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			Foreword

		

		When my partner, Raymond Sarlot, and I bought Chateau Marmont in 1975, we had heard most of the legends about the hotel and its famous guests. The so-called tales of the Marmont had been circulating for so long that they had come to be accepted as fact.

		The story of Chateau Marmont is practically a capsule history of Hollywood itself, from the decline of silent pictures and the start of “talkies” through the glamorous golden era and beyond. As the movie capital prospered, so did the Marmont. When Hollywood hit hard times, the hotel struggled as well. Somehow, they have both survived the seasons of changes to become legends in their own time.

		Like Hollywood, Chateau Marmont has attracted the most celebrated and talented names in show business and the arts: writers, producers, directors, and stars. They came to Hollywood to work and to be seen. They came to the Marmont to live in seclusion.

		For most of its years, the Marmont has been one of Hollywood’s best-kept secrets, a Gothic-inspired hideaway within the land of glitter and hype. The celebrities who made the Marmont their home away from home were attracted by its privacy and old-world charm. Others were fascinated by its fabled past. Even today, it is not unusual for visitors to request suites that were once occupied by such stars as Jean Harlow, Greta Garbo, and Marilyn Monroe.

		One of the legendary tales of the Marmont had it that Rudolph Valentino was an early visitor to the hotel. Old-timers swear they saw the dashing screen idol at several of the Marmont’s grand-opening parties. A great bit of Hollywood history, Ray and I thought on first hearing. We didn’t know until later that Valentino had been dead nearly two and a half years when the hotel opened in 1929.

		According to legend, Clark Gable proposed to Carole Lombard in the Marmont penthouse. (Gable never lived at Chateau Marmont, although he was no stranger around the hotel, particularly during Jean Harlow’s heralded honeymoon stay.)

		There were other tales with romantic connections making the rounds. Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, it was said, trysted at the Marmont, away from the jealous eyes of Mayo Methot. (“Not true,” insists Bacall.) It was at the Marmont that Paul Newman proposed to Joanne Woodward. (Woodward calls that “pure Hollywood legend,” but confirms that she met her husband at the hotel.) And, of course, it was from the balcony of their suite that an angry Lucille Ball threw a valise jammed with money at Desi Arnaz, showering dollar bills over Sunset Boulevard. (No one was witness to that momentous event.)

		It has been said that Chateau Marmont was named for British actor Percy Marmont. (The name was actually taken from the street that fronts the hotel—Marmont Lane.)

		Steve McQueen started his own legend at the Marmont. Whenever he was having differences with his wife Neile, he would alert the Hollywood trade papers that he had moved into the hotel. (The switchboard would light up for days with calls asking for McQueen, but the elusive actor had never signed in. He simply used the hotel as a decoy while hiding out elsewhere.)

		There were stories about Lyda Roberti, the platinum-blond singing star of 1930s musicals (contrary to rumor, she died suddenly at her Hollywood hills home, not at the Marmont), and tennis star Bill Tilden, said to be the pro at the hotel during his Hollywood days (the Marmont has never had a tennis court).

		The stories are contagious. One, in particular, could be heard everywhere, it seemed. “Greta Garbo owns the Marmont!” Everyone believed it—and why not? The statement, fact or fiction, somehow gave the hotel a cachet.

		Rumors were certainly flying when Ray Sarlot and I took over in 1975. There were fears that the hotel would be leveled to make way for a new development. Chateau Marmont had become a losing proposition. It was in sorry shape, inside and out, from years of neglect. But tearing down the Marmont was not in our plans. The building may have become a fading flower, but it was still architecturally magnificent. And its clientele, despite the grim surroundings, had remained fiercely loyal.

		Ray and I regarded our new acquisition as an investment, nothing more. It wasn’t until Ray moved in and the renovation began that our thinking began to change. The Marmont, we discovered, was a most friendly castle. The atmosphere was warm and genuinely real. We fell in love with the place.

		As the months passed, we met many of the Marmont’s guests. There were regulars, wonderful people like Tony Randall, Maximilian Schell, Colleen Dewhurst, Carol Lynley, Richard Gere, Donald Sutherland, Diane Keaton, Lauren Hutton, Lee Grant, Lorne Michaels, and Robert De Niro. There were newcomers, and future friends, as well: moviemakers Henry Jaglom, Louis Malle, Claudia Weill, Bernardo Bertolucci, Peter Weir, Brian De Palma, Daniel Selznick, James Jarmusch, and Terry Gilliam; artists Claes Oldenburg, Jasper Johns, Ellsworth Kelly, Roy Lichtenstein, David Hockney, Robert Rauschenberg, and Edward Ruscha; sculptors Edward Kienholz and Eduardo Paolozzi; composers, singers, and musicians Peter Allen, Eddie Money, John Kander, Charles Aznavour, Sting, and Sade.

		Through our new associations we discovered more and more about the people who came to visit. The more we heard, the more intrigued we became. Still, we knew so little about the hotel’s history. How did the Marmont come to be? we wondered. Who built it? What was it like during the early days? Who were the guests then? Were the legends true—or not?

		We set out to uncover the real mystery behind the Marmont. Four years later, we had amassed a wealth of material. The result is this book.

		Welcome to life at the Marmont!

		—Karl Kantarjian

	
		
			Prologue

		

		The Continental Touch

		On an overcast morning in November 1926, a chauffeur-driven town car motored westward along Sunset Boulevard through Hollywood. At the intersection of Sunset and Laurel Canyon, the paved roadway ended. The vehicle paused briefly before crossing onto a narrow two-lane strip of dust-covered oil and macadam, then continued onward another several hundred yards. There it pulled to a stop near the weed-covered hillside.

		Inside the town car were Fred Horowitz of Los Angeles, Inez Fredericks of New York City, and Florence E. Dean of San Francisco. At thirty-one, Fred Horowitz was a prominent local attorney, already gaining a reputation for his “tough as nails” approach. He had recently returned from a tour of the Continent, a trip that was less a vacation than a mission. He had long dreamed of creating and owning the most unique and fashionable apartment house in Hollywood and had turned to the foreign capitals of Europe for inspiration. The idea was hardly original. He was following the lead of the booming motion picture industry, which was discovering many of its greatest stars in exotic overseas locales.

