into shabbiness, nearly becoming a dive, its arc mirroring the rise, plateau, and fall of the neighborhood in which it sat. But the Chateau never lost its place near the heart of the cultural story of the day, even as the tenor of that day changed again and again. And in the twenty-first century, when, by the arithmetic of Hollywood, it ought to have become anathema simply by virtue of its age, it turned out to be more robust than ever, chic and glamorous and glowing as never before, lifting its environs along with it into a prosperous new era.


People from all walks of life have found in Chateau Marmont a place to get their bearings while navigating the unfathomable depths of Los Angeles or, in particular, the shark-infested shallows of Hollywood. And people who know those waters well have relied on the Chateau as a patch of dry land—private, quiet, undemanding, even serene—where they could recuperate, revive, create, cavort, or otherwise behave in ways that they wouldn’t necessarily at home.


Over the years, the Chateau has responded to this need for restorative isolation with tolerance and comfort, provided by a staff that could be relied upon to say nothing of what went on before their eyes or under their noses. “You can have a very, um, elaborate social life there, if you like,” said the actress Geraldine Fitzgerald, “or you can live the nun’s life, very monastic.” Or, as another frequent visitor put it, “Just check in at the desk, and nobody ever need see you again. You could die here if you wanted, and they wouldn’t always be bothering you, sticking notes under your door.”


Hollywood has hotels that are more luxurious, handsome, exclusive, and prestigious, with bigger rooms and grounds, with finer restaurants, with shops and tennis courts and day spas and nightclubs and VIP services and other amenities. But it has only one Chateau Marmont, its castle on a hill, guarding secrets since before movies could talk or Sunset Boulevard was completely paved.


The Chateau has spent nearly a century perched on the eastern edge of the Sunset Strip like the Rock of Gibraltar, a landmark defining a transition, a way station giving harbor to vagabonds, a milestone, a sentinel, a keep. For all that, the building long managed a kind of anonymity. Everyone has heard about it; everyone knows it on sight; everyone has trafficked rumors about it; and everyone who is anyone has at one time or another visited it. But until John Belushi’s tabloid-feeding death-by-misadventure on the premises, more than fifty years after the hotel opened, relatively few Los Angeles residents outside the world of show business could say exactly where the Chateau was or precisely name the castle-like edifice on the hillside where Sunset Boulevard melts into the Sunset Strip. People who commuted past it daily for years recognized it and knew it was … a mansion, maybe, or a dormitory, or something to do with the movies or Scientology or some cult. It was an architectural curiosity even in a town where the vernacular building style was as coherent as a salad bar, seemingly parachuted into the most modern of streets from some other place and time. It barely announced its presence, sporting a minimal sign that passersby might even mistake as pointing to some other building. It didn’t advertise. It simply was. All of which made it, to a certain way of viewing luxury, privacy, celebrity, and Hollywood … perfect: a place of secrets standing right out in the open, hidden in plain sight like Edgar Allan Poe’s purloined letter.


Perhaps that’s why it has been such a magnet for legends, whispers, half-truths, gossip, suspicion. The stories that center on the Marmont—real and fictitious—span generations: Greta Garbo owned the place in secret (not true); Jean Harlow took lovers while resident with husband number three not long after the suicide of husband number two (pretty much true); Howard Hughes leased a suite simply to spy on the flesh available at poolside (true-true); F. Scott Fitzgerald suffered a heart attack there during a midday tryst (not true); Vivien Leigh mourned the end of her marriage to Laurence Olivier in a suite plastered with photos of him (true); Rock Hudson met his first live-in lover there, the nephew of the hotel manager (not true); James Dean met Rebel Without a Cause director Nicholas Ray by entering his bungalow via the window rather than the door (not quite); Anthony Perkins used the phone booth in the lobby because he didn’t want the switchboard operator to listen in on his personal calls (sadly true); Jim Morrison climbed the ornate balconies and rooftops in drug-fueled antics (mostly, sorta); Led Zeppelin rode motorcycles through the lobby (nuh-uh); Scarlett Johansson and Benicio Del Toro hooked up in the elevator on Oscar night (Who can say?); Lindsay Lohan got the boot after racking up—and failing to pay—nearly $50,000 in charges in less than two months (all too true); and so on.


Over the decades, the chance to steep in the atmosphere that generated these stories, apocryphal or not, has drawn visitors as reliably as any advertising campaign ever could. Chateau Marmont is the ultimate Hollywood hotel because it is, like Hollywood itself, bigger than life even when it is obviously fake.


The story of Chateau Marmont parallels the story of Hollywood so thoroughly as to be inseparable from it: the silent era, the golden age of the studios, the rise of television, the influx of foreign cinema, the rebel heyday of the sixties and seventies, the blockbuster era, the indie movie upsurge, and the current mingling of film and digital media. At desks in various of its suites and bungalows, Hollywood screenwriters have produced scripts for films as diverse as The Music Man, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, The Day of the Locust, The Color Purple, and Wild Palms. And at least one cinematic masterpiece and cultural landmark—Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause—might not have been made at all if its creators hadn’t had the Chateau as a laboratory and workshop. Likewise, the chronology of the music business, from the era of the big bands and crooners to the many generations of rock and pop and hip-hop, has been tied to the hotel’s history. Key figures from every era have slept, worked, and partied there, from Duke Ellington to Miles Davis to the Velvet Underground to Carly Simon to Rick James to Bono, and many of them have composed material at the hotel that they went on to record and release. So too painters, photographers, fashion designers, advertising executives: Sometimes they have created works of genius while in residence, sometimes flops. In some cases they’ve checked into the place to indulge in clandestine appetites, in some to escape persecution, in some because their homes were no longer open to them, in some because they needed a home away from home while they tried to get themselves—or their careers—back together, in some because great opportunities were spread out before them in the Southern California sun.


But the story of Chateau Marmont is even more than the story of a century of popular creativity. It is also the story of a very specific place, namely Hollywood and, even more precisely, the Sunset Strip. When the Chateau opened in 1929, the Strip was a dream, with only a few low-slung buildings dotting a rutted dirt road that connected the edges of Los Angeles and Beverly Hills. As the Strip added paving and showbiz agencies and swank nightspots, the Chateau became known as a reliably quiet and comfortable place for out-of-towners who didn’t want to succumb to the glitz and tinsel of the movie colony, as Hollywood was called. After World War II, when the Strip became a haunt of rebels and teens and the fashionably countercultural, so did the Chateau, opening its doors to all—straight, gay, sober, addled, black, white, from all walks of life, at reasonable prices, making up with discretion and tolerance what it might have lacked in luxurious touches. When the Strip exploded in unrest in the sixties, and, soon after, when the action along it slowed, the Chateau entered a period of decline, finding rescue in an owner who fell in love with it and kept it alive when the idea of demolishing it altogether seemed tenable. And then a visionary came along, seeing in the Chateau and the surrounding Strip undervalued assets that, with patient restoration and a certain sense of style and, yes, some sizable investment, could bloom again into something glamorous, chic, and exclusive—more so, indeed, than at any time in their existence. Other Hollywood hotels have great claims to history: the Beverly Hills, the Beverly Wilshire, the Hollywood Roosevelt, the Beverly Hilton, and the Bel-Air, as well as such bygone icons as the Garden of Allah and the Ambassador. But among them all, Chateau Marmont has most perfectly mirrored its setting, and its setting has long been one of the shining mirrors of the culture of the entire world.


