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      Foreword

      
         
         
         
      

      
      There once was a baseball team in Hollywood. Not only did it attract the famous film
         personalities to its games, but it was partially owned by a star-studded group of
         celebrities. The team was far ahead of its time in the presentation of games both
         on the field and in the early stages of television. There were cheerleaders composed
         of wannabe Hollywood starlets, beauty queens, and musical presentations as an opening
         act to the games.
      

      
      Baseball truly had gone Hollywood.

      
      The owner of the team was a good-looking man who arrived from Montana as a teenager,
         worked his way from an entry-level position to running a restaurant, married a movie
         star, and spent the majority of his time hobnobbing with celebrities while ultimately
         running one of the town’s most popular restaurants: the legendary Brown Derby.
      

      
      Some of the members of the team had looks that might have had them mistaken for movie
         stars themselves, and just for a little added attraction, they played some of their
         day games in short pants.
      

      
      The managers of the team had Hollywood-type personalities in Fred Haney, who came
         from the radio booth to lead the team on the field, and the ever-colorful Bobby Bragan.
      

      
      If all of this sounds like a film made in Hollywood, it isn’t.

      
      It is the true story of the Hollywood Stars baseball team, and writer Dan Taylor has
         done a masterful job in capturing both the story of the team on the field and the
         equally interesting story of the team and its primary owner, Bob Cobb, behind the
         scenes. 
      

      
      It all came to an end in 1958 when an even greater show came to town—the famed Dodgers
         arriving from Brooklyn—creating a big enough attraction to fill the Los Angeles Coliseum
         on occasion and changing both the geography and scope of Major League Baseball. 
      

      
      Taylor’s storytelling of the last decade of the Stars carries special meaning for
         me because I became a fan of the Hollywood Stars when my family moved to Southern
         California from Ohio in the summer of 1950.
      

      
      I was a teenager at the time and in the early stages of my love affair with baseball,
         a passion that would help propel me to a thirty-year career as an executive with the
         Los Angeles Dodgers.
      

      
      I was so intrigued by the Stars and other teams in the Pacific Coast League, foremost
         being the Stars’ archrival Los Angeles Angels, that as a freshman at El Camino College
         in 1953, it was an easy decision when I needed to select a subject for a paper as
         part of a feature writing class.
      

      
      My interest was journalism as I tried to figure out the best plan to stay connected
         with sports, and particularly baseball, when it became clear—even at the community
         college level—that my athletic talent wasn’t going to carry me far. 
      

      
      I decided to title my paper “Make Way for the Coast League,” with the premise that
         the league could become a third major league. Much to my surprise, and probably to
         the surprise of my wonderful journalism professor, Mr. Bill Kamrath, my story was
         published by Baseball magazine.
      

      
      Little did I realize then that some of the players I wrote about in the article would
         come to real life as close friends and even working companions during my days with
         the Dodgers.
      

      
      I was presented an unbelievable opportunity to get to know these players as people
         and in some cases very close and lifelong friends, including Tommy Lasorda, Monty
         Basgall, Red Adams, Ben Wade, George Genovese, Johnny O’Neil, Gail Henley, Chuck Stevens,
         Tommy Saffell, Chuck Connors, and Gene Mauch. 
      

      
      Lasorda, of course, would become the legendary and Hall of Fame manager of the Dodgers.
         I met him when he was managing the Spokane team of the Pacific Coast League in 1959,
         and I was a writer for the newspaper in Long Beach, California. Our careers advanced
         and we are forever linked in hoisting the 1988 World Championship trophy.
      

      
      Basgall and Adams became two of Lasorda’s most trusted coaches, while Wade became
         the Dodgers’ scouting director and Genovese, O’Neil, and Henley all served as Dodger
         scouts.
      

      
      My friendships and working relationships with this wonderful group of individuals
         gave me an insight to life in the Pacific Coast League as Taylor describes it—playing
         in fan-friendly ballparks and enjoying the best possible weather, short travel distances,
         and long homestands enjoying wonderful, growing cities like Los Angeles, San Diego,
         San Francisco, and Seattle. 
      