		Traveling through the French countryside along the Loire, Horowitz had seen a magnificent chateau with towers and terraces, arched Gothic windows and walkways. He was so impressed with the ornate structure that he photographed it from various angles. When he returned to the United States, he showed the photographs to his longtime friend, Miss Fredericks. Not only was the wealthy socialite interested in helping finance Horowitz’s venture, but she also had a friend in the fur business, Miss Dean, who owned a vacant parcel of land in the Hollywood hills. In exchange for a partnership, Florence Dean was all too willing to donate her site. Horowitz would not commit himself until he had seen the property.

		Now the stockily built, five-foot-ten Horowitz moved with determination along the rutted dirt edge of Sunset Boulevard. He walked with a slight limp due to a childhood accident, but nothing could hold him back. He focused his deep-set eyes on a narrow, winding fork in the road. It turned upward, curving sharply until it connected with another narrow byway. A small signpost identified the deserted streets as Marmont Lane and Monteel Road. Horowitz stopped. He was standing at the northwest corner of Florence Dean’s land.

		Except for a handful of houses scattered in the hills, the immediate area was undeveloped, covered with tinder-dry sagebrush and tumbleweed. Below, on the flatlands, stood a general store and a construction site. The former estate of film star Alla Nazimova, on the far side of Sunset, was undergoing changes. Around its enormous swimming pool, a complex of villas (to be named the Garden of Allah) was taking shape. The view of the sprawling city, from the faraway mountains to the sea, was breathtaking.

		Horowitz pulled the snapshot from his coat pocket and held it up, as if to visualize the illustration of his beloved French chateau against the setting. A moment later he waved to the town car parked at the bottom of the hill and hollered, “Yes!”

		The only opposition to Horowitz’s planned venture came from his law partner in the firm of Willebrandt, Horowitz, and McCloskey—the distinguished Mabel Walker Willebrandt. As former United States Attorney General in charge of prohibition enforcement, and at the time the Supervisor of the Federal Bureau of Prisons, Mrs. Willebrandt had established herself as one of the nation’s most respected women; her opinions were not to be dismissed lightly. “You have no experience in property management,” she told her associate without hesitation. She also feared that a multiple-story apartment building, as envisioned by Horowitz, would not be popular among Southern Californians, who favored less formal garden-court living.

		Horowitz pointed to the motion picture industry, enjoying its most successful year ever, which was attracting top creative talent from the east. “These people—directors, writers, actors—are arriving in droves every day,” he argued, “and they’ll be looking for a touch of home.”

		From their Los Angeles offices in the downtown Union Bank building, Horowitz could see clusters of giant outdoor movie sets, replicas of frontier towns, jungle villages, and ancient cities. He spoke of the expanding studios of Warner Bros., Paramount Pictures, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, and of the new complex Twentieth Century-Fox was building on the west side of town. He spoke, too, of the need for luxury furnished apartments. “In good times like these,” he said, “people want the best.” He would not be discouraged.

		Shortly after the first of the year, Horowitz commissioned his brother-in-law, European-trained architect Arnold A. Weitzman, to design a seven-story, L-shaped building that would capture the flavor, in every detail, of the original chateau in France. Weitzman was instructed to work directly from Horowitz’s photographs and within a budget of $350,000. With its main entrance opening onto Marmont Lane, the new structure would be called Chateau Marmont. (The names Chateau Sunset and Chateau Hollywood had been rejected.)

		Weitzman spent more than a year developing plans for the new Chateau Marmont, which called for forty-three spacious view apartments of one to six rooms each, with living rooms ranging in size from fifteen by twenty to seventeen by thirty-two feet. There were specifications for individual balconies and terraces; separate service entrances; a revolutionary ventilating system, powered by fans in the roof, to change the air in each of the kitchens at twenty-second intervals; an expansive main-floor drawing room and lobby, with high-beamed ceilings; a basement garage, with parking for forty-six cars; elevators; courtyard gardens; and a vaulted arcade, flanked by columns, leading from the street to the main entry. Decorative filigree masonry and bas-relief, copied faithfully from Horowitz’s photos, were penciled in to adorn the facing of the structure.

		Unlike the original chateau, the plans called for steel and concrete construction throughout, with banded steel casements to render it, in the architect’s words, “absolutely Los Angeles’s first earthquake-proofbuilding.” Said Horowitz proudly, “Chateau Marmont will be constructed without regard to expense but with the desire to achieve an ideal—that of completing the most dignified apartment house in the state.”

		In February 1928, Fred Horowitz gave his final approval to Weitzman’s blueprints, and on March 6, the city issued a building permit. W. Douglas Lee, whose firm was responsible for the design, engineering, and construction of many of Los Angeles’s finest commercial and industrial structures, was hired as contractor to personally supervise construction. Groundbreaking ceremony, took place on April 3, 1928.

		By December, work was progressing so smoothly that Horowitz was able to bring in artisans to handpaint intricately designed murals on the ceilings of the main-floor drawing room, lobby, and exterior arcade, already being lauded as the finest of its kind in the country. There were other extravagances—rich, rare woods, ornate wrought iron, imported tiles, and stained glass. On a front-facing exterior tower wall, Horowitz personally guided the installation of an ornamental shield, surrounded by a flourish of concrete ribbon, containing a large baroque-style letter “H.”

		Horowitz was particularly proud of the sharply pitched, angular roof, which had been installed by a company he had brought to California from Pennsylvania, along with its workers. Jay Horowitz, Fred’s brother, was a quality-control expert and had been hired to oversee the project in that capacity. One day, Jay climbed to the roof with a ten-pound sledgehammer to test the finished job. He reportedly hammered away, but was unable to dislodge any of the slate shingles.