The tale of Chateau Marmont is a tale of investment and risk, bum luck, and great good fortune, visionaries and myopics, capitalists and laborers, celebrities and hangers-on, aspirants and has-beens, creators and sybarites, those who made and those who took—the gamut of a century’s worth of American dreamers, schemers, and strivers within the parameters of a few acres. It’s the story of the rise of Los Angeles and a roiling history of show business, a real estate saga and a string of simple human vignettes, a scrapbook of headlines and a junk heap of curiosities.


Everyone who has ever checked in to Chateau Marmont has had one thing in common: He or she has become part of the vital pulse of an inanimate object that hasn’t aged—indeed, has gotten more vibrant—even as everyone attached to it has grown old or passed away. The lifeblood of a hotel is the people who have stayed in it, who have worked in it, who have used it as a base from which to satisfy private desires or to pursue great public acclaim. Actors and writers, musicians and deal makers, desk clerks and maids and parking valets and waiters, the stars and the investors and the people who’ve not been inside the walls but have always wished they could be: They live and they die as they pass through Chateau Marmont, and the Chateau gives them all what they need from it when their needs arise, a never-ending source of shelter, privacy, convenience, and stability for wanderers, speculators, and visionaries.


The Chateau has managed all this despite being small—only sixty-three rooms, including its (in)famous bungalows, at its current largest—and despite not providing, for most of its existence, some of the primary amenities expected of a swank hostelry: a restaurant, a bar, shops, salons, a spa, fitness facilities, a full-scale room service operation, even a swimming pool—they only dug one after World War II. To some, the lack of these tokens of luxury living made the Marmont seem déclassé and undesirable. But through another lens, these absences gave the place a special 
air: It seemed like a residence and not a way station, like an old European pensione and not some jazzed-up American mega-resort. The lack of high-end amenities in what was otherwise a high-end hotel was a quirk—and a litmus test: If you needed to be surrounded by the trappings of wealth, you went elsewhere; if you were a little more self-contained, low-key, modest, Chateau Marmont suited you just fine. “The Chateau is the only cheap hotel here that one can stay in and people don’t say, ‘Poor guy, he’s broke,’ you know?” explained playwright Burt Shevelove, a regular guest of the place. “And because of this you meet friends, stage people from New York. There’s a tendency to think that if an actor is staying here, he must be quite good.”


The combination of high-profile location and modest appointments meant that the Marmont occupied a special place in Hollywood’s geography. On the one hand, if you stayed there you were really in the middle of everything. On the other, you had to be near so much because your hotel offered (relative to its deluxe competitors) so little. For the pampered and status conscious, Chateau Marmont, however charming and central, was a no-go. Which, of course, made it perfect for other sorts. Among the hundreds of famous names that have been entered into the hotel’s guest registry, many belonged to Europeans (especially Britons) who don’t necessarily expect every hotel to be an all-inclusive resort. Many as well have belonged to creative artists lured to Hollywood to work but determined not to go Hollywood. For decades, the hotel’s shabby-chic furnishings and creature discomforts gave them the sense of resisting the sirens’ call … even as they cozied right up to the sirens’ rocky outpost and made a nest for themselves. It was, ironically, an icon for iconoclasts, a comfortable hideaway that you stayed in to prove that you didn’t care about comfort, a spot famous for being obscure, treasured for its scruff, sworn to by those allergic to allegiances.


A hotel can signal a getaway, a holiday, a spree, but it is also a vault of secrets, a haven, a port in a storm, a home away from home. People come and go from hotels all day every day for weeks, months, years. But a great hotel gives the impression of always being there, of having always been there, of being there forevermore. You can trust the Plaza, the Ritz, the Connaught, the Drake, the St. Francis, because their long histories include personages and episodes and scandals grander than anything the present day can serve up; they’re almost natural phenomena, like canyons or waterfalls. Chateau Marmont, from the start, was intended to impart that sensation in its very structure, in the walls and floors and windowpanes. Its success in doing so for almost a century can be credited, in part, to ownership that did its utmost to cater to its clients’ preferences and to stalwart employees who worked in the shadows, serving celebrities whose needs and privacy they respected as their own.


But in part, too, it can be credited to the very bones of the building. The Marmont offered advantages that few other hotels could match. The small scale means a more select clientele—and arguably one less likely to gawp at celebrities than folks might elsewhere. Because it was built as an apartment house and not as a hotel, there were aspects of the very layout that abetted anyone wishing to keep a low profile. It wasn’t necessary to walk through the lobby to get to your room, for example; you could park in the basement garage and head right upstairs in an elevator. And if you stay in one of the famous bungalows on the property, you don’t have to enter the hotel proper at all; you come and go through a back entrance as if you truly live there and aren’t just a temporary guest, perhaps the best arrangement of all for someone—a movie actor, say—who needs to be in Southern California to work for a month or two but wants, in some portion of his or her brain, to deny it. For practitioners of the most public of businesses, living the most public of lives, it is ideal, at once well-known and anonymous, just like a movie star trying to pass for an ordinary civilian at a coffee shop.


To tell the story of an institution—to write the biography of a thing—it’s useful to speak of the humans whose lives have crossed it. In the case of Chateau Marmont, that means three sets of people. First, and most of all, there are the many thousands of guests whose passage through the halls and grounds has supported the hotel and given it life and purpose, in particular the ones who, through their connection to the popular or fine arts, have names—and creations attached to those names—that make us all curious about the details of their lives. Next come the employees, frequently anonymous but often crucial and even definitive of the place, whether they’ve been general managers who set the tone for guest relations, or switchboard operators who protect (or, sometimes, invade) privacy, or parking valets who inhabit a subterranean world where some of the hotel’s most incredible secrets are bared. Finally, but perhaps most important, we have the owners, the men (and they have all been men) who built and transformed and expanded and restored and bought and sold and defined the place, the kings of this not-quite-a-castle, more royal within its confines than even the most exalted celebrities who have taken rooms in it.


Among this most select line, five stand out: the unlikely dreamer who envisioned and built the place; the venturesome businessman who turned it into a hotel; the canny investor who held it in an impersonal grip but fostered it and added to it and gave it some important aspects of its character; the gruff contractor who thought he’d found a tax write-off and fell in love with and rescued it; and the slick East Coast hotelier, a man who brought a never-before-known level of polish, sophistication, cachet, and allure to the place and, to date, has held it longer than any previous owner.


