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Preface




Death sometimes arrives randomly to those seemingly insulated from risk by virtue of their wealth, celebrity and protective environments.




Periodically the world halts in shock and reflection upon the abrupt and sudden headlines of a celebrated personality’s death. Their demise jolts and reinforces our understanding of the fragility and vulnerability of life. This edition chronicles the background stories and detailed locations of some of the most newsworthy, famous and even infamous unexpected sudden passings. 




The profiles feature self-induced suicides, drug overdoses, celebrity murders, unexplained deaths and even brazen homicides where the perpetrator has taken their own life. The West Coast historically remains a vortex for the unexpected. Understanding the circumstances beyond simple summary reporting often clarifies the motivations behind each unfortunately and often desperate act.
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Actress Peg Entwistle’s Desperate Leap to an Unanticipated Fame




Hollywood evolved into the recognized symbol of the motion picture industry during the twentieth century. The film industry, however traces its legitimate roots to the terrain and urban environment of downtown Los Angeles. Many of the industry’s initial founders were concentrated within the lodgings of Spring Street.




The genesis of commercial filmmaking is generally attributed to Thomas Edison’s Kinetoscope viewing machine, which enabled viewers to peep into a magnified eyeglass viewers and observe the rapid rotation of photographed stilled images. His initial patent was recorded in 1890 and three years later, he assembled the first motion picture studio, the Black Maria in New Jersey.




His success bred imitation and the primitive technology continued to evolve into more sophisticated equipment, productions, viewing locations and ambitiously filmed storylines. The motion picture industry migrated west frequently to escape Edison’s patent rights and legal pursuit. The still barely inhabited and diverse topography of the Los Angeles basin accommodated all forms of filming scenery, from the bustling urban downtown center to barren valleys. Los Angeles was a filmmaker’s dream, absent of regulations, unions and permits. Creativity usually thrives with an absence of controls.




The silent film era flourished as traditional dramatic stage theatre’s influence waned. Little has changed with regard to preference. Audiences still prefer entertainment novelty and technological advancements.




The migration of acting talent established its cradle within the lobby and confines of Spring Street’s Alexandria Hotel. Nearly every major film personality and studio pioneer inaugurated his or her Los Angeles experience from the Alexandria. Among these major film players included Paramount, Griffith, Pathe, Chaplin, Leammle/Universal, Sennett/Keystone, Metro Goldwyn Mayer, United Artists and Warner Brothers. The list of permanent residents was even more impressive.




Many of these patriarchs of the film industry in the early days resided and dined together communally. The future architects of cinema shared the propelling forces of ambition in common. In 1900, a national vaudeville strike forced live theatres to project films.  The films were crude, short but significantly less expensive than live talent. Many of the theatres permanently abandoned vaudeville performances and a proverbial technology star was birthed.




The Relocation of the Film Colony

The influence of the film colony within downtown Los Angeles history was abbreviated. The downtown film interests would eventually gravitate towards less expensive real estate in a development called Hollywoodland, then a population of 4,000 in 1910, adjacent to the Cahuenga Pass. 




Hollywoodland initially was conceived and promoted from the 34 North Spring Street offices of Harvey Henderson Wilcox. Wilcox subdivided and conquered. In 1924, the iconic Hollywoodland sign was constructed at a cost of $21,000 atop Mount Lee. Thirteen 50-foot letters and four thousand 20-watt light bulbs announced change. The film industry would never return to downtown Los Angeles.




Peg Entwistle’s Failed Ambitions

Millicent Lillian Peg Entwistle was a British stage and screen actress who had begun her career in 1925 at the age of seventeen appearing in several Broadway productions. Her parents divorced when Peg was young and her father gained sole custody. She emigrated with him, her brothers and uncle from Liverpool to New York City aboard the SS Philadelphia at the age of five. At fourteen, a hit-and-run motorist on Park Avenue and 72nd Street in New York City tragically killed her father. Her uncle took in Peg. He was the manager of Broadway actor Walter Hampden.




For seven years her career on Broadway expanded and reviews for her roles, often comedic and good-hearted beauties were favorable. In 1927, she married actor Robert Keith. Their union was brief. Two years later she filed for divorce charging Keith with cruelty and failing to inform her that he’d been married before and had a six-year-old son. That son, Brian, would later become a celebrated actor and terminate his own life by suicide.