      
      The player salaries in the PCL were close to what players were making in the major
         leagues, and a solid year all but assured a call to the majors. 
      

      
      Life was good for the players on the West Coast, and there was no better spot than
         Hollywood.
      

      
      In many ways it seemed too good to be true for Cobb and his players, and it all came
         to a sudden stop with with the arrival of the Dodgers and San Francisco Giants of
         Major League Baseball.
      

      
      In time there would be major-league teams in Oakland, Seattle, and San Diego.

      
      Fan groups have tried their best to keep alive the memories of their Pacific Coast
         League teams and players, but more than a half century later interest has all but
         disappeared as the players from the PCL era have, with few exceptions, passed away.
      

      
      In the Hollywood environment great stories from the past are always possible subject
         matter, and Dan Taylor has become the producer and director of a wonderful story of
         a baseball team that carried the perfect name of Stars. 
      

      
       

      —Fred Claire

      
       

      Fred Claire was the executive vice president of the Los Angeles Dodgers while serving
            the team from 1969 to 1998. His story is captured in the book Fred Claire: My 30 Years in Dodger Blue. A current book titled Extra Innings is a tribute to the City of Hope and describes Fred’s dedication in assisting the
            medical center.
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      Chapter 1

      “You Can Sell It out of a Hat”

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      Patience had long ago ebbed. The small wood-paneled office on the second floor above
         the bustling restaurant had become a holding pen for a mixture of agitation and tinging
         anger. Bob Cobb stirred. Handsome, with dark wavy hair that was combed almost straight
         back, and immaculately dressed in a pressed dark suit with his trademark boutonniere,
         Cobb had agreed to meet a liquor salesman who was now late. A lack of punctuality
         did not bode well with Cobb, who rose each day at the crack of dawn to get to his
         restaurant before deliveries arrived. His plate, so to speak, was brimming. There
         were meetings, appointments, tasks to complete, and orders to approve, not to mention
         the continual matter of employees to direct. The owner of the immensely popular restaurant
         fidgeted behind his authentic American partner’s desk. As Cobb shuffled documents,
         his right hand brushed a piece of paper that had been folded and stuffed beneath a
         side pad on the right end of his black leather desk blotter. It had been pushed there
         two days before, not out of disinterest but because of time constraints. Actually,
         Cobb did not know what the message was about. His lawyer had pressed it into his palm
         at a meeting. Cobb promised the man he would address it. Once back in his office,
         however, busyness became consuming. The folded paper was put in a place where it would
         not be forgotten, with the thought that he would to get to it when time allowed. On
         a desk that held the amount of clutter one would expect from the owner of the most
         well-known restaurant in the world, the invoices, proposals, and receipts that came
         in almost hourly had taken greater urgency and pushed the small scrap of nondescript
         paper further and further from Cobb’s attention. 
      

      
      As the minutes passed, Cobb stewed that his schedule had been thrown off. His Irish
         ire, which would one day be bared to the world in an embarrassing fashion, grew.
      

      
      Robert Howard Cobb was the living, breathing embodiment of self-made success. Clever,
         creative, and brimming with a desire to not just work but achieve, Cobb had learned
         the restaurant trade while working in his mother Mattie’s boarding house in Billings,
         Montana. Throughout his youth he was as much at home on the back of a horse flinging
         a lariat as he was wielding a spatula and tossing flapjacks or turning eggs. The Cobbs
         were Midwesterners. His father, Charles, was an Ohioan; his mother was from Missouri.
         Young Robert was born in Moberly, Missouri, but the family, which also included daughter
         Shellie, moved to Montana by covered wagon when the children were young. 
      

      
      As with most boys his age, baseball was a favored pastime. Cobb relished outdoor challenges—fishing,
         horseback riding, roping—and became proficient with a rifle through competitive marksmanship.
         As a seventeen-year-old, Robert Cobb seemed destined to follow convention. Like many
         of the men in Billings, he took a job in the town mill. This wasn’t just any local
         mill, though. Montana Sash and Door was one of the largest works milling companies
         in the entire Northwest. It operated out of a large, three-story, wood-frame building
         next to a lumberyard. Cobb’s work ethic and ability to quickly understand tasks drew
         the notice of his supervisors. In short order, the teen was made assistant to the
         machine maintenance man. One evening in May, however, catastrophe would change the
         course of Robert Cobb’s life.
      