These five—plus perhaps half a dozen others whose hands the Chateau passed through as a financial asset, sometimes for long enough for them to do some ruinous harm to it out of indifference—have been guardians of a trust, wittingly or not, insurers of a kind of cultural continuity rare in Southern California. They have sometimes been tempted to liquidate, level, or abandon the hotel, but something in it has made them persist. And the result of their doggedness, their vision, their belief, is a legend now entering its tenth decade of existence with an energy more robust, a business model more lucrative, and a name more famous than it has ever enjoyed.


One of the great aspects of the Chateau today is that it connects people to the past, to simpler, grander, brighter, perhaps naughtier times. But that, like so much of what passes for reality in Hollywood, is illusory. Chateau Marmont is made of stone, steel, wood, glass, and iron, not “aura” or “mystique” or “je ne sais quoi.” And to the extent it possesses any of those characteristics, it has accrued them through hard work, dodgy times, lucky breaks, quirks of history, and dashes of wildness, recklessness, determination, endurance, and happenstance.


This is the story of all that.




Part One


The Dream (1927–1932)
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A classic postcard image. Author’s collection





Before there was a Chateau Marmont, before there were limos to park, bags to schlep, parties to throw, secrets to keep, paparazzi to elude, and divorces, bacchanals, sunburns, and career missteps to recover from, before there was a Sunset Strip or even a Hollywood, there were onions and poinsettias and avocados growing on hillsides above a dirt road, and there were speculators and pioneers and dreamers imagining something great that no one else could see.


One of them, a well-connected attorney from Los Angeles, had the gumption, wherewithal, and perseverance to turn a vision of an Italianate castle on a rise in the Loire valley into an actual building on a corner of a town that had no name.


The history of California is the history of people reaching for the impossible and, often, actually stretching far enough to grasp it.


And Chateau Marmont was one of those unlikely fancies that emerged into the world, almost despite itself, just as the man who had first conceived it believed it would.


The Sunset Strip: The very name hints of color, ease, spectacle, titillation, destiny, speed, a narrow specificity, a transition, an in-between, a climax, a rending, the end.


For more than eighty years, the phrase “Sunset Strip” has been a global shorthand for a certain blend of decadence, fashion, music, sex, secrecy, and freedom. The swank supper clubs of the thirties and forties; the coffeehouses and drive-ins of the fifties; the overheated discotheques of the sixties; the hedonistic VIP rooms of the eighties, nineties, and first two decades of the twenty-first century: Our popular ideals of courtship, indulgence, glamour, and cool have been informed, in no small part, by the way people have comported themselves in the hotels, nightspots, eateries, boutiques, and showbiz offices lining those famed not-quite-two sinuous miles of West Hollywood.


At times, the Strip has been the bull’s-eye dead center of the pop world; at others, it’s been a minor but unignorable element of the cultural conversation. And always, just when it seems to have fallen off the map altogether, when it has been declared dead and abandoned for newer, shinier locales, some novelty emerges—folk rock, or hair metal, or a hot restaurant, or a revitalized hotel, or a tabloid-fueling tragedy—and the Sunset Strip is back on everyone’s radar.


But before it was the center of the world, it seemed more like the end of it.


You didn’t always need a satellite to see the edges of Los Angeles. In the mid-twenties, you could get in a car downtown and within half an hour find yourself at a spot where the paved road ended and bridle trails began.


Such a place was the intersection of Sunset Boulevard and the road that led north into Laurel Canyon. At that corner, Los Angeles’s bus and trolley lines made their last stops before turning back toward town. To the west, a cow path led through farmland—onion fields, poinsettia farms, and avocado groves—to the suburban city of Beverly Hills, some two miles farther along on the way to the sea.


At the time, L.A. was beginning the upsurge that would eventually make it a world-class metropolis. Between 1920 and 1930, the city would more than double in population; new houses were being built so rapidly that as many as seventy-five ships a day from Oregon and Washington arrived in port with loads of lumber for home building. But looking past where Sunset Boulevard ended, there was little sign of a land rush.


The road between Los Angeles and Beverly Hills was unimproved because it belonged to neither city. It lay in an unincorporated chunk of Los Angeles County known originally as Sherman or Shermantown, named for the railroad baron General Moses Sherman, who had helped create the Los Angeles trolley car system and built a massive rail yard outside the city limits. In the previous year, local business interests had christened their little patch “West Hollywood,” hoping to accrue some of the stardust associated with the name of the Los Angeles neighborhood nearest to them, which had become world famous as the home of the movies.*


In the fall of 1926, Fred Horowitz, a downtown Los Angeles lawyer who had begun to speculate in property and construction, came to visit a hillside west of the Laurel Canyon road. Eastward lay the burgeoning movie town, Hollywood, where the twelve-story Roosevelt Hotel, still under construction, stood out boldly, and, beyond that, the skyline of downtown L.A., where a majestic new thirty-two-floor city hall was rising. To the west were Beverly Hills and Westwood, where a new campus for the University of California was being built, and beyond that the blue surge of the Pacific and, like dark clouds on its surface, the Channel Islands. To the south spread the chessboard of small communities that would eventually make up greater Los Angeles: Culver City, Venice, Inglewood, Crenshaw, Compton, dotted with cottages, businesses, and farms, crisscrossed by Wilshire, Olympic, Beverly, Pico, and Santa Monica Boulevards. It was, as Horowitz had hoped, a stupendous panorama.


And visible only to him was a castle, a French château of classic stature, elegance, and nobility, a monumental edifice designed to import some savor of the very old world into this very, very new one. He planned to build the most luxurious apartment house in all of Southern California on the spot where he stood: in a pitch of scrub alongside an unpaved road.


The Sunset Boulevard upon which Horowitz gazed wasn’t entirely bare. There were a few farmhouses, not on the road, but visible from it, some of which had been occupied by the same families for nearly seventy years. Just below him stood a general store that sold groceries and gasoline and whatnot. A bit west, an enterprising family had recently opened a clutch of commercial buildings they were calling, with great optimism, Sunset Plaza; a pair of restaurants, the Russian Eagle and La Boheme, had opened there, and movie stars had started to pop in for meals. Another group of investors were building the Hacienda Arms, an imposing five-story apartment building with a Mediterranean facade. And there were—again, set back from the road—a handful of mansions built by members of the nouveau riche movie crowd, which had practically minted its own money in the past few years and had splashed it on absurdly oversized and architecturally fanciful homes.