		So much attention was spent on embellishments that Horowitz and his partners were suddenly faced with a budget so slim that little was left for the purchase of furnishings. A call to the factories of Grand Rapids, Michigan, resulted in the buyout of serviceable but undistinguished stock pieces at cut-rate prices. The Oriental rugs that graced the floors of many apartments were not a special purchase, however. By necessity, they came from the private collections of Fred Horowitz and Inez Fredericks.

		Chateau Marmont officially opened for inspection on February 1, 1929. Visitors were warmly greeted in the lobby by Horowitz and his partners, who stood before an impressive lineup of smiling, crisply dressed maids and the newly hired resident manager, Mrs. Blanche Bryson. More than three hundred people passed through the Marmont that day, including a large number of reporters from the local press. While the general reaction was positive and, at times, even glowing, there were few sign-ups for apartments. Comments of “exorbitant” or “outrageous” were not uncommon in response to the rents, which peaked at $750 per month.

		The first few days may have been a disappointment to the owners, but Horowitz remained undaunted. Many of the early visitors, he realized, were not in a financial position to afford Chateau Marmont living; they had come simply to satisfy their curiosity.

		Following the opening, Saturday Night, a popular weekly tabloid of the day, touted Chateau Marmont as “Los Angeles’s newest, finest, and most exclusive apartment house.” The article went on at length to describe the Marmont’s notable and distinctive features, including its unique location. “The property is superbly situated,” the paper reported, “close enough to active business to be accessible and far enough away to ensure quiet and privacy.”

		The accolades in Saturday Night and other publications generated such interest in the Marmont that initial resistance began to crumble. Over the next few months, so many affluent newcomers signed long-term leases that only a handful of vacancies remained. In October, however, disaster struck. The sudden collapse of the stock market sent residents fleeing in panic, their fortunes having evaporated overnight.

		Mabel Walker Willebrandt wasted no time in advising her law partner to shut down the Marmont. She had learned that the Beverly Hills Hotel, in the center of America’s richest village, had already closed its doors and that the Garden of Allah, which had been open since early 1927, was on the verge of bankruptcy. Fred Horowitz refused to listen. “Then get some help,” she prodded, “someone with experience in property management.”

		Ben Weingart was known as a shrewd real-estate developer and investor. Born dirt-poor, he had accumulated vast holdings during his forty-one-year career (in time, he would own more rental units than Conrad Hilton) and, in the process, had learned the entrepreneurial rules of survival, including how to hustle for a living. Since the Crash, Weingart had expanded his considerable interests by taking on the management of “troubled” properties.

		Weingart demanded complete authority, which Fred Horowitz gladly surrendered to save his investment. (Weingart’s name became so associated with the Marmont it was assumed he had bought control.) No guarantees were made, but Weingart’s track record and reputation provided more than a measure of hope.

		Three afternoons a week, Ben Weingart arrived unannounced at Chateau Marmont with a long checklist of items demanding his attention. He moved from floor to floor, casting his critical eyes in every direction. Nothing escaped him, least of all idle maids, who had little to do with vacant apartments on every level. The number of staff members was quickly cut in half. Manager Blanche Bryson became another casualty, but for a far different reason.

		Weingart’s reputation as a ladies’ man was surpassed only by his business acumen. He loved women, and they adored him. Even in an age of chivalry, he was a rare commodity—a gracious gentleman of the old school. Few females could resist his charm or the sight of his dated but still elegant turn-of-the-century appearance, set off by winged collars, high button shoes, and, on occasion, a beret worn at a rakish tilt.

		When Ben Weingart came to Chateau Marmont, he had been married more than a dozen years. In the fall of 1928, he began a serious relationship with a divorcee named Hazel Walsh. There were other romantic involvements as well, mistresses he had installed as managers within his various enterprises around Hollywood and Los Angeles. His comment, “Here’s to our wives and sweethearts, may they never meet,” was said with a twinkle—and an undertone of apprehension.

		To replace Blanche Bryson, Weingart brought in Emma Lovell. Her heavily mascaraed eyes, salon-dyed black hair, and black satin dress projected a menacing appearance that seemed appropriate for the dreary times. Residents who dared approach Lovell found her to be courteous and sympathetic to their needs, but only Ben Weingart knew her truly warm side. Three afternoons a week, following his rounds, he would disappear into her first-floor apartment. They would not be seen again until the dinner hour, when he would rush off to be with his wife.

		The slim savings realized from staff firings and other cuts in expenses did little to console Fred Horowitz, who was growing increasingly unhappy with the unprofitable Marmont. He spoke with Inez Fredericks in New York. “We’ll give it one more year,” she told him, “and no longer.”

		Neither would admit that they had gambled on a dream and lost.

		In October 1931, the beleaguered owners of Chateau Marmont sold their holdings to Albert E. Smith for $750,000 cash. Included in the package was the site, purchased from Miss Florence Dean. Reporting the sale of the Marmont, and the staggering amount paid for it, considering the times, a Los Angeles newspaper facetiously posed the question: “Did anyone say Depression?”

		Whatever disappointment Fred Horowitz and his partners may have felt in their failure to make a go of the Marmont was undoubtedly mollified by the profit they made on their relatively short-term investment—a very healthy three hundred thousand or so, after deductions for expenses.

		The local papers identified the new owner, fifty-six-year-old Albert E. Smith, as a former motion picture producer and investor. He was much more. As cofounder of Vitagraph, one of the most prolific and successful pioneer motion picture production companies, Smith and his partner, fellow Englishman J. Stuart Blackton, had been powerful forces in the fledgling film industry, rivaling Cecil B. DeMille and D. W. Griffith. Smith’s Vitagraph releases were the most popular among cinema audiences of the early silent era and his discoveries the most famous. It was Smith who gave starts to Florence Turner (the “Vitagraph Girl”), Rudolph Valentino, Clara Kimball Young, Adolphe Menjou, Norma Talmadge, John Bunny, and Maurice Costello. His career as a filmmaker spanned nearly thirty years, culminating in 1925 with the sale of Vitagraph to Warner Bros. (In 1947, Smith was honored with a special Academy Award as one of a small group of pioneers “whose belief in the new medium and whose contributions to the development blazed the trail along which the motion picture has progressed in their lifetime, from obscurity to worldwide acclaim.”)