      
      Work at Montana Sash and Door had long since knocked off, and the employees had gone
         home for the night. The town’s postmaster happened by the mill on his horse-drawn
         buggy when he noticed something amiss. Smoke was billowing from a window. By the time
         the town’s fire department arrived in their newly purchased motorized firetruck, the
         entire building was engulfed in flames. Alerted to trouble by the wail of sirens,
         the townspeople flocked on horseback and on foot to gawk and satisfy their curiosity.
         Shock and concern spread about the community. As the intensity of the flames grew,
         so too did more problems. Embers from the blaze touched off smaller fires on wood-plank
         roads nearby. Inmates from the local jail across the street were hurriedly moved to
         a safer place of incarceration. So intense was the searing heat from the blaze that
         it blackened cottonwoods in a field next to the jail. 
      

      
      It was in the deep darkness of night that the glow of flames was finally doused. Despair
         was taking root in the men and women of Billings. Montana Sash and Door was gone,
         leveled. In the rubble were the remnants of dozens of completed projects that were
         to have been shipped the following morning. Two hundred fifty men slowly trudged home
         to the reality that they no longer had a place to work. As the firefighters picked
         up their equipment, a newspaper reporter noticed two despondent men sitting on a nearby
         curb. The younger man wiped tears from his reddened eyes. Next to him sat an older
         man, head in hands, crying. It was Robert Cobb and his boss.
      

      
      In the aftermath of the fire, Cobb turned his thoughts southward—eleven hundred miles
         south, to be exact, to Los Angeles. While throngs were lured to Southern California
         by the bright lights and glamour of Hollywood, Cobb’s interest was purely mathematical.
         With forty times the population of Billings, Los Angeles likely had many more employment
         opportunities. Thus, in 1919 at the age of seventeen, Robert Cobb packed his things
         and set out for a new beginning.
      

      
      Once in Los Angeles, Cobb’s goals were realized. He was quick to land work. His first
         job was as a messenger at Holman Bank. During summer months he picked up extra money
         as a barker, selling tickets for glass-bottom boat rides around Catalina Island. Employers
         recognized a magnetism to the young man. His personality drew people. Most of all,
         it drew their trust. In winter, when the tourist rush subsided, Cobb worked as a stock
         clerk for Haas Baruch Company, where he rose to company bookkeeper. Ambition next
         took him into banking and a job as a teller at Hellman Bank. Cobb got around town
         in a Model T that he had purchased for ninety dollars from “Big John” Coogan, whose
         son was the child star Jackie Coogan. The young man’s cooking skills generated income
         as well. He drew on his Montana experience and cooked hamburgers in a popular Hollywood
         stand. In 1920 Cobb was hired as a checker at the dining room at the Lankershim Hotel.
         For the next five years he listened and observed, internalizing the ins and outs of
         the restaurant trade and, most of all, the likes, dislikes, and traits of its customers.
         
      

      
      When Cobb met Herb Somborn in 1925, his life took another dramatic turn. Somborn was
         both enthusiastic and eclectic. His public recognition was as husband to the era’s
         most glamourous film star, Gloria Swanson. Within the business community Somborn was
         known as a multifaceted success. He had become a multimillionaire, first from the
         manufacture of shoes, then through real estate investment, and ultimately, the lure
         of Hollywood tugged. Somborn became a motion picture producer, then one of the industry’s
         first film distributors. In 1925 Somborn cast his eye on the restaurant business.
         A friend had challenged him: “If you know anything about food, you can sell it out
         of a hat.”[1]   Conversations with Abe Frank, who managed the Ambassador Hotel; Wilson Mizner,
         a screenwriter; and cinema impresario Sid Grauman convinced Somborn to open an eatery.
         On July 16, 1926, Somborn filed incorporation papers and Brown Derby Wilshire Corporation
         was born. He secured a site at Wilshire Boulevard and Alexandria Avenue, which was
         across the street from the Ambassador Hotel, where he lived. Recalling his friend’s
         words, Somborn then hired an architect with orders to design a building shaped like
         a hat. Rising from the roof was a neon sign that read: “Eat in the Hat.” In all, Somborn
         sank $16,000 into the project. Once constructed, the unique structure housed a small,
         simple diner. It was called the Brown Derby. The menu consisted of just five items.
         Chili con carne was a particular favorite. Somborn kept the restaurant open twenty-four
         hours a day. 
      