But none of those would remotely rival what Horowitz had in mind. Horowitz was scouting locations for an audacious folly he had conceived while traveling in the Loire valley of France. There he came upon the Château d’Amboise, a Gothic castle that had dominated the landscape in ever-grander form dating back to when a stronghold was first built on the site in the eleventh century. The massive building had significant claims to history: Starting in the fifteenth century, it was one of the favored homes of the kings of France, including Charles VIII, who died there after hitting his head on a door lintel; Henry II, who, along with his wife, Catherine de’ Medici, raised his family on the grounds, including his ward, Mary Stuart of Scotland; and Francis I, who invited the great artists and architects of his time to live and work there, including Leonardo da Vinci, who died during his stay and was buried in a chapel on the château grounds.


Horowitz was less taken with the history of the château than with the imposing spectacle of it: a formidable stone fortress capped with conical towers perched on a bluff overlooking the river Loire. He had a mind to build a fortress of his own, and he envisioned it as inhabiting its own commanding vista, not of the Loire and the great vineyards and orchards that lined it, but of the burgeoning communities of Los Angeles. Like the Château d’Amboise, it would be built of pale stone, slate-gray gables, balconies, Gothic archways, and turrets. It would be solid—earthquake proof, even. And it would be not a castle but a luxury apartment building, and—at seven stories high—the tallest and most impressive edifice for miles and perhaps, given its elevated setting, in the whole area.


Los Angeles in the mid- to late twenties was a kind of haven for such audacious conceits. Not far from where Horowitz envisioned his demi-castle, other landmark apartment houses stood or were being planned along French lines, such as the La Fontaine (built in 1928), the Granville Towers (1930), and the Voltaire (1930), or with Spanish-Mexican influences, such as the Andalusia (1926), the Villa Carlotta (1926), and the El Mirador (1929), or in the Italianate style, such as the Villa d’Este (1927). Just as Hollywood had made a specialty of imitating the whole world in its film studios, so the community around it seemed eager to imitate the whole world’s architecture in its homes and offices, generally with no expense or gaucherie spared. The city was like a movie set and its architects and builders production designers.


But even in an environment where excess was a minimal standard, Horowitz’s plan seemed, to put it politely, daft. A man who had been gaining a reputation as a fierce defense attorney and was said to have eyes on public office, he had never built or even managed an apartment house, much less a grand tower like the one he had in mind. What’s more, he didn’t have enough money for both the land and the construction project. And the site he had chosen was absurdly remote and desolate.


Actually, that latter might well have been a selling point. Land in undeveloped locations was generally cheaper than that in the heart of a bustling metropolis after all. Additionally, by crossing the line out of Los Angeles into West Hollywood, which hadn’t yet been incorporated as a city, Horowitz was standing in a portion of Los Angeles County that wasn’t subject to municipal taxes or building codes or other forms of regulation. If he were to build on the land that he was examining that day, he could legitimately claim his apartment house was within walking distance of the trolley line—not to mention a drive of approximately equal duration to downtown, the ocean, the San Fernando Valley, and the movie studios of Hollywood and the surrounding areas. “Fifteen minutes to everywhere,” as he liked to say. It might have been along a stretch of dirt road and the edge of the city, but it was a spot that he believed would be the center of the region: a canny discovery.


The parcel of land that Horowitz was scouting was part of a large tract owned by Florence E. Dean, a San Francisco heiress who would, if he proceeded, be a partner with him in the building, with the land providing her share of the stake. Horowitz had identified another investing angel, Inez Fredericks of San Francisco and New York, a socialite who was considering making a cash investment in the project. A third party to Horowitz’s scheme, his law partner and former law school classmate Mabel Walker Willebrandt, was another matter: Of them all, she was the least convinced that Horowitz had the savvy to build and manage an apartment house as a viable business.


Willebrandt was a formidable and pioneering figure in regional and national legal circles. She had attended law school at the University of Southern California after working for several years as an elementary school teacher and principal. After serving without pay as the first public defender of women in Los Angeles, she was named assistant attorney general of the United States by President Warren Harding and given the responsibility of enforcing the Eighteenth Amendment, the law against the sale and consumption of alcohol—a task she undertook with such zeal and success that she became known, not with much fondness, as “Deborah of the Drys” and “Prohibition Portia.” In the mid-twenties, she was the highest-ranking woman in the federal government, and it was said that during her nearly eight years in her post she argued more cases in front of the U.S. Supreme Court than any attorney except the solicitor general. After leaving government, she had considered a career in politics but was discouraged when, while campaigning for Herbert Hoover in the 1928 presidential race, her 1924 divorce became a talking point against her. When Horowitz approached her to consider investment in his apartment building project, Willebrandt was one of the best-known women in American life.


Horowitz didn’t have Willebrandt’s renown, but he must have shared some of her persuasive ability, because once he determined that the site on Sunset Boulevard was suited to the building he envisioned, he managed to get her, along with Dean and Fredericks, to sign contracts and fund the scheme. In total, he would have $350,000 as a construction budget.† In early 1927, armed with photos of the Château d’Amboise, which he hoped to imitate down to the fanciful masonry ornamentation, he enlisted another close ally, the architect Arnold A. Weitzman—who happened to be his brother-in-law—to draw up plans.


Weitzman dutifully gave shape to Horowitz’s dream: an L-shaped edifice with a turreted tower rising at the point where its two wings met; steeply pitched slate roofs; as many balconies and outdoor terraces as possible so as to maximize the number of so-called penthouses and to take advantage of those remarkable vistas; diversity in the floor plan of each of the forty-three apartments; an underground garage with room for forty-six cars; an outdoor garden with a fountain; a modest lobby, lounge, and communal kitchen for tenants who wished to entertain guests in grander style than their apartments might accommodate. The building would have a modern ventilation system that would help diffuse smoke and odors from residents’ kitchens; the bathrooms would feature high-grade tiling; the living rooms would be decorated with cornices and steel sashes; the decoration throughout, echoing the Gothic theme of the exterior, would feature wrought iron, mosaics, hand-painted murals, and stained glass. And the whole thing would be built of reinforced steel and concrete, meaning not only that it would be earthquake proof but that there would be excellent soundproofing between the units.


Best known for the elegant Beth Israel synagogue in downtown Los Angeles, Weitzman didn’t have a lot of experience in tall buildings like the one Horowitz had in mind. While he was at work on the West Hollywood project, he was working on a twelve-story office tower, his first, the Trades Building, also downtown and also owned, in part, by Horowitz. After Weitzman had rendered some of his designs for the apartment building, a second architect was called in: William Douglas Lee (sometimes known as W. Douglas Lee or W. D. Lee), who had built several high-rises of ten and more stories in the previous decade, including the impressive El Royale apartment building in Hancock Park. Lee would not only help perfect Weitzman’s plans; he would personally design the concrete shell of the building, and he would supervise construction.‡ By February 1928, Horowitz was happy with the plans, and Los Angeles County issued all the requisite building permits the following month.§ In April, ground was broken.