		With the sale of Vitagraph to Warner Bros., Smith began dabbling in real estate, first in land, with the sprawling La Cumbra Rancho near the old Douglas Fairbanks property outside Rancho Santa Fe, then in rental properties. He acquired the neglected forty-eight-apartment Bryn-Carlton in Hollywood and gave it new life with his artistic touches, turning a white elephant into a swank money-making operation. Proud as Smith was of his accomplishment, he later admitted that the Bryn-Carlton was “not in the same class as Chateau Marmont.”

		The transformation of the Bryn-Carlton had come during a period of high and fast spending, when times were good and getting better. Now Hollywood, like America, was in the doldrums. Motion picture box-office receipts were the worst on record and dropping. Theaters were closing every day; those that managed to stay open did so by sharply cutting admission prices or staging “giveaways” to lure customers. Even the few people who had money were reluctant spenders. As a way of life, “easy come, easy go” had become a thing of the past.

		Chateau Marmont represented a special challenge for Albert Smith, one he accepted willingly. He loved a good fight, any excuse to keep him active and stir his creative juices. But the fact remained that his seven-story castle on the hill, Hollywood’s most distinctive new building, was nearly empty.

		Despite a worsening economy, Smith could see only positive times ahead. The 1932 Olympic Games were coming to Los Angeles, an event that would attract hundreds of thousands of visitors. Smith optimistically told one reporter, “I’ve already had telephone calls and letters from people all over the United States, even from abroad, asking about rentals in Los Angeles for the Olympics. I’m satisfied that many of these people will remain in Southern California after their summer visit—and that means Los Angeles’s rental properties will soon command premium prices.”

		Olympics crowds would not spell a cure-all for troubled Los Angeles property owners, Smith felt certain. But the visitors would surely give the local economy a much-needed shot in the arm. If Chateau Marmont was to attract its share of Olympics riches, changes had to be made.

		Smith spent long hours pondering Marmont policy. Until now, leases were required on all apartments. But leases meant long-term commitments, and in these times of tight money, even the mention of the word brought fear to the eyes of prospective renters. Wouldn’t it be far more appealing to eliminate all strings and offer accommodations on a monthly, weekly, even daily rental basis? Smith was willing to bet that it would. In effect, the change in policy would turn the Marmont from an apartment house into a hotel.

		Of concern, too, was Chateau Marmont’s management team of Ben Weingart and Emma Lovell, which had been retained after the changeover in owners. Weingart ran a tight ship, watched expenses with a hawk’s eye, and, with his own vast real-estate holdings, undoubtedly possessed more expertise in property management than anyone in California. Lovell was efficient and dependable, despite a sinister appearance; her rapport among both guests and staff could not be faulted. Yet their preoccupation with routine responsibilities, and often with each other, left little time or energy for the all-important pursuit of new business. Albert Smith found Weingart, who insisted on doing things his own way, unapproachable to suggestions.

		Although Smith had no intention of moving into the Marmont—he had a home in Hollywood where he lived with his wife and children—being an absentee owner, as his predecessors had been, was out of the question. Weingart, therefore, was expendable. As for Lovell, her loyalty extended to only one person—the man who had hired her, the man who shared her bed three afternoons a week. Smith’s only option was to relieve them both of their duties.

		With unemployment at a record high, the finest in managerial talent was available and begging. But Smith’s first choice to fill his vacant management post could claim no prior experience. She was an actress, a one-time leading lady in silent serials and westerns. She had starred opposite William S. Hart and Wallace Reid and, as the Indian maiden Naturich in DeMille’s classic, The Squaw Man.

		Albert Smith had known Ann Little for nearly twenty years, since her start in films. He admired not only her considerable talents but also her professionalism. She was a tireless worker, bright and dedicated. Friends and coworkers spoke of her in glowing terms. Her fans were legion.

		Since her retirement from films in 1925, Ann Little had been appearing in local stage productions, most recently with the Henry Duffy Players at Hollywood’s El Capitan Theatre. Smith found her there and made her an offer on the spot. To sweeten his proposal, he threw in free room and board at the Chateau.

		Ann Little was intrigued. At forty, she was ready for a career change. Show business had lost its excitement for her, and the thought of a steady salary was hard to resist. Too, the accommodations Smith so generously offered could be shared with her ailing mother. A strict Christian Scientist, Little insisted on caring for the elderly woman herself.

		But Ann Little didn’t jump at Smith’s offer. She had visited friends at the Marmont and had seen not only the main-floor drawing room but also several suites. “I was less than impressed,” she remembered years later. “The building itself was grand, unlike anything I’d ever seen before. And while it was all clean and new, it needed fixing up. The furniture was bad. I told Mr. Smith that I couldn’t work for him unless he redid the place. How I had the nerve I’ll never know!”

		Little’s honesty only strengthened Smith’s belief that she was right for the job. The furnishings were atrocious, he agreed, and inappropriate for the Marmont’s unique architectural styling. The furnishings in all the suites were bland, lacking drama and imagination. Even the penthouse needed attention. He would begin work immediately, he promised Little, if only she would say yes to his offer. She accepted.

		Albert Smith didn’t look upon the job of refurbishing the Marmont’s spacious suites as a formidable task. A lover of art and fine furnishings, he had honed his considerable decorating skills during the transformation of the Bryn-Carlton. He had been assisted then by his wife, Lucille, a former Vitagraph actress known professionally as Jean Paige. Together the Smiths had acquired many valuable pieces by attending estate auctions.

		Albert and Lucille Smith went into the furniture business in a big way, and riches were to be had for a song. The Depression had closed many mansions in the most exclusive areas of Los Angeles. They attended auctions along Adams and Los Feliz boulevards and traveled to nearby Glendale and Pasadena, where they purchased rare and imported antiques by the carload—artifacts by the finest French, English, Italian, and Oriental craftsmen. There were pieces of every size, from end tables and curio cabinets to massive armoires, even baby grand pianos.