In 1932, the abrupt cancellation of the production Alice Sit-by-the-Fire became Entwistle’s final Broadway performance. She moved to Los Angeles and secured her first theatre role in May with The Mad Hopes at the downtown Belasco Theatre. She was also cast in a small role in the Radio Pictures film Thirteen Women starring Myrna Loy and Irene Dunne.  Her part portrayed her as a lesbian, too daring for the era. Upon its release in October, the viewing public and critics poorly received the film. Thirteen Women would be re-released in 1935 with further editing and cited favorably as one of the earliest female ensemble films. 




As a probable cost cutting measure, Entwistle along with a contingent of other actresses did not have their contracts renewed by Radio Pictures (later RKO). The film would remain her sole cinematic credit and would be released the month following her tragic death.




On September 18, 1932, a woman hiking along the Hollywoodland sign discovered a female shoe, purse, and jacket. Inside the purse she discovered a suicide note. Scanning the horizon, she viewed the silhouette of a corpse. The woman reported her findings to the Los Angeles police and laid the items on the steps of the Hollywood police station.




The suicide note read: I am afraid, I am a coward. I am sorry for everything. If I had done this a long time ago, I would have saved a lot of pain. P.E.




Investigators speculated that two days before after telling her uncle she was going for a walk to the drugstore with friends, she hiked to the southern slope of Mount Lee at the base of the sign. Then readily accessible, she climbed a workman’s ladder to the top of the initial letter H and leaped to her death. The coroner listed the cause of death as multiple fractures of the pelvis.




Police from the ravine below the sign recovered her body. She initially remained unidentified. Her uncle, whom she’d been living with, read the newspaper account about the anonymous victim and connected the reported initials P. E. with his niece who’d gone mysteriously missing. He identified the remains.




The attention that had formally eluded her became magnified globally upon her reported death. Her symbolic suicide would be interpreted as the fate destined for a successive legion of failed actresses. Her body was cremated and her ashes were interned next to her father’s in Glendale, Ohio.




The Hollywoodland housing development went bankrupt during the 1930s. The sign ownership rights and maintenance were transferred to the city of Hollywood. In 1949, the infamous H on the sign unexpectedly collapsed. The cause was attributed to adverse weather conditions, but explanations such as Entwistle’s visitation circulated. During the course of renovations, the letters LAND were removed from the signage.




Over subsequent decades, neglect, deterioration and vandalism became the sign’s greatest enemy.




Beginning with fundraising efforts in the late 1970s’ renovations began on the sign including reinforcing the structure, repainting the letters and creating security fencing and monitoring to protect against unauthorized access.




To date, no additional notable performers have shared a similar fate to Peg Entwistle’s. What precisely prompted her to commit suicide? Her uncle cited depression and intense mental anguish. During that period, her former husband Robert Keith had remarried. She was known to be impulsive and moody, but no one seemed to anticipate her extreme action.




Sightings of a disoriented blonde woman have periodically resurfaced. The apparition is often conveniently accompanied by the smell of gardenias, her perfume of preference. Return haunting by the celebrated departed is never particularly surprising. With her novel iconic demise, the elusive fame Peg Entwistle sought while living was finally realized.




Peg Entwistle’s Jumping Off Point:

Hollywood Sign

South Facing Slope Mount Lee, Hollywood Hills




PHOTOS: Hollywood Sign and close up of one of the letters circa 1982
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The Julian Oil Company Scandal: Prelude to the Global Market Crash




During a downtown real estate bust period of 1890, the Los Angeles City Oil Field was discovered stretching immediately south of Chavez Ravine westward to Vermont Avenue. The underground source encompassed a territory of approximately four miles in length by a quarter mile in width. Fortunes and major exploration wells created a decade long oil boom. The success of tapping this vein led to further drillings within the Los Angeles Basin. During the peak year of 1901, approximately 200 separate oil companies were actively exploiting the downtown field. Today dense residential and commercial development has been constructed above the reserves.




No individual profited from the boom period shrewder than a piano teacher from Kentucky named Emma Summers. Starting with a half-interest investment in a well she’d purchased from her piano lessons, she parlayed success upon success. Each lucrative drill enabled her to acquire additional operations, ultimately forcing many of her competitors out of business. A self-sufficient woman, Summers did her own accounting and despite her wealth, continued to offer piano lessons in the evening. At the peak of drilling prosperity, she controlled nearly half of the wells amidst the center sector of the field.




At the furthest northern extremity of Spring Street above Chinatown is an area that once boasted a horizon of pumping derricks. This territory today encompasses the Los Angeles State Historic Park and Cathedral High School. The concentration of drilling extended along the present Pasadena Freeway, snaking along the routing of Third Street until the intersection of Vermont Avenue. The daily nonstop pumping nearly depleted the oil reservoirs. Price ultimately flattened the boom from a peak of $1.80 a barrel in 1901 to 15¢ a barrel in 1903 due to overproduction and increased competition from San Joaquin Valley based operations. 