Horowitz might have appeared to be setting himself up for a new life as a builder of castles and towers, but he hadn’t forsaken his legal career. He was on a path to becoming a federal prosecutor and a special assistant attorney general. And his interest in the building game seemed to focus at least as much on show as on substance. Witness his request for a very specific piece of ornamentation on the exterior of the building: On the southern side of the central tower, the side facing Sunset Boulevard, he had Weitzman add a large masonry shield bearing a gigantic letter H in a Gothic font. It had nothing to do with the name of the building; the H stood, unironically, for “Horowitz.”


By January 1929, the building was mostly completed, and a name for it had been selected. Horowitz had always known that in honor of the castle that inspired it, his building would be called Chateau Something. But none of the ideas he initially entertained seemed to harmonize with that high-toned word. Chateau Hollywood, one of the candidates, sounded oxymoronic; the town and its principal business were anything but noble after all. Another choice, Chateau Sunset, seemed to grant excessively lofty status to the unpaved thoroughfare below. Horowitz finally decided to name the building for the street on which, at least nominally, it stood, Marmont Lane.¶ It even sounded somewhat French: Chateau Marmont.


In truth, the curved uphill path that Horowitz had chosen as the site for his building had been named for an Englishman—Percy Marmont, one of the great stars of Hollywood silent cinema, a British stage actor who appeared as leading man in dozens of Hollywood films between 1916 and 1928, opposite the likes of Clara Bow and Ethel Barrymore, before returning to England and becoming a prominent presence on the stage and a favorite on-screen performer of the young director Alfred Hitchcock. For obscure reasons, the tiny dirt road that curled up from Sunset Boulevard into an onion field was christened for the star, providing an ironically suitable connection to the movies for the building that would put it on the map.**


In January 1929, Chateau Marmont was in its final stages of construction, and the maiden tenants hadn’t yet moved in, when it hosted its first gala party. Surprisingly, it was Mabel Walker Willebrandt and not Fred Horowitz who served as host. On January 8, Willebrandt welcomed more than three hundred guests to a fete celebrating the achievement of May D. Lahey, who just a few weeks earlier was appointed a judge of the Municipal Court of Los Angeles, making her the second woman to sit on the county bench. “Never before in the history of women’s public activities has a social affair of so much significance been given as the one today when a woman assistant United States Attorney General will give a function in honor of a woman municipal judge,” said the Los Angeles Times. Among the guests Willebrandt entertained that afternoon were the wives of Louis B. Mayer and Arnold Weitzman, as well as, according to society columnist Alma Whitaker, “gentlemen judges and their wives, women lawyers galore, college nabobs, club women, et al.” Throughout the course of the evening, Whitaker reported, “a stiff-backed flunky held the card tray at the door and looked like a frozen statue for four hours.” Party guests were given tours of the not-quite-finished building, meaning that Whitaker would go down as the first person to describe in print the layout and atmosphere of Chateau Marmont: “I know it was designed by a male architect—it is so stingy with the closets. But otherwise it is a most imposing structure.”


On February 1, three weeks after that party, Chateau Marmont opened to the public. Horowitz and his partners were on hand to greet visitors and point out the finer aspects of the grand new building. And it really was grand: the tallest structure for several miles, seeming even more so because of the perch on which it sat. With its imposing form and dominating location, it truly did appear to be a castle.


On the outside, anyhow.


Inside, though there were fine touches throughout, Chateau Marmont presented a somewhat less impressive face. For one thing, there was its eccentricity. By insisting that the layout of the apartments not be uniform, Horowitz had given his architects a task that might have been beyond them. True, there was charm to the singularity of each unit, but that charm came at the price of coherence. “The place had more doors than the fun house at Ocean Park pier,” said an early resident, not necessarily intending praise. “There were rooms, cubbyholes, and little niches at almost every turn.” Someday, the people for whom the Chateau’s curious form seemed an asset and not a liability would embrace such quirks, but at first blush the queerness of the architecture turned away some potential renters.


And then there was the matter of the furnishings: Whatever sum Horowitz and his partners had poured into the construction, landscaping, and decoration of their fabulous new building, they operated on a very slender margin when it came to actually filling the units with furniture. No expense had been spared in the design, the moldings, the roof, the ornamentation, and so on. But the builders found themselves strapped when it came to beds, chairs, sofas, lamps, and such. They contracted with a wholesale furniture outfit in the Midwest and equipped their costly flats with inexpensive, serviceable, deflatingly drab pieces, the exceptions being the rugs that graced the floors of some of the more expensive apartments—which were actually taken from the homes of Horowitz and his co-investor Inez Fredericks.


The nondescript furniture made for a discordant note, especially considering the rental prices at Chateau Marmont. The largest penthouses—clocking in at as much as thirty-eight hundred square feet and with truly spectacular views—rented for $750 per month.†† At that rate very few people at all could afford to live there, and fewer of those would want to live in a spot that combined such high rents with cheap furniture and an unimproved road outside the front door.


Seeking tenants, Horowitz and company put a discreet display ad in the Los Angeles Times announcing that the building was officially ready for habitation:


NOW OPEN


CHATEAU MARMONT


8221 SUNSET BOULEVARD


(CORNER MARMONT)


INSPECTION INVITED


1 to 6 room furnished apartments including complete


24-hour service. Garage in basement. Large rooms


and private balconies. Distinctly furnished and


decorated. View of Mt. Baldy, Catalina Island and


the lights of the city from private balconies and patios.


Finest steel and concrete construction (class AA).


Fire and earthquake proof.


Management


Mrs. Blanche E. Bryson


Crestview 3171


That ad, or slight variations on it emphasizing the availability of the penthouses, would run for months. Chateau Marmont might have instantly become a physical landmark of Sunset Boulevard—the westernmost point of civilization before the bridle path to Beverly Hills began—but it would take some time for it to accrue cachet as an address.


Help came within a few weeks in the form of a puff piece in the popular newsweekly Saturday Night, which called it “Los Angeles’s newest, finest, and most exclusive apartment house.” Such an endorsement spurred word of mouth, which, coupled with the undeniable qualities of the building and its proximity to Hollywood and Beverly Hills, gave the building a little traction.


The first residents were largely people from Southern California high society—folks whose tea parties, bridge games, bon voyage suppers, and evenings dedicated to sharing tales of recent travels filled the spaces in newspapers dedicated to what was then considered women’s news. It was a highfalutin, exclusive crowd, and for a while, even with some of the apartments having never been let, prospective tenants needed to provide references to be considered for leases. It was slow going, but Horowitz’s unlikely scheme looked to be on a path toward profitability.