      
      Somborn had liked the eagerness of the personable lad he saw cooking hamburgers on
         Wilshire Boulevard. He dropped by one day with the offer of a steady job. Robert Cobb
         accepted and in time found his duties to be all encompassing, if not overwhelming.
         He was the Brown Derby’s headwaiter, buyer, bookkeeper, and receiving clerk. From
         a tepid beginning, Somborn’s Brown Derby grew in popularity. Throughout the surge
         of success, Somborn’s youthful protégé began to entertain the idea of opening his
         own restaurant. Whether spawned by workload, fatigue, or his own ambitious dreams,
         Cobb grafted to the ideas of a fast-talking entrepreneur and left Somborn’s employ.
         
      

      
      There could not have been a worse time in America to open a restaurant than 1928.
         The country was plunging into the Great Depression, and even though the motion picture
         industry’s success buoyed the economy of Southern California, enthusiasm and savvy
         only went so far. Cobb soon found that his partner had been long on hyperbole but
         short on integrity. A gambling binge at a Tijuana casino lost all of his partner’s
         money, including the $1,500 Cobb had invested with him. The fledgling restaurant,
         the Nickabob, met a swift demise. A contrite Cobb returned to Somborn to ask for his
         old job back. The Brown Derby owner was a determined man with little tolerance for
         shenanigans or disloyalty. Somborn acquiesced with a test of Cobb’s character: He
         hired the young man to wash dishes.
      

      
      Cobb never complained. He rolled up his sleeves and savored a steady paycheck, careful
         to set aside a small amount to be able to indulge in his favored pastimes, among which
         were treks to Los Angeles’s Wrigley Field to take in Angels baseball games. Cobb’s
         contrition was exhibited through his hard work. Appreciation was shown in the extra
         shifts he took and the intensity of his efforts. Several months after Cobb was rehired,
         Somborn summoned him for a meeting. When the two sat across from each other, the protégé
         could read trouble in the body language of the Brown Derby owner. Somborn conceded
         that his restaurant was bleeding red ink. He was being sued for nonpayment of rent,
         the water bill hadn’t been paid, and collectors were after installment payments on
         equipment. Somborn had appreciated the quick study Cobb had become and the many ideas
         the younger man espoused. He wondered whether Cobb was the man to turn things around.
         The men discussed ideas. Finally, Somborn told Cobb to put away his apron. He was
         promoted to general manager. Sixty days later the Brown Derby was operating in the
         black again, and Herb Somborn rewarded his eager protégé with a promotion to vice
         president. 
      

      
      
         Bob Cobb in 1934. Cobb was both suave and savvy. The business acumen that made his
               restaurant, the Brown Derby, one of the most famous in the world would transform the
               Hollywood Stars into baseball’s most innovative club.
            

            Courtesy of the Bob Cobb Family Collection

         

      

      The simple Wilshire Brown Derby did so well that Somborn and Cobb decided to expand
         the venture. They agreed it was time to move up and into the world of fine dining.
         The men rented an old motion picture studio near the intersection of Hollywood and
         Vine from Cecil B. DeMille and, on Valentine’s Day in 1929, the men opened a second
         Brown Derby at 1628 North Vine. Their eatery couldn’t have been more ideally located.
         Radio and motion picture studios, luxury hotels, and popular theaters were either
         on the block or just a short walk away. The intersection bustled. In addition to those
         who worked in the area, the many shows attracted hundreds to watch their performances.
         