		To house their precious treasures, Albert Smith leased a large warehouse on Western Avenue, moving pieces into the Marmont as needed. A skilled photographer (his development of a special motion picture camera had propelled him into the film business), he would shoot and catalog each piece so that guests could make substitutions from his photo file if they were dissatisfied with particular furnishings in their suites. Chateau Marmont’s lavishly decorated and individually different rooms quickly became another of its distinct features. Without realizing it, Albert Smith had created “the Marmont look.”

		In his attempt to make the Marmont the finest apartment-hotel in Hollywood, Smith continued his spending spree. He fully equipped the kitchen, off the newly refurbished main-floor drawing room, and instructed Ann Little to hire a cook experienced in international cuisine. Her choice was Golan Banks, a man of East Indian and South African heritage, who had worked for years on the Continent.

		Although the Marmont had no formal dining room, Ann Little inaugurated a policy of serving catered meals to guests in their suites. Full-course dinners, offering a range of entrées, were priced for one dollar and twenty cents (similar meals, without the frills, were offered after serving hours to staff members for thirty-five cents). “Guests would call me in the morning,” Little recalled, “to say they were having friends in for dinner that evening. Most of them hadn’t even bothered to prepare a menu. They knew Golan would come up with something extraordinary—and that it would be served in an elegant fashion.”

		At midday on Sundays, a formally set dining table would appear in the main-floor drawing room, next to one of the towering swag-draped Gothic windows overlooking the garden. The table was reserved exclusively for Albert and Lucille Smith and their children, Ronald, James Gordon, Kathleen, and Albert. There, fresh from church, they would enjoy a full-course family dinner in the British tradition. Their fare of minted roast lamb, mashed potatoes, green peas, and ice cream never varied from week to week.

		Following the meal, the Smiths would relax on the drawing room’s stylistic new French settees, where Father, impeccably dressed as always, from starched collar to spats, enjoyed his cigar. Somehow the conversation always turned to the magnificent framed prints of English country scenes and historic landmarks adorning the walls. They had come from all over the world, sent by members of Smith’s large family—eight brothers and a sister—still living in Europe.

		In addition to Golan Banks, other newcomers joined the Marmont staff. A security man, Charles, was hired to patrol the stairways and corridors at regular intervals. Many suites were still unoccupied, but a number of guests took time to comment how much safer they felt with Charles making his rounds.

		Eddie worked the elevator. A polite young man with an easy-going personality and a smile that never dimmed, he soon became one of the Marmont’s most popular employees.

		Additional maids were brought in to augment a too-thin crew. New faces included Heddy, Anna Maria, and Elsa.

		Ned joined the night staff as desk clerk. After several months on the job, however, he was caught stealing from the cash drawer. Ann Little fired him on the spot, but Albert Smith refused to prosecute. The loss of Ned dropped the staff count to twenty-five.

		To help promote the Marmont, Albert Smith hired an advertising writer with the improbable name of Ben-Allah Newman. Soon ads began appearing in local publications, touting Hollywood’s newest wonder, the elegant Chateau Marmont. Newman’s pièce de résistance was a lavishly illustrated brochure headlined Designed for Living, which described “stunning suites of rare refinement and charm” and “comfort highlighted by the choicest pieces of yesteryear’s furniture craftsmen.” Of the breathtaking vistas from the Marmont’s windows, Newman wrote poetically, “A pleasant panorama of people and cars and places of interest for the daylight hours. By night, Hollywood’s most breathtaking view. For vast miles stretches a veritable carpet of flickering lights and colors.” Gracing the cover was a finely detailed pen-and-ink drawing of the Marmont under a halo of billowy white clouds. A simplified version of his romanticized design was later adapted as the official logo; only the cars parked outside the main entry are updated from time to time.

		Ann Little’s name appeared prominently as resident manager on all advertising and promotional pieces. It was Newman’s idea. He believed that her still-solid reputation among fans and studio personnel would attract attention and interest. Little appreciated the gesture, but then again she found few things wrong with Newman’s work. With the engaging writer also living gratis at the Marmont, they were frequently seen in each other’s company. Newman resisted any involvement, preferring only her friendship and nothing more.

		With the exception of Albert Smith, Ben-Allah Newman probably knew Ann Little better than anyone at the hotel. A very private person, she rarely talked about her personal life. Although she had never married, rumor had it that at one time she was Mrs. Allan Forrest, wife of the silent screen actor. Such talk was dismissed with a simple but firm, “Not true.” Even casual conversation concerning her movie days was avoided. “I try not to live in the past,” she modestly told a friend. “I’ve even destroyed all my old scrapbooks and clippings.”

		One day, a visiting reporter from the Los Angeles Times spotted Ann Little behind the Marmont’s front desk. Surprised to find her there and retired from acting, he requested an interview. She declined at first, then agreed only if she could offer advice to her former colleagues. “There are too many stars who fall from the big time into extra work,” she said for the record. “I want to tell them to get busy, especially in these hard times, and make a life for themselves. That’s what I’m doing.”

		Chateau Marmont was one subject Ann Little enjoyed discussing. She thrived in her position as manager and eagerly embarked on chatty guided tours with prospective guests, starting with the penthouse. Albert Smith had primed her to push the lofty six-room suite. “That’s our bread and butter,” he told her. “As long as the penthouse is rented, we’ll do just fine.” She wasn’t always successful in “selling” such large-scale accommodations, but she kept enough other suites occupied to more than make up for the loss in income.

		Few people could resist Little’s charm and forthright approach. “We offer the best service in town,” she promised newcomers, “and all the privacy in the world. Give us a week, and you won’t want to leave.” And they didn’t. Guests at the Marmont were so pampered that many delayed their departures. Those unable to stay seldom failed to return. Said Little proudly, “We killed them with kindness.”

		As summer approached, visitors began flooding Los Angeles for the Olympic Games. Throughout the competition, and for many months afterward, the Marmont was filled to capacity.

		It was as Albert Smith had predicted months earlier.