And then came October and the collapse of the stock market that had buoyed so many speculative projects just like Chateau Marmont. Horowitz and company had built and opened a luxury apartment house less than a year before the onset of the worst economic crisis in generations, and their investment looked utterly lost. Tenants whose fortunes had been gutted by the crash began to break their leases and move out; apartments that had yet to be leased at all seemed doomed to stay empty; and the shining success that looked possible in the summer appeared to fade and die as autumn turned to winter and the Great Depression took hold. The smell of fresh paint had barely left the corridors, and the very solvency of the building was legitimately in question.


Even before the crash, there were signs that Chateau Marmont was ill-omened. While many of those big, pricey penthouses Horowitz insisted on building were vacant, at least one was occupied right from the start, by Hollywood demi-royalty of the moment: director George W. Hill and his wife, famed journalist, novelist, screenwriter, and film director Frances Marion. The two had met in the late twenties, when he was married and she was a recent widow, her third husband, actor Fred Thomson, having died from an infection after sustaining a leg injury. Marion was immensely talented and respected—she would become the first person to win two Academy Awards for screenwriting—and had directed three films during the silent era, a truly rare achievement for a woman in the Hollywood of the time. Hill, for his part, was among the most accomplished and commercially successful directors of his age and was, unusually, associated with a particular visual style, favoring deep shadows and intricate details. The couple collaborated on several films, including the 1930 prison drama The Big House (which won Marion the first of her Oscars). They married at the end of 1929 and immediately took up residence in one of the upper-floor units at Chateau Marmont, where they continued their professional alliance with 1930’s Min and Bill, a comic melodrama that won a Best Actress Oscar for its star, Marie Dressler.


It seemed a golden formula for both life and art, but it wasn’t long-lived. After a short stay at Chateau Marmont, the couple moved to an oceanfront home in Venice, where Hill fell prey to a latent alcoholism that he had managed to keep hidden from Marion during their working partnership and romantic courtship. In 1931, she left him and filed for divorce. Soon after, he was severely injured in a car accident when he swerved to avoid hitting some kids who ran into the street. He tried to recover through work, but his progress was hampered by his drinking; he literally staggered into production meetings and was unable to contribute a thing, until his bosses at MGM simply pulled him out of action, scuttling an adaptation of Pearl Buck’s Good Earth that he had gone to China to scout locations for. In August 1934, he attended funeral rites for Marie Dressler. It was his last public appearance. A week or so later, alone in that Venice Beach house, with neither work nor a wife to console him, he had a few drinks, got into bed with a pistol, fired a test shot into the ceiling, and then took his own life with a bullet to the brain.


Mabel Willebrandt always thought that Fred Horowitz was reaching beyond his grasp by building a luxury apartment tower on an unpaved road in an unincorporated community of Los Angeles County. But she had agreed to invest in the project that so captivated the imagination of her USC law classmate and legal partner and to support his ongoing effort to make a profit of the thing—up to a point.


After the calamitous crash of the stock market and the economic depression that subsequently gripped the nation, Willebrandt felt it was time to reckon with the financial drain that Chateau Marmont had become. In 1930, barely a year after the building had opened to tenants, she demanded that Horowitz face the reality of the situation and put the building up for sale. He was loath to give up so quickly, and the two negotiated a compromise: They would give the thing another year before declaring it a failure, and Horowitz would cede oversight of day-to-day operation of the building.


Luckily, the financial collapse had made some excellent candidates for such a role available. Ben Weingart was a land speculator and hotelier who had owned and operated more than a hundred properties under the umbrella of his Consolidated Hotels Inc., a business he had started soon after the end of World War I with a loan of $350.‡‡ He, too, was reeling from the effects of the stock market collapse, but he had found a way to turn the collective misfortune of the moment into an opportunity: He had converted his mid-range and low-rent hotels into rooming houses to create lodging for people who’d lost their homes or who had come to California to work when every chance to earn a nickel back home had dried up. That formula was proving moderately successful, and Weingart realized that his facility at running multi-unit buildings was the seed of a new revenue source: property management. Consolidated began to hire itself out as an operator of other people’s buildings just at a time when Horowitz and his partners were looking for a seasoned hand to run Chateau Marmont. A deal was quickly struck.


Weingart introduced a few changes to the operation of the place. For one, he removed the original manager, Blanche Bryson, and replaced her with Emma Lovell, who, it soon became clear, was on hand for more than just her ability to help residents with any problems or questions they might have. Among other things, Weingart was a ladies’ man, and when he would visit Chateau Marmont, as he was wont to do two or three times a week, he and Lovell would repair to her first-floor apartment for hours-long meetings that only ended around supper time, when he would head home to his wife and children, making him the first notable to use the Chateau as the sort of private playground it would become famous for being.


But even as he was able to juggle his personal dealings, Weingart could only do so much with the apartments that Horowitz was paying him to manage. He was known for having a meticulous eye and for being extremely careful with money, and he applied his skills fully to the task of running the building. For the better part of a year, he cut costs; staff was trimmed by about half, repairs were only performed when essential, and whole apartments were sealed off, the furnishings covered by bedsheets as if the occupants had gone away on extended vacations when, in fact, the units had never been rented at all.


After a year, though, he hadn’t pulled off a miracle. Chateau Marmont was still only partly occupied, and Fred Horowitz’s partners called in their markers: They wanted out of the apartment house business, and Horowitz had to either buy them out of their stakes or join them in selling the building. Reluctantly, a little more than two years after welcoming the first prospective tenants to the site, he agreed to put the place on the market. It gave rise to the inevitable question: Who was going to buy such an expensive item in such a dodgy economy? The obvious first choice would have been Ben Weingart, the property manager, but his finances had suffered just as badly as everyone else’s in the crash, and he had neither the means nor, perhaps, the appetite to acquire a pricey property at such a parlous moment. But before long, a white knight stepped in.


* Among the other potential names bandied about were Beverly Park, East Beverly, and Magnetic Springs.


† About $4.957 million in 2019.


‡ This division of labor would result in a lawsuit, when Horowitz withheld $27,314 ($396,000 in 2019) in payments to Lee because he deemed that the architect had broken his agreement by failing to stop by the building site at least once a day to supervise the work. In 1930, the Superior Court of Los Angeles County found for Lee, declaring that “an architect may supervise work through others employed for that purpose, and personal appearance on the job is not necessary.”


§ An account of those permits released by the Hollywood branch of the Los Angeles Realty Board cited the cost of construction as $150,000 ($2.174 million in 2019)—less than half of the overall budget for the project.


¶ In fact, its initial address was designated as 8225 Marmont Lane, though it would be designated as 8221 West Sunset Boulevard before it opened and for the rest of its existence.


** During construction, it became necessary to pave Monteel Road, which ran behind the building site, parallel to Sunset Boulevard. The handful of local landowners along the road actually made a formal complaint about this upgrade, citing their fears of traffic and parking issues. Prescient, they were.