Although local resources were no longer tapped so vigorously, a subsequent regional petroleum boom resurfaced during the 1920’s. The concept of creating instant wealth never loses its appeal. 




In 1922, Canadian citizen Courtney Chauncey (C.C.) Julian arrived in California claiming expertise and vast experience in property speculation and oil exploration. He immediately secured drilling rights to five acres in Santa Fe Springs. He recruited investors through splashy ads in the Los Angeles Times. His marketing expertise was grounded in convincing speculators, gamblers and small-scale investors that his shrewd and infallible oil field selection would soon supplant the dominant Standard Oil Company. He claimed to have discovered the deepest well in Southern California.




The following year, he incorporated the Julian Petroleum Company and within a frenzied two months had sold $5 million worth of stock in his designated drilling operation, Julian Pete. His company had been authorized to issue 159,000 shares of preferred stock, but an estimated 4-5 million shares reportedly circulated. 




The vehicle he employed to create credibility was a parallel scheme fueled by a small band of wealthy investors. This insider group purchased enormous blocks of Julian stock artificially and rapidly inflating values. Observers of this hyper growth were easily attracted and seduced into becoming new investors. Celebrity investment banker Motley Flint whose status and connections were revered by the Los Angeles financial and film industry elite headed this insider faction called the Million Dollar Pool.




Towards the end of 1924, C.C. Julian discreetly sold his interest in his namesake oil company to Sheridan C. Lewis. 




Rather than skip town, he continued to dabble and speculate during the next few years in lead mining ventures and stock marketing schemes. He maintained a high-profile presence in the Los Angeles social and nightclub scene. He spent liberally and confidently averting suspicion away from the teetering structure supporting his bogus financial mirage.




The inevitable collapse of the Julian Petroleum Company occurred without warming in May 1927. California regulators and the Los Angeles Stock Exchange revoked the company’s stock-selling permit due to their flagrant violation of over issuing shares. 




Although no longer officially affiliated with the organization, C. C. Julian attempted to explain and rationalize the collapse via a radio broadcast on his own station KMTR. A competition radio station reportedly tampered with the broadcast by drowning out his voice with shrieks and howls whenever he attempted to speak. Present Julian Petroleum owner Sheridan Lewis pledged a massive reorganization of the company along with an explanation as to why growth soured. Nothing was forthcoming. He resigned and declared bankruptcy soon afterwards.




Over forty thousand investors experienced their savings and investments evaporate. The fraud exceeded $150 million. The scenario would be repeated with the New York Stock Exchange collapse two years later.




As lawsuits accumulated and scheduled court dates became the new business agenda, the fate of two principals concluded in separate but equal catastrophe.




On July 14, 1930, financial savant and former officer of the First National Bank Motley Flint was testifying in a civil trial between David O. Selznick and his former bank. Flint took the stand under oath attempting vainly to recall details regarding a loan transaction between the two parties.




Flint’s stature had been tarnished by his insider role in the Julian Petroleum collapse, but still carried clout. He was a Master Mason within California, his brother was a U.S. Senator and he maintained some loyal allies. Jack and Sam Warner publicly espoused that without Flint’s previous moral and financial support, their studio would have never materialized.




Flint completed his testimony and proceeded towards the spectator section. Frank Keaton, a disgruntled Julian investor who’d lost his entire life savings rose from the second row and fired three shots pointedly at Flint. The first struck Flint’s neck, the second punctured his heart and the third his lung and liver. Flint collapsed dying instantly. Keaton tossed the .38 Smith and Wesson revolver on the corpse and collapsed back into his seat wailing inconsolably. The presiding judge raced from behind his bench and to immobilize him. 




C. C. Julian endured no such immediate retribution. He wisely skipped Los Angeles for Oklahoma and attempted to resuscitate varying financial frauds. His good fortune began to wane, but he still possessed financial resources and arrogance. In March 1933, he masqueraded as an impoverished Irish citizen with a false passport and boarded a steamer from Seattle. His destination was Shanghai and another attempt at reinvention.




Profiting from Shanghai’s lax entry regulations, Julian shed his disguise upon arrival. American authorities attempted to extradite him, but being a Canadian national made the process problematic.