	
		
			PART I

			Welcome to the Marmont

		

		As down-and-out America moved into the 1930s, Hollywood had become a land of dreams, a symbol of luxury, glamour, and hope.

		The image that Hollywood projected, and indeed promoted, was misleading. Hollywood was simply a work town, one in transition, and none too secure, having just begun to recover from its first industry panic, the coming of sound. The studios were grinding out talking pictures as fast as they could be shot. Most of them were pretty bad, although the public, still fascinated by the fact that pictures talked at all, was not yet that critical. Still, the nation’s woeful economy was reflected at the box office, where brief flurries of business were followed by seemingly endless slumps. For the most part, the great stars of yesterday had faded into a silent world of oblivion. The search was on for new stars. New faces with voices.

		On the outskirts of town, and somewhat above it all, Chateau Marmont seemed far removed from the dizzying Hollywood scene. The fact that the hotel was practically “in the country” was of great concern to many incoming visitors who longed to be closer to the action, either because of a burning curiosity or out of necessity.

		Of all the questions asked by newcomers to the Marmont and Hollywood, the most common began with the words, “How far…?” How far, they wanted to know, was it from the hotel to Paramount, or MGM, or Columbia? How far to the plush movie palaces, such as Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, where the spectacular premieres were held? How far to Hollywood and Vine? To those inquiries, and others, Ann Little had a stock reply. “We’re fifteen minutes from everywhere,” she would say. She wasn’t exaggerating by much.

		The line did not originate at the Marmont. It came from the Sunset Boulevard boosters, a small group of merchants dedicated to dispelling the notion that the two-mile stretch of roadway fronting their businesses (Chateau Marmont included) led through an area commonly referred to as “No Man’s Land.”

		In a way, the phrase was quite accurate. Sandwiched between the city limits of Los Angeles to the east and Beverly Hills to the west, this portion of Sunset Boulevard and its environs constituted a tract of unincorporated county territory, unattached to either city and entirely independent of their codes and ordinances.

		Being under the county’s administration had its disadvantages. The boosters watched in frustration as road crews from the surrounding cities made constant improvements to the boulevard—but the work never progressed beyond the county lines. On the Los Angeles side, trolley tracks had been installed so that passengers could ride in comfort aboard Pacific Electric Red Cars to the Gardner Street depot, a point several miles east of the Marmont. From there, a “dinky” carried more adventurous travelers to the city limits—or “the end of civilization”—just past Laurel Canyon.

		On the Beverly Hills side, a bridle path, enhanced with rustic arches and flowering shrubs, divided the road. “Ye Bridle Path,” as it was called, not only fostered local interest in horseback riding but camouflaged the old P. E. tracks. Since the discontinuance of trolley service in that area, influential residents had been up in arms, calling the neglected median strip an eyesore.

		The unincorporated portion of Sunset Boulevard had its own eyesores. On rainy days, cascading waters from the hillsides turned the street into a sluggish river of mud. Cleanup crews, undermanned and under-equipped, appeared only to shovel the ooze onto the already treacherous soft shoulders, creating small mountains of muck that made parking impossible and foot traffic disappear.

		Old-timers in the area were accustomed to such inconveniences. They could remember a time, shortly before the turn of the century, when there was no roadway at all. They could remember, even more vividly, teams of workmen arriving several years later to slash a byway through the hilly countryside, carving out portions of mountain as they zigzagged westward to the ocean. At the right hour of day, said the old-timers, “you would swear the road disappeared into the sunset.”

		It didn’t take long for the newly named Sunset Boulevard to attract developers. But they came to Los Angeles and Beverly Hills, not to No Man’s Land. The stretch of roadway that ran between the two cities was considered little more than a connecting link—a convenience that also offered an eye-filling “rim of the world” view of the vast flatlands below.

		The first real sign of commercial activity—and elegance—came to the area in 1924, two years before Fred Horowitz discovered his site for Chateau Marmont. Francis S. Montgomery began construction on four “Champs-Élysées–style” store buildings, each containing six shops. He called his project Sunset Plaza. It was situated on both sides of the street in the very heart of “the link.”

		Hollywood agents were the next to arrive, chased out of their Los Angeles offices in the early 1930s, when the city clamped a $100 business tax on artists’ representatives.

		The Hollywood agents ascended on Sunset Boulevard in impressive numbers. High-powered names like Jessie Wadsworth, Vic Orsatti, Leon Lance, Maggie Ettinger, Bessie Loo, and Harry Eddington, came west to open up shop where restrictions were far fewer. The advantages offered by the county were beginning to outweigh the disadvantages. As Jessie Wadsworth later remarked, “County license fees and taxes were far lower than they were in Los Angeles or Beverly Hills, and rents were so much cheaper. The whole atmosphere was more liberal. Besides, most of my clients lived in the vicinity and drove along Sunset going to and from the movie studios. It was a central location in a far-flung business. As the saying went, we were fifteen minutes from everywhere.”

		Each of the agents brought along an impressive clientele, the top names in motion pictures. That fact was not lost on Billy Wilkerson, whose recently launched industry trade paper, The Hollywood Reporter, was flourishing.

		Wilkerson drew even more celebrities to the area when he created Cafe Trocadero on vacant land just east of Sunset Plaza. From its dazzling opening night party in 1934, hosted by producer Myron Selznick, the “Troc” became a mecca for the film colony.

		Gambling was a natural for the free-wheeling, free-spending atmosphere of No Man’s Land. Night after night, famous formally clad patrons roamed freely through the elegant salons of the country’s newest, most lavish gambling casino, the Clover Club. The illicit hillside operation had quickly become a favorite haunt of the big spenders, while being virtually ignored by the authorities. That it was run by a burly former Los Angeles vice-squad officer made little or no difference.

		The hillsides along No Man’s Land—the future Sunset Strip—had yet to be developed when Carmel Volti made her way to Chateau Marmont in 1930. At that time, that portion of Sunset Boulevard was still a neglected section of roadway, and Ben Weingart, between trysts with his mistress-manager, Emma Lovell, was striving to save the hotel for owner Fred Horowitz. Carmel had only recently come to Hollywood from Diamondville, Wyoming, after detouring briefly in Utah. Like other young women who come to Hollywood from towns throughout the country, Carmel had a dream—although hers was quite different from most.