†† Approximately $10,870 in 2019—more or less one-tenth, even when adjusted for inflation, of what the same units would fetch as hotel suites ninety years later.


‡‡ Approximately $5,200 in 2019.




Part Two


A Second Birth (1932–1942)
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The Chateau and the Players, early forties. Bison Archives





Fred Horowitz had worked out nearly everything about his dream castle, down to the last table lamp and water glass. But, like almost everyone else, he hadn’t seen the Great Depression coming, and he had to walk away from the building just as it was fulfilling his idea of what it would be like as a living thing.


Unluckily for him, the whole area around Chateau Marmont would soon come to life, with nightclubs, restaurants, shops, and a number of swank places to live popping up. Horowitz’s vision was becoming a reality, but not exactly as he had predicted. His castle would thrive—not as an apartment house for the upper classes of Southern California, but as a hotel catering to the movie trade. And a man who helped create the movies in the first place would be the one who led the transition.


Even as the Great Depression beleaguered the nation, Chateau Marmont stood solid, a safe harbor not only for vacationers and business travelers but for refugees from the gathering political storms in Europe. And the people who made their homes of it, albeit temporarily, whether in its most sun-dappled penthouses or its darkest nooks and corners, were more and more frequently the people who helped lighten the hearts and fuel the imaginations of a world teetering between economic wreckage and the impending darkness of war.




1.


In October 1932, Los Angeles newspapers carried accounts of the sale of Chateau Marmont for $750,000 cash§§ to Albert E. Smith, one of the men who had built from scratch the business that would help define Southern California for the world.





Smith was born in England in 1875 and moved with his family to New York as a child. He had a yen to be a stage performer, and following that dream in his teens, he was exposed to the new technology of motion pictures being created by Thomas Edison and his team of technicians in New Jersey. Being mechanically minded himself, Smith was drawn toward the machinery of moviemaking, and along with a partner, J. Stuart Blackton, another English expat, he acquired an Edison projector in 1897. Later that year, having figured out how to turn the projector into a camera, Smith began shooting motion pictures of his own, partnering with Blackton in a company they called Vitagraph.


These were the wildcatting days of cinema, and Smith and Blackton filmed everything they could in the hopes of finding the most appealing and lucrative content for the fledgling medium. They shot prizefights; they went to South Africa to film images of the Second Boer War; they were on hand at San Juan Hill when Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders made their famous charge up it; and they were in Buffalo when President William McKinley was assassinated (Smith claimed that they had captured footage of the murder itself but that the film was lost to chemical deterioration). They made what was believed to be the first-ever stop-motion animated film (The Humpty Dumpty Circus, 1897) and some of the earliest-ever Westerns—shot, oddly enough, in rural areas of southern New York state.


Throughout all this activity, Vitagraph was under constant threat of legal action by Edison, who sought to impose strict copyright protection over his equipment and even over the very notion of filming moving pictures. In 1910, in part to avoid Edison’s attempts to enforce his patents, Smith and Blackton moved their company to Southern California, which offered harbor from Edison’s lawyers as well as abundant sunshine in an era when all movies—even those set indoors—were shot outside using natural light. They first set up their studio in Santa Monica, only to abandon it because of the morning fogs that rolled in off the Pacific; the studio was housed permanently in Hollywood by 1911.


In the coming decade-plus, Vitagraph was one of the most successful movie companies in the world, producing comedies, biblical epics, literary adaptations, Westerns (including the first fictional film shot in the Grand Canyon), and action movies (including the first aviation film, The Military Air-Scout). The company introduced one of the very first movie stars whose name was known by the public (Florence Turner, a.k.a. the Vitagraph Girl) and, arguably, the first animal star, Jean (a female collie known as the Vitagraph Dog). Vitagraph helped launch the screen careers of the likes of Helen Hayes, Norma Talmadge, Rudolph Valentino, and Moe Howard (later of the Three Stooges). It even made several features starring that redoubtable leading man Percy Marmont.


In 1925, still fighting for the right to shoot and distribute films without interference from Edison and fending off the feverish competition of an increasing number of rival studios, Smith and Blackton gave up, selling Vitagraph and its New York and Hollywood studios to Warner Bros. for approximately $735,000.¶¶ Smith set about creating a new life for himself, spending money on yachts and yacht racing and investing in land, apartment houses, and other properties around Southern California. Among other splurges, he bought a massive tract of land outside Rancho Santa Fe, north of San Diego, and he purchased and renovated a forty-eight-unit apartment building in Hollywood. On the heels of that success, he took a flier and bought Chateau Marmont.***


Newspaper accounts of the transaction ranged from routine—“New Owners in Possession of Multiple Unit”—to gobsmacked: “Did anyone say ‘Depression’?” It was reported that Smith’s purchase included the parcel of land on which the building sat, partly accounting for a price that was more than double the construction budget for the building, which, after all, wasn’t yet three years old and was being sold because the owners were having trouble filling it.


That sizable sum didn’t include the improvements and alterations that Smith envisioned. For one thing, he was going to transition Chateau Marmont from a residential building into a hotel. Whereas Fred Horowitz had envisioned the property as a set of luxury apartments designed for people in Southern California society, including the burgeoning movie business, Smith had his eyes on a transient (but well-heeled) population of travelers to Los Angeles, some of whom, he anticipated, would want long-term but still-temporary housing as they made footfall in a place that he believed they would fall in love with and come to call home. In particular, he told the Los Angeles Times a few months after his purchase, he foresaw a swell in permanent migrants to the area after the 1932 Summer Olympics, which were to be held throughout the city.


During the past weeks, I have had almost daily telephone calls and letters from people all over the United States and even from foreign countries about apartment rentals in Los Angeles. They infer that they are coming for the Olympic Games. I am satisfied that many, many of those people will remain in Southern California after their summer visit, and that means that Los Angeles apartment house properties will soon command premium prices.


Initially, little changed under Smith’s management. It was still difficult to find renters—long or short term—for high-end housing in an economic depression, and the penthouse units proved particularly tough to fill: Throughout the first years Smith owned Chateau Marmont, the largest, highest-priced, and most opulent units in the building were still regularly announced as available in ads in Los Angeles newspapers. And the majority of tenants were still people from what might be called the Southern California Social Register class: old-money types from around the area who only occupied their apartments at the Chateau part-time, as pieds-à-terre between cruises, trips abroad, or long spells in their other, larger homes. Even though it had technically transformed into a hotel, Chateau Marmont wasn’t drawing the movie-land crowd that patronized other hotels: the rowdy Garden of Allah, the luxurious Beverly Hills Hotel or Beverly Wilshire.††† Chateau Marmont wasn’t hurting, exactly; Smith was right in assuming that there would be an uptick in demand for quality housing as the Olympics helped lift some of the pall of the Depression in at least some parts of Southern California. But he hadn’t yet found the key to making his newly transformed hotel a success.