Julian established residence initially at the respectable Astor Hotel and subsequently the upscale Metropole, resuming an opulent lifestyle. The charade withered within nine months. His cons and schemes failed to materialize in Shanghai and he himself was frequently victimized. The Metropole evicted him from his lodgings once his illicit finances were drained. His drinking and ultimate alcoholism deteriorated his former charm.




He borrowed a significant sum of money from a local businessman. He never repaid the debt. During the next unproductive year, he relocated lodgings to the marginal Frenchtown Hotel. His enterprises failed and cruel reality finally terminated his ambitions. He decided to conclude his despicable existence with a final flourish. He checked into the Astor Hotel with a companion, a local stenographer named Leonora Levy, feasted on a lavish dinner and swallowed poison in his sumptuous room accompanied with champagne. 




Five hours later he expired. Levy finished the poison and lapsed into a coma. She survived. She attended his funeral attended by eight others. She mourned his death in white as was the Chinese custom, followed the procession and remained briefly by his graveside weeping. She then returned to her daytime job, lacking any other alternative.




C.C. Julian and Motley Flint’s legacies would subsequently remain as forgotten as their cursed stock swindle.







Julian Petroleum Company Headquarters

Pershing Square Building

448 South Hill Street, Ninth Floor, Los Angeles




PHOTO: Pershing Square Office Building
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The Valhalla Memorial Cemetery Scam: Preying on the Living 




The Portal of the Folded Wings is a monumental gateway originally designating the entrance to Burbank’s Valhalla Memorial Cemetery. Construction began in mid-1924, designed in the Spanish Mission Revival style by local architect Kenneth McDonald. Elaborate statuary and decorative moldings were fashioned by sculptor Federico Giorgi who was responsible for the massive Babylonian elephants and lions showcased in the film Intolerance.




The ornamental edifice became the crowning centerpiece in a real estate swindle that marketed burial plots with the same aggressive and ethical scruples as Florida swampland.




In March 1923, John R. Osborne and C. C. Fitzpatrick established a corporation headquartered in downtown Los Angeles. Using investor’s funds, they purchased 65 acres of flatlands amidst the rural dairy farms and stockyards of Burbank. Access to the property was only reachable via an extended dirt road. The nearest mortuary within the Los Angeles basin was over an hour and a half away.




An elaborate cemetery was planned for the property and christened Valhalla, which in Nordic mythology represented an enormous heavenly gallery inhabited by brave warriors and gods. Within a year, hundreds of salesmen were employed to promote the purchase of burial plots as an infallible investment. Targeting unsophisticated investors, the ruse quickly generated enough funds to purchase an adjacent 52-acres designated to host a Mausoleum Park.




Osborne’s credibility stemmed erroneously from his assurances that he was an experienced graveyard manager. The employed sales pitch was based on the projected explosive growth of the Los Angeles basin (accurate). More dubious was their assertion that the primary motivation behind the expansion was the ill health and advanced age of the incoming residents. Marketers stressed a severe Los Angeles shortage of burial grounds and the city’s refusal to add additional cemeteries. Their most outrageous claim stemmed from their declarations that bodies were currently being buried atop each other in 3-foot graves instead of the traditional six. The salesmen reasoned that flipping these investment plots would certainly generate rapid and significant profits as burial space became scarcer.




The elemental flaw in their scheme was that no shortage existed. Los Angeles’ cemeteries were ably capable of accommodating one million additional burials. At Valhalla, multiple deeds were sold and issued for identically located plots. For approximately a year, the campaign brought in substantial income, estimated between $3-4 million. Suspicious salesmen regarding the accuracy of their claims and company management practices were immediately terminated. The isolation of the Burbank property made investor visits impractical and infrequent.




By the beginning of 1924, hundreds of the estimated four thousand buyers began to organize and mobilize. They sent letters en mass to the local Real Estate Commissioner and staged large protest meetings. Many had fallen behind in their payments and were in jeopardy of losing title. Some had simply had exhausted their meager savings anticipating a quick turnover that never materialized. 




In December 1924, the federal government intervened charging Osborne, Fitzpatrick and four others with illegally using the postal service to defraud with their project’s promotion. In August 1925, Osborne and Fitzpatrick were found guilty and sentenced to ten years and ten days in a federal penitentiary.




The duo immediately filed a series of appeals enabling their temporary freedom on bail. With their financial gains still intact, a preposterous story became even stranger.




John R. Osborne hired a personable automobile salesman named Jack Gordon to serve as his valet and traveling companion. In November, the pair were staying at the Maryland Hotel in Pasadena. Osborne reportedly entered the bathroom to shave. When he returned to the room, he discovered $103,000 in liberty bonds and $800 in cash missing. Gordon had mysteriously vanished. Osborne reported the theft to police.