		In the small mining town of Diamondville, Carmel’s father spent his days delivering bread, freshly baked by his brother, to the miners’ wives; her mother worked in the general store, selling everything from groceries to work clothes. Carmel wanted none of that. Her ambition was to become a switchboard operator for the telephone company. “We didn’t have many luxuries or necessities, but for some reason we were one of the few familities to have a phone.” The wall-mounted contraption fascinated her.

		There was no place in or around Diamondville for Carmel to pursue her dream; she had to wait until she was seventeen, when her parents pulled up stakes and moved to Salt Lake City. But the big town brought disappointment rather than the start of a career. The personnel director of the phone company took one look at Carmel’s smallish size and sighed, “Heavens no—your arms are much too short to reach the switchboard.”

		It wasn’t until Carmel came to California and the Marmont that she was given a chance—and she made the most of it. Except for time out to marry and have a child, she worked at the Marmont for forty-three years, far more than any other employee. During that time, she firmly established herself, not only as the hotel’s number one telephone operator but also as “the voice of the Marmont.”

		Carmel Volti was the first of the legendary “Marmont ladies” to work at the hotel, and throughout the 1930s she would witness both the glamour and the hard times this period would bring. She would also welcome some very special guests to her place of employment.

	
		
			Chapter 1

		

		Fifteen Minutes from Everywhere

		MRS. THOMSEN

		Everybody thought they knew Nellita Choate Thomsen. They had discovered, for example, that she was the daughter of an aristocratic Southern family, the William L. Choates of Chesterfield County, Virginia, and a direct descendant of the eminent lawyer-orator-statesman, Rufus Choate, legendary patriarch of the illustrious Choates of Boston. They had learned, not necessarily indirectly, that she was born “within the shadows of Jefferson’s glorious Monticello,” that she was a superior hostess (her lavish society parties, catered by the Marmont, were the talk of Hollywood), and a devoted patron of the arts. The Marmont’s charter guest was not only blue blood but also blue book.

		Everyone who came in contact with Nellita Choate Thomsen, even the most casual acquaintance, had to admit that she was not the typical society matron of the day. The most obvious difference was her age. When Nellita and her husband, wealthy manufacturing jeweler-turned-architect Carl H. Thomsen, moved to Chateau Marmont shortly after its opening in February 1929, she had been out of college less than seven years; her numerous impressive accomplishments at Stanford were still fresh, beacons for other young women to follow. And, unlike her colleagues, she zealously avoided recognition for her philanthropic endeavors. Photographers found her more slippery than the FBI’s most-wanted criminals when they aimed cameras in her direction. Even her closest friends were at a loss to explain why she refused to allow her lovely likeness to appear in print.

		At Stanford, according to her yearbook, “Nellita was one of the most popular and brilliant girls on the campus. In addition to winning the Phi Beta Kappa key for scholarship in her junior year, she participated in college dramatics, assisted in editing one of the college journals, was a member of the Women’s Conference and Kappa Kappa Gamma sorority.”

		More than anything, Nellita loved to write, and she used her considerable talents to voice her opinions on raging campus issues in the pages of the Stanford Illustrated Review. No person or subject intimidated her. When an editorial authored by a prominent professor infuriated her, she countered: “The literary tone of the Illustrated Review should not be lowered by illiterate contributors.” When the Women’s Conference attempted to control the actions of her classmates, she wrote: “The Conference is involving itself in endless complexities when it attempts to arbitrarily establish laws of good taste. Provincialism, restraint, puerile rules, and the stupid compliance to such regulations are not worthy of the Real Stanford Woman who, regardless of a few foolish exceptions, is capable of thinking for herself, deciding for herself, and acting for herself.” When the university fixed the number of women students at five hundred, commonly referred to as the Stanford Five Hundred, she lashed out: “The education of both sexes must be equally full and complete. The rights of one sex, political or otherwise, are the same as those of the other sex and this equality of rights must be fully recognized!”

		At the Marmont, Nellita was considerably less outspoken, at times quiet as a sponge. In fact, it was her willingness to act the role of a sympathetic listener, coupled with her ability to respond with only the most appropriate comments or questions, that earned her so many friends.

		Her genuine fondness for people made it seem perfectly natural when she appointed herself to the unofficial position as the Marmont’s “official greeter.” She made it her business to meet all incoming guests, and no one, least of all the celebrated who held a special attraction for her, escaped her most gracious welcome. It wasn’t long before she charmed her way into their confidences, in the process discovering fascinating stories and tidbits of information beyond her wildest imagination.

		What the guests failed to discover about Nellita was that she led a double life. As Pauline Payne she was a crackerjack reporter for the Hearst newspapers, often competing with Adela Rogers St. Johns, covering scandalous trials and sensational happenings within the motion picture industry. Her daily syndicated column, “The Merry-Go-Round,” reached millions of devoted followers across the nation, who doted on her outspoken revelations, scoops unwittingly provided, in large part, by her unsuspecting neighbors at the Marmont. After all, she had a wealth of intriguing and ever-changing subjects only scant seconds from the doorway of her suite.

		Jean Acker had been a leading lady in silent films long before she registered at Chateau Marmont. But her greatest claim to fame came as a result of her marriage to a bit player named Rudolph Valentino in 1919 and their divorce, following his incredible success with The Sheik, in 1921. Jean Acker never relinquished her married name, using it not only in private life but also as a screen credit. Mrs. Rudolph Valentino, as she insisted on being addressed, confided to Nellita Choate Thomsen that she locked her sensuously handsome husband out of their secret honeymoon hideaway on their wedding night. “That was the end of him,” Mrs. Valentino boasted. “He thought more of making love to the camera than to me!”