Albert Smith knew that as a hotel Chateau Marmont would have need of a new sort of person to run it. Apartment management required one set of skills: maintenance, troubleshooting, keeping squabbles between tenants to a minimum, and, perhaps above all, making yourself invisible and not needed. Hotel management required most of those plus stores of diplomacy and discretion and, most important, the ability to fix a fresh and happy countenance on the property and on one’s self every single day—since each day was, in effect, move-in day for someone. An apartment manager can have a sour moment or two; a hotel manager must always be sunny, hospitable, inviting. Smith didn’t only need brains and eyes to run the place; he needed a face.


Fortunately for him, his connections in Hollywood meant that he had access to a number of likely candidates for the job, and he hit on a fine one. Ann Little was a leading lady of the silent screen who had left the movies some years before and was supporting herself by building and then renting and selling units in bungalow courts, a revenue model that had thrived in the twenties but dried up during the early years of the Depression when Los Angeles housing stock was greater than the number of people who could afford to pay for it. She had a skill set that was rare even in Hollywood: a knowledge of dealing with tenants, familiarity with movie people and the press, a gracious and hospitable manner, a physical vitality, and a philosophical intellect. According to at least one of the people who would soon call Chateau Marmont home and make it famous, the screenwriter and director Billy Wilder, Little “was why the hotel became what it became.”


Little was born in 1891 in the Northern California mountain town of Sisson (later renamed Mount Shasta). She was raised on a ranch and was riding, shooting, swimming, and performing other feats of outdoorsmanship at an early age. Dazzled by the theatrical troupes that passed annually through town, she left home after high school and joined the ranks of the Ferris Hartman stock company, a musical comedy outfit that toured California, Washington, and Oregon. She quickly became one of the leading players, a position she held for nearly four years.


Among the traveling company were a few actresses who had good things to say about a new racket. “I heard the other girls talking about the ‘movies’ and how a person might make as high as ten dollars a day in them,” Little told a reporter, “and I began to take notice.” On tour in San Francisco, she was approached by Gilbert Anderson—the famous Broncho Billy of the big screen—who asked if she was any sort of horsewoman. When he learned what she could do, he told her of all the advantages of the movies, and she signed on, shooting a few short Westerns in the Bay Area starting in 1911. Soon after, she arrived in Hollywood proper.


Little had gifts as a dramatic emoter to go along with her physical abilities, and audiences and filmmakers liked her. In not quite eight years, she appeared in more than 125 short films, serial episodes, and full-length features for several different studios, almost always as the leading lady, almost always doing her own stunt work along with her more serious scenes, and frequently playing the part of a Native American.‡‡‡ The pictures she made were Westerns and thrillers—sneering villains, distressed (if sturdy) damsels, white-hatted heroes. And they were shot all over the still-undeveloped land surrounding what would become the site of Chateau Marmont. “I could find my way blindfolded over every inch of the Hollywood Hills and Cahuenga Pass,” she told a reporter. “Villains held me in shacks all over what is now West Hollywood.” In 1918, she graduated to slightly nobler fare when she signed a contract at Paramount and was cast opposite one of the age’s great romantic leading men, Wallace Reid, in a few straight dramas. Soon after, she played the Native American maiden Naturich in Cecil B. DeMille’s 1918 version of The Squaw Man (which he had first made in 1914 and would make yet again in 1931), the biggest feature in which she had yet been cast, and in a major role at that.


She was on the verge of real stardom, making regular appearances in Photoplay and other movie fan magazines. But she wasn’t doing work that she loved; she was, in effect, an action star who aspired to be a serious actress. “I enjoy feats of horsemanship,” she told a newspaper. “But I like most intense dramatic action. I am very fond of the drama and I hope before long to do some dramatic work on the stage.” In interview after interview she was posited as a serious young woman, a thinking person’s heroine. And the longer she tried to reconcile her ambitions and interests with the work she was being paid to do, the more she became disenchanted, maybe even exhausted by the movies. In the early twenties, she left Hollywood, deciding to try her hand on the legitimate stage in New York, where she worked to little acclaim and with little advancement. She was soon back in Hollywood, no longer willing to do stunt work, accepting only roles in dramas, making but one film per year, or even none at all. By 1925, she was out of movies altogether, appearing onstage in various productions of the Henry Duffy Players at the Hollywood Playhouse.


Little had been married once, for about two years, to Allan Forrest, one of her leading men. They divorced in 1918, after which she remained single, refusing interviews about her days in the movie business and taking care of her ailing mother, who, like her daughter, was a practitioner of Christian Science, the religious movement that, in part, believed in eschewing modern medicine in favor of prayer as a method of healing. The pair lived modestly and, like so many, were hobbled by the stock market crash of 1929. When Albert Smith came calling to ask her if she wanted to manage his new property, Little seized at the lifeline.


But she had conditions. She wanted a suite for herself and her mother in the hotel, which was readily granted. More important, she insisted that the place undergo a face-lift. As impressive as the Chateau was architecturally, she explained to Smith, its tacky furniture and decoration undermined its pretensions to grandeur; in an apartment house, people could bring their own furniture and art into their units, but hotel guests were stuck with what was there, and they wanted to feel as though they were living someplace more luxurious than (or, in the case of wealthy guests, equal to) their homes. The stuff with which Fred Horowitz had filled Chateau Marmont had absolutely no aura of class or elegance about it. At the very least, she told Smith, the furniture needed a complete upgrade.


She made a persuasive case. Smith began to acquire furnishings from various great homes and estates throughout Southern California whose owners were selling off everything in the wake of their losses in the Depression. The result was a potpourri of one-of-a-kind items—dressers, sofas, lamps, rugs, and so on—that, unlike the cookie-cutter pieces that Horowitz had been forced to settle for, bore no resemblance to one another. Thus began Chateau Marmont’s famed style of decor, in which no two rooms looked alike; this was absolutely charming—return guests could feel a sense of discovery as each new set of rooms revealed its contents. Over time, it could cause some problems: There were no standard pieces to swap in or out as maintenance or guests’ needs and tastes required. But as a management decision, it was a masterstroke: The hotel now had character.

OEBPS/images/pg24.jpg
CHATEAU MARMONT
HOLLYWOOD

B
| 3 "N AV
i RPN

e AT
R (o e

1"
R .
J\**‘?,’_/?‘; g 36,






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
e

 Shawn Levy :

‘A must-read for anyone interested in the rich and racy history of Tinseltown’
CHERYL STRAYED, bestselling author of Witd





OEBPS/images/title_pre.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
(ASILE
ONSUNSEI

LOVE, FAME, DEATH and SCANDAL
at Hollywood’s CHATEAU MARMONT

SHAWN LEVY

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON






OEBPS/images/pg43.jpg
FOR

&
UP THE RILL
NO _g;oVEl!

PARKING