      

      
      The Hollywood Brown Derby was the antithesis of its predecessor. Where the Wilshire
         Brown Derby operated from a gaudy—if not cheesy—hat, the Hollywood Brown Derby was
         about quality and class. Its exterior featured a Spanish facade and flat tile roof.
         Inside, arched passageways led into the bar, banquet area, and dining room, where
         diners were able to eat in semiprivacy in one of several dozen leather-backed booths.
         Ornate chandeliers hung from a cantilevered ceiling. Every five feet, a derby-shaped
         sconce protruded from the wall. Cataracterum palms and an ice carving created in the
         theme of the day enhanced the restaurant’s decor. In the center of each round table
         was a copper derby that, when opened, revealed an ashtray. These were the source of
         the bulge in more than a few coat pockets of men who left the restaurant having filched
         an eighty-dollar souvenir. Particularly unique to the Brown Derby were the phone jacks.
         Each booth had one. Tourists gasped at hearing a famous entertainer’s name paged,
         followed by a maître d’ hurriedly rushing a telephone to be plugged in at the celebrity’s
         booth. The novelty of the feature added to the restaurant’s allure. Directors and
         executives conducted business over lunch. Up-and-coming and wishful actors used the
         phones for pretense. Only once did Cobb have to seriously intervene regarding the
         use of the device. It occurred when a well-known madam had her girls paged in the
         restaurant on fight nights. “I have the greatest respect for your profession,” Cobb
         said to the madam, “but, how would you like it if I set up a hot dog stand in your
         living room?”[2]   The point was received, and the practice ended.
      

      
      Bob Cobb turned Herb Somborn’s second restaurant into a culinary palace and ultimately
         one of the most famous restaurants in the world. It became a magnet for movie stars
         and studio executives, who could stop in for a quick lunch, use the restaurant for
         a business meeting, or walk in after a day of shooting or recording. That convenience
         brought entrée into a haven of culinary flair. With his potential clientele in mind,
         Cobb had a much different vision for the second Brown Derby. He sought quality, luring
         Robert Kreis from the Pebble Beach Lodge to be executive chef, while Paul Posti joined
         as chef from the Statler Hotel in Boston. Together the men created sumptuous menus
         that changed with the seasons. Chicken-stuffed bell peppers, charcoal-broiled steaks,
         and deviled breasts of chicken would dot the menu in the fall. Winter could bring
         baked sugar ham, veal curries, and Parisienne sweet bread. Seafood wasn’t declared
         just fresh; it was billed as “morning catch.” Celebrities flocked. The Brown Derby
         became more than just a convenient watering hole. It grew into the place to go for
         a night on the town as well as the place for Hollywood’s glamourous to be seen. On
         any given night the restaurant teemed with celebrity. One might find Charlie Chaplin
         and Groucho Marx cracking jokes while seated back-to-back in adjoining booths. The
         stunning Rita Hayworth would stride in to admiring glances and longing stares. Red
         Skelton routinely joshed with the staff, while across the room Spencer Tracy could
         be seen loquaciously entertaining friends. 
      

      
      Bob Cobb’s ebullience was part of the Brown Derby’s attraction. He was quick to greet
         customers. The man was dapper. He was rarely without a boutonniere in his neatly pressed
         suit. A newspaper poll of the best-dressed men in Los Angeles ranked Cobb third. Throughout
         a typical evening Cobb would make it a point to move from table to table with a smile
         filling his face. His, however, was a sincere and not phony or patronizing personality.
         He remembered tidbits about regulars, made certain to congratulate anniversaries and
         birthdays, and noted dining quirks.
      

      
      Cobb knew that celebrities were particular in their tastes. They knew quality and
         appreciated class. He also knew that they would never complain, but if they weren’t
         happy, they would not come back. The restaurateur was well aware that when Tyrone
         Power walked in the door, he was going to order boiled brisket of beef in horseradish
         sauce. Eddie Cantor would expect a hamburger steak. Gary Cooper wanted fried chicken,
         but he wanted his dry and not greasy. Cobb also knew which orders would upset his
         kitchen staff but insisted there could be no argument when George Raft ordered his
         steak smothered in catsup. When Wallace Beery ordered his customary corned beef cabbage,
         Cobb didn’t want to hear his chef complain that it was not on the menu. Nor would
         Cobb accept any howls from the kitchen when Beery insisted they cover his sponge cake
         with catsup. “Our clientele like a tall story or a good gag with their hamburger,”
         Cobb told a newspaper writer. “But without that better hamburger, they wouldn’t keep
         coming back year after year.”[3]  
      