		George W. Hill, the distinguished director, became the first occupant of the penthouse in mid-1929. At the time, he was moving from one Frances Marion–scripted film, The Big House, to another, Min and Bill (both would be among MGM’s biggest hits in the coming year), and entertaining friends Lila Lee, Marie Dressler, and Louella Parsons. But it was with Miss Marion, the recent widow of cowboy star Fred Thomson, that he became romantically involved. Their courtship began on the set of The Secret Six, their fifth teaming, and soon adjourned to the Marmont. As plans for their wedding were being arranged, Hill was involved in a horrifying accident that resulted in the death of a family of Japanese immigrants. Although Hill was held blameless, he could not wipe the tragedy from his mind; it remained with him constantly, even after his eventual marriage to Frances Marion. One morning in 1934, while lying in bed with his wife at their Malibu beach house, George Hill stuck a pistol in his mouth and shot himself.

		Blond, dimpled character actress Minna Gombell was happily single when she moved to the Marmont in 1930. But her days as one of Hollywood’s most eligible bachelor girls were numbered when she met successful San Diego banker Joseph W. Sefton. Their courtship was far from typical, as Hollywood courtships go; it dragged on for nearly two years, hampered in part by Sefton’s out-of-town business responsibilities. When, at last, Minna said “I do,” she gained not only a husband but also a young son, Tom, from Sefton’s earlier marriage.

		For a time, the newlywed Seftons seemed idyllically happy, although they were rarely together. Minna’s film commitments kept her in Hollywood, forcing her husband to travel back and forth on weekends to be with her. With each extended parting, Minna’s smile became less radiant, her laugh less jovial. Ultimately, the marriage could not survive the on-again, off-again relationship, leaving the once-dimpled darling of the screen a sad and broken woman. “It was no wonder,” Nellita Thomsen remarked rather pointedly, “that she played brassy, hard-bitten faded blondes so well in her later films.”

		Another of Nellita’s early neighbors at the Marmont was Clara Clemens, the daughter of Mark Twain, who signed in only days after the death of her husband, famed pianist-conductor, Ossip Gabrilowitsch. Prior to her arrival, during the dark months of Ossip’s illness, when doctors gave him little hope, they had sought spiritual methods of healing through Christian Science. At the Marmont, Clara found being alone impossible and turned to Ann Little for consolation, begging to know if she could talk with her husband. “Is he near?” she asked repeatedly. “Will he return to see me?” But it was with Nellita Thomsen that Clara spent many lonely hours, particularly during early evenings. With only a single dim light burning, Clara would tearfully reminisce about happier days, as a Victrola mournfully cranked out the strains of Ossip’s classical recordings. When it was impossible for Nellita to be near, Clara would try to seek solace at her baby grand piano. An accomplished pianist herself, she often played through the night, sobbing quietly as she delicately fingered the compositions that were her dear husband’s favorites.

		For nearly a decade, starting in mid-1929, the enormously wealthy Theodore Whites and their entourage occupied two-thirds of the second floor. (In adjoining smaller suites lived a maid, cook, nurse, and chauffeur.) Mr. White was a brilliant civil engineer, whose most challenging accomplishment, the designing of the Los Angeles freeway system, was still years away; Mrs. White was an exquisitely beautiful heiress from Sweden. It was not the Whites who intrigued Nellita Thomsen, but the “children” to whom the stunning Swede played surrogate mother.

		In one of their nearby suites, stripped of all Marmont furnishings and completely redecorated for the comfort of its occupants, lived a menagerie of fanciful, exotic pets, birds of every size and color, and a long-haired monkey with huge glistening eyes, which Mrs. White cradled in her arms as if she had given birth to it.

		Stan Laurel, the wispy, featherbrained member of the screen’s most successful comedy team, continually frustrated Nellita Thomsen in her attempts to “welcome” him. “He opens his door at the Marmont only to admit the liquor man,” she wrote of the forever drunk comedian. Nellita didn’t see much of Katharine Hepburn, either, not that she would have recognized her if she did. Hepburn’s striking face, with its wide eyes, high cheekbones, full mouth, and angular jawline may have attracted attention on the East Coast, where she had appeared in theatrical productions, but she was unknown at the Marmont when she strode through the lobby one July afternoon in 1932. Still, she didn’t go completely unnoticed. Tall, leggy, spattered with freckles, and dressed in an expensive-looking but unflattering gray silk suit (her traveling outfit), she wore her long, frizzy hair pulled severely back and stuffed under a large saucer hat. Even more distinctive was the eye patch she wore.

		Hepburn, at twenty-four, had been summoned to Hollywood by RKO Pictures for her first motion picture, A Bill of Divorcement. During the long train trip west, she had injured her eye. The accident had happened as she and her constant companion, American Express heiress Laura Harding (who registered with Hepburn at the Marmont), stood on the windy platform of the train’s observation car. A “speck of something” had flown into her eye. In trying to remove it, she had scratched the retina.

		The bothersome eye patch was soon discarded; at least, she was not wearing it the morning after her arrival at the Marmont. Hepburn’s eye was quite swollen, but apparently that was of little concern to her, judging by the rest of her appearance. The odd-looking gray suit had been replaced by pants and an old, oversize man’s sweater, gathered and held in the back by a large safety pin.

		Hepburn did travel in style, however. The car that took her and Laura Harding to the studio that morning was an elegant, enormous Hispano-Suiza limousine, driven by a liveried chauffeur. The classic automobile was undoubtedly more famous, at that point, than Hepburn. It had been used by Greta Garbo in Grand Hotel earlier in the year.

		Katharine Hepburn and Laura Harding remained at the Marmont less than a week before moving to a small cottage in one of the nearby canyons. Mrs. Hearst stayed considerably longer.

		The very elegant and lovely Mrs. Hearst, estranged wife of one of William Randolph Hearst’s sons, was at the Marmont while awaiting her divorce and a huge settlement. “She looks like a Ziegfeld girl as she descends the staircase to the lobby, her hair adorned with delicate ostrich plumes,” Nellita Thomsen revealed in her column. She didn’t report that, until Mrs. Hearst received her settlement, which was being fiercely
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