Gordon had not only stolen the proceeds but had lied about his identity. He was actually a wanted Chicago based gunman and professional crook named Harold Whittaker operating under multiple alias. He was able to convert the bonds into cash with the assistance of his girlfriend and proceeded to squander the money leaving an easily traceable trail. He was arrested in Cleveland during January 1926 and returned to Los Angeles. He escaped three months later but was once again arrested in New York that November after robbing a dance hall. This time he was expediently escorted to prison.




In March 1925, The Portal of the Folded Wings was officially dedicated and an accompanying public concert was staged. Burial ceremonies had already begun and the facility began to resemble a sustainable operation. 




Appeals exhausted, Osborne and Fitzpatrick entered Leavenworth Federal Prison to serve their sentence in June 1927. While incarcerated, Osborne became acquainted with former USC football legend George Meadows who was serving a term for selling stolen liberty bonds. This prison association would prove costly.




Osborne’s father, John E., assumed management of the cemetery, taking no salary and publicly stated his intention to pay back investors his misguided son had defrauded. He was perhaps the sole conscientious individual amidst this entire sordid escapade. 




George Meadows was released from Leavenworth and immediately headed to Burbank and an appointment with Osborne Sr. He boasted of having ties to local prominent attorneys and officials in Washington D.C. that insured his ability to intervene on behalf of Osborne’s son. Meadows outrageously claimed to have met with President Calvin Coolidge to discuss viable options. The gullible Osborn Sr. paid him $23,000 assuming the funds would be deployed towards attorneys and officials to obtain a pardon or parole.




Osborne was mistaken. The devious but not particularly brilliant Meadows was arrested shortly afterwards. He returned to prison after being convicted on eleven counts of grand theft. His nickname of Malicious Meadows had been well cultivated during his university years.




Osborne and Fitzpatrick were released from Leavenworth in 1930 after serving only three years of their sentence. Both returned to Valhalla Park leadership positions joining Osborne, Sr. In their absence, Burbank had changed substantially.




The community became the center of West Coast aviation hosting numerous aerospace companies and an airport called Angeles Mesa Drive adjacent to the cemetery. Lockheed Corporation arrived in the 1930s and purchased the airport, renaming it the Lockheed Air Terminal. The Portal of the Folded Wings evolved into a popular location for public concerts and live radio broadcasts. The cemetery was now a fully functional operation and became the burial site for numerous high-profile local residents and celebrities from the entertainment industry.




A fairy tale ending became illusionary. With the instigators of the original fraud back in management, stockholders became wary of disappearing assets. Four lot holders demanded the appointment of a receivership to assume control of the park. Management responded in 1932 by filing multiple lawsuits for slander.




In September 1935, John E. Osborne Sr. was summoned to an unspecified downtown Los Angeles business meeting. He never appeared. Instead, he fired a bullet into his heart in his garage killing himself instantly. He was buried within Valhalla. The Osborne-Fitzpatrick management team eventually was forced to sell the cemetery to the state.




John R. Osborne shifted occupations but not scruples or stripes. He became a bookmaker for a large gambling establishment near Santa Monica Boulevard and La Brea Avenue. He turned state’s witness in 1941 under the protection of immunity.




In 1950, Pierce Brothers purchased Valhalla Memorial Park. They added a new administration building, mortuary chapel and three new mausoleums. They relocated the main entrance to Victory Boulevard in North Hollywood leaving The Portal of the Folded Wings as orphaned statuary serving decorative, but no functional purpose.




During the 1950’s the focus of the memorial was shifted into a shrine honoring aviation. Periodic ceremonies and bronze plaques honored prominent pioneers and distinctive aerospace achievements. Pierce Brothers sold Valhalla in 1958. 




In July 1969 a small twin-engine airplane taking off from the Lockheed Airport crashed into the Portal’s dome killing the pilot and one passenger. The dome was subsequently repaired.




In the late 1970s, the neighboring cities of Burbank, Glendale and Pasadena purchased the airport from Lockheed. The company would relocate their headquarters during the following decade. The airport was named after Bob Hope in 2003 in homage to the late comedian and nearby Toluca Lake resident.




Few remain alive who can remember the Valhalla Park plot swindle. Even fewer can likely conceive why buying Burbank burial grounds ever seemed like a sage and alluring real estate investment.




Valhalla Memorial Park

10621 Victory Boulevard, North Hollywood




PHOTOS: Valhalla Memorial Park
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