      
      Celebrities didn’t just enjoy eating at the Brown Derby; they embraced the place.
         Cobb found himself serving trout raised on Beery’s farm in Studio City. Broccoli that
         came out of the kitchen was often from Robert Taylor and Barbara Stanwyck’s farm in
         Brentwood. Corn, on occasion, came from Clark Gable and Carole Lombard’s ranch in
         Encino. Dorothy Lamour summoned her mother from New Orleans to teach Cobb’s chef the
         proper way to make shrimp creole. Pat O’Brien urged Cobb to add his Irish stew to
         the menu, and in time it became the Thursday night special. When the Brown Derby produced
         a cookbook, Jimmy Durante sent a copy to noted New York City restaurateur Toots Shor
         with a note urging that he read the book and learn something.
      

      
      Cobb was also a stickler for quality and decorum. When Marlene Dietrich walked into
         the restaurant one evening wearing pants, Cobb kicked her out. He wouldn’t let a woman
         wearing slacks dine in the Brown Derby for another thirty years. 
      

      
      In the early 1930s Hollywood was in its heyday. While much of America glowered from
         the apprehension and agony that seeped into homes during the Great Depression, motion
         pictures offered escape. In greater numbers than ever before, Americans suppressed
         their troubles with trips to the cinema. Newspapers in Los Angeles seized on this
         popularity and made a concerted effort to feed their readers the news, gossip, and
         tidbits about Hollywood’s famous and glamorous. Gossip writers recognized the Brown
         Derby as a place with the sort of fodder that could fill column inches. Who was with
         whom in the Brown Derby became a regular notation in columns in the Herald, Daily News, and Examiner. Mollie Merrick often began her “Hollywood in Person” column with tales of whom she
         had been lunching with at the Brown Derby. Louella Parsons, the Examiner gossip columnist whose writing appeared in six hundred newspapers, often held meetings
         with her staff in the restaurant and claimed booth 52 for lunch for more than thirty
         years. Rare was the day when a Kendall Read or Lucille Leimert column in the Times failed to mention a celebrity couple that was seen dining in Bob Cobb’s restaurant.
         Once Hedda Hopper began writing her acclaimed column in the Times, the Brown Derby became a regular source of information and inspiration. The publicity
         generated by the columnists further fueled the popularity of the restaurant. With
         many of the columns syndicated nationally to newspapers across the country, their
         notes made the Brown Derby as much a part of Hollywood lore as the actors and studios
         themselves. 
      

      
      Outside of the Brown Derby on the sidewalk, equally head-turning antics were a regular
         occurrence. People who were down on their luck sold gardenias at fifteen cents apiece.
         The corsages became a way to tell the tourists from the industry professionals who
         dined inside. An immigrant from Poland who called himself Vitch offered to sketch
         the celebrities in exchange for a cup of coffee and a bowl of hot soup. Cobb liked
         the man’s work so much that he framed and mounted the charcoal sketches and hung them
         on the restaurant’s walls. Over time, every wall would be filled with the caricatures,
         which would number more than one thousand. The works of the man, whose name was Icek
         Levkovitch, became part of the attraction of the Hollywood Brown Derby. For Cobb,
         the drawings became another matter for task. Each day he instructed a maître d’ to
         scour the gossip columns, then separate drawings of couples who had broken up or filed
         for divorce and move together drawings of those who were now dating or had become
         engaged or married. 
      

      
      Star-struck movie fans, many of them tourists who hoped to catch a glimpse of or perhaps
         get an autograph from a movie star, gathered almost every night near the entrance
         to the Hollywood Brown Derby. Some got far more than a glimpse or an autograph. When
         two young girls approached actress Isabel Jewell for an autograph, they shared that
         they were from her small hometown in Wyoming. The fans were rewarded with the experience
         of a lifetime, a personally guided tour of Hollywood from the star of Manhattan Melodrama and Lost Horizon. Desperation sometimes overtook awe, as was the case of a young Oklahoma girl, Betty
         Brewer, who sang outside of the Brown Derby in hopes of being discovered. The musical
         notes reached the proper ear and earned a screen test, then a part in a movie. Brewer’s
         performance in Rangers of Fortune led to a studio contract and ultimately roles in six motion pictures. More importantly,
         however, the work that came from the impromptu audition outside of the Brown Derby
         helped to take the girl’s parents and five siblings off government assistance.
      

      
      In 1931 Cobb broached the idea of a third Brown Derby restaurant with Somborn. He
         noted that many of their celebrity customers had moved to the area of Beverly Hills,
         Brentwood, and Bel Air, which were west of the Brown Derby’s Hollywood location. Though
         the area was only five miles away, Cobb surmised that celebrities wouldn’t venture
         far from home when they went out for dinner. The Hollywood and Vine restaurant would
         meet the lunch needs of the celebrity crowd, while a Beverly Hills location could
         become their evening destination. Somborn found a location, and the two men built
         a Brown Derby at Wilshire Boulevard and Rodeo Drive. The growth of office buildings
         and businesses in the area west of Los Angeles spurred the popularity of Somborn and
         Cobb’s third restaurant, and in almost no time it, too, had become a profitable venture.
         
      

      
      Through the early 1930s the Brown Derby continued to grow in both prominence and success.
         In the winter of 1933, however, stability cracked. Herb Somborn fell gravely ill.
         For many months he had been suffering complications from a kidney ailment. During
         the holidays Somborn was taken to Cedars of Lebanon Hospital, where doctors offered
         a grave prognosis. Cobb and Gloria Swanson, from whom Somborn had been divorced for
         eleven years, were frequent visitors. As Christmas drew near, Somborn asked doctors
         to move him from the hospital room to his apartment at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel.
         Two weeks later on January 2, 1934, with Bob Cobb at his bedside, Herb Somborn passed
         away. When Somborn’s will was read a month later, 60 percent of his estate was put
         into a trust to go to his twelve-year-old daughter with Swanson once the girl turned
         thirty. Twenty-five percent was bequeathed to Cobb, along with management of the Brown
         Derby restaurants at a guaranteed monthly salary of $1,000. Victor Ford Collins, Somborn’s
         attorney, was left 15 percent of the estate. Rather than accept Somborn’s money, Cobb
         felt it most prudent to take ownership control of the Brown Derby restaurants. Together
         with Collins, he successfully negotiated an exchange of equity. Cobb gained the restaurants,
         and when she turned thirty, Gloria Swanson Somborn would receive the original Brown
         Derby that her father had started. 
      

      
      Cobb plunged his energies into the three restaurants. He expanded the operation to
         include catering. Soon it was not uncommon on a Thanksgiving morning to see Brown
         Derby trucks weaving their way through Beverly Hills, Holmby Hills, or the Sunset
         Avenue gate and into Bel Air with precooked holiday meals for celebrity customers.
         The month of June would see Cobb’s trucks outside of country clubs, where they delivered
         Brown Derby meals to wedding receptions. When time allowed for recreation, Cobb accompanied
         Clark Gable and Harpo Marx to an area ranch where he engaged in his Montana passion
         for roping. When he could work in a day game at Wrigley Field, Cobb watched the Angels
         play. In the fall, time was always cleared to travel to Montana for a week of duck
         hunting.
      

      
      Not even one month after Cobb had taken ownership control of the Brown Derby restaurants,
         he was taxed. On a Thursday afternoon, March 1, just after the height of lunch service
         had concluded, twenty-seven waiters walked out. Several hundred diners were aghast.
         Cobb recruited other staff to join him and wait tables for the duration of the day
         but soon found himself embroiled in a feud with the Waiters Union Local 17. The union
         demanded pay increases from the new owner. Cobb countered by firing the strikers and
         hiring replacements. Tempers and nasty tactics escalated. More than one hundred picketers
         were dispatched to all three Brown Derby restaurants. They blocked diners from getting
         out of their cars and from entering the restaurants. Employees were harassed and,
         in some cases, even followed to their homes. Workers were threatened that bombs might
         be hurled into the establishment. The union went to the Screen Actors Guild and the
         Teamsters to ask that Cobb’s celebrity customers and delivery truck drivers stay away
         from the Brown Derby.
      

      
      Cobb fought back. He took legal action and petitioned for a restraining order to stop
         the picketers. Cobb argued that the fight wasn’t about pay raises. He was willing
         to agree to the pay demands but insisted that what was truly sought was a closed-shop
         agreement—a pledge from Cobb that he would employ only union members in good standing
         as waiters, cooks, or busboys. This, Cobb explained to the judge, went against the
         National Industrial Recovery Act, a post-Depression policy by which every restaurant
         owner in Los Angeles had agreed to abide. Cobb added that the picketers’ intimidation
         tactics had caused the Brown Derby to lose $20,000 in revenue. Cobb received his temporary
         restraining order and the picketing stopped. Not long after, the dispute was settled.
         No details were made public, and Cobb declared that the matter had been resolved in
         a way that pleased both sides. 
      

      
      Union ferocity was only one part of the challenges Cobb faced after assuming ownership
         of the restaurants. Competition came knocking as well. It heightened the owner’s attention
         to detail and quest for continued success. In 1932 Sardi’s, which had become a renowned
         New York dining establishment made famous, in part, by the gossip columnist and commentator
         Walter Winchell, opened a branch in Los Angeles on Hollywood Boulevard. Al Levy opened
         a branch of his successful restaurant chain down the street from the Brown Derby’s
         Hollywood and Vine location. In 1936 a local comedian, Dave Chasen, opened a southern-style
         restaurant in Beverly Hills that developed a celebrity appeal. 
      

      
      Cobb not only weathered the storm, but his Brown Derby restaurants continued to prosper.
         The restaurateur’s measure of distinction expanded one night from a peak of ingenuity.
         During a late-night conversation with his friend Sid Grauman, the men confessed to
         being hungry. Cobb retreated to the refrigerator. Taking stock of what he could find,
         Cobb pulled out leftovers—a head of lettuce, an avocado, a cold breast of chicken,
         a hard-boiled egg, some cheese, chives, watercress, tomatoes, two slices of bacon,
         and some of his chef Robert Kreis’s French dressing. After throwing the bacon on the
         stove to cook, Cobb grabbed a knife and went to work. Minutes later he and Grauman
         were quietly devouring Cobb’s concoction. The next day Grauman dropped into a booth
         at the Brown Derby for lunch. When he ordered a “Cobb salad,” it threw the waitstaff
         and kitchen into a tizzy. No one knew what Grauman was talking about until their boss
         explained. The name stuck, and the dish was added to the restaurant’s menu—but not,
         however, before a bit of flair was added: service on a cold plate with a cold fork
         and a gravy boat full of French dressing. Almost overnight, Cobb’s creation became
         a sensation.
      

      
      Cobb’s restaurant evolved into more than just a celebrated eatery. It became ingrained
         into the fabric of celebrity life. When Clark Gable proposed marriage to Carol Lombard,
         he popped the question in booth 5 at the Brown Derby. Amos ’n’ Andy could have chosen
         any restaurant to celebrate the anniversary of their act but did so in the Brown Derby
         with noted broadcaster Lowell Thomas. 
      

      
      The success of the Hollywood Brown Derby made Cobb a man in demand. Vendors saw the
         restaurant as a good account. It was good for business to say their product was part
         of the menu at the famous eatery. Sales representatives taxed Cobb’s time and tried
         the man’s patience. 
      

      
      As he waited for the overdue liquor salesman, Bob Cobb happened to spy the folded
         note that he had pushed beneath the pad on his desktop blotter days earlier. He fingered
         the paper, then pried it from where it was wedged. Cobb unfolded the note and his
         eyes widened at its words. Like a flash, he thrust his right hand to the telephone.
         He swiftly dialed the number to his attorney. Cobb’s meeting was now forgotten, pushed
         aside by the urgency of the message on the note that now lay face up inches away.
         Bared was a handwritten question, one that unbridled such a powerful surge of yearning
         that the man could not phone his lawyer fast enough to
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