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CITY HALL WRAPPED
By Louise Ivers

In 1973, the Allied Architects
presented final plans for a new Long
Beach City Hall to the City Council. 48
years later the 14-story skyscraper is
being demolished, floor by floor, inside of a black, semi-transparent curtain that is wrapped around it. Back
in 1973, City Manager John Mansell
predicted that the building would be
serviceable for 30 to 40 years and it
turned out that he was correct. It was
dedicated on July 4, 1976 in Lincoln
Park on the bicentennial anniversary
of the Declaration of Independence
and contained 275,000 square feet. A
semi-subterranean library by the same
architects, which has already been reduced to rubble by the wrecking ball,
was built next door. The complex cost
approximately $25,000,000 and attracted the eyes of viewers who drove
or walked along Ocean Boulevard. The
buildings were the third City Hall and
the second Main Library constructed in
Long Beach.

The Allied Architects group that
was responsible for designing the City
Hall included all of the stars in midcentury Long Beach: Frank Homolka
& Associates; Hugh Gibbs and Donald
Gibbs; Kenneth S. Wing and Kenneth
Wing, Jr.; and Killingsworth, Brady &
Associates. The building displayed
Late Modern tendencies, which included four large concrete piers that
supported a darkly tinted glass box
set at an angle to the huge piers. Unfortunately labeled “Brutalist” by amateur critics, the structure was neither
bunker-like nor heavily textured. It was
typical of the late phase of Modern architecture, which eschewed ornament
and relied upon materials and massing
for its visual aesthetics.
Now resembling a sculpture by
the late artist Christo, the former City
Hall has morphed into a gigantic,
dark, geometric object looming over
its downtown surroundings. It will be
demolished story by story inside the
black curtain, becoming smaller and
smaller as the process enfolds.

City Hall under demolition - Photo Credit Louise Ivers

City Hall soon after it opened - photo from USC Collection,
Wayne Thomas Digital Library

BEMBRIDGE HOUSE NEWS
By Sheila Gibbons
So many wonderful events have
taken place at the Bembridge House
this fall, starting in August with the
return of the Willmore City Heritage Association annual fundraising auction.
This has always been a fun neighborhood event that really brings life into
the house. This year, since COVID
restrictions have been lifted, a barbecue in the garden added a new twist.
Approximately sixty people attended and enjoyed the Poly High Jazz
Ensemble under the new canopy that
shades the entire Peppertree Court.
In September, California Evention
Group contracted to host three events.
A Lion King theme party was held for
a one year old’s birthday. A bride fell
in love with the setting of the house,
the garden and Peppertree Court for
her 1920s inspired rehearsal dinner.
Seventy five guests arrived in flapper

costumes. Also in September a baby
shower for a little girl was held.
October saw three more events,
including a celebration of life, a
quinceañera and a wedding. These
events have introduced the house
to so many new people and have
presented opportunities to educate
many younger people about the need
for historic preservation. More events
are scheduled through the new year.
In an effort to mitigate the parking problem in the neighborhood that
accompanies increased use of the
Bembridge House, we decided to contract with a parking lot behind Big
John’s market at 949 Daisy Avenue for
all future events.
Please join us for our annual Heritage Holiday Open House Tours on
Tuesdays November 30, December 7,
and December 14, as well as on Sat-

urdays December 4, December 11,
and December 18. Tours are held from
1:00 p.m. to 3:30 p.m. These tours
are open to people of all ages and
there will be two adult evening events
on Friday December 3 and December
11. The theme this year is “The Twelve
Days of Christmas.”
If you are interested in being a
docent for one of these events, please
contact preservation@lbheritage.org.

The first birthday party held at the Bembridge House
Photo Credit Sheila Gibbons

Poly High School Jazz Band at the Willmore City Auction
Photo Credit Sheila Gibbons
The Willmore City Annual Auction at the Bembridge House - Photo Credit Sheila GIbbons
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A DECO REVIVAL GEM
By Jacqueline Padilla-Perez

You can hardly walk the streets
of Long Beach without running into a
lively Art Deco building. From retail
stores, restaurants, and grand hotels that are now inhabited as condominiums, our lovely city is ripe with
1920s to 1930s era splendor. Many
of those we see today were built
after the devastating effects of the 1933
earthquake. During the reconstruction
of the city, property owners took the
opportunity to give their buildings a
modern update with the beauty of
intricate terra cotta ornamentations,
elaborate pilasters that reached to
the sky, and decorative doorway surrounds. The mid-thirties were a major
time of rehabilitation and improvement
and set the zeitgeist for our colorful
beach city.
As a lover of Art Deco architecture,
I first began working in Long Beach
four years ago when a lovely little
number on Redondo Avenue caught
my eye, the Silver Fox. It came as a
huge surprise to me when I learned
that the beautiful façade we see today
is not original to the building. A quick
city records search revealed that the
original building permits were filed in
1948 for a simple wood and plaster
building listed as “stores”. Records
from 1954 show that it was used as a
trade school for the Electronics Training Center before it was occupied
as a bar and restaurant in 1956. The
1957 city directory lists the tenant as
the Pete Café. Over the years a small
residential unit was added and minor
changes took place as ownership and
occupants changed as well.
It was in the 1980s that the building made its transformation to the
sleek and eye-catching appearance we
know and love today thanks to owners
John Schinnerer and Ron Waddell and
their collaboration with the late, great
Joseph Musil. Joe Musil was a southern California native and grew up in
Long Beach. A trip to the movies with
his grandmother to the Strand in 1941
is said to be the “defining moment
of his life”. Musil was mesmerized
by the live stage show which included a full orchestra, dancers, sing-

Above photo the Silver Fox and was taken by Jacqueline Padilla-Perez. Below photo is the entrance to the Court of Honor at
the Golden Gate Exposition in San Francisco in 1939-40 from Calisphere.

ers, and double curtains that lifted to
reveal the silver screen. This “mystical
happening,” as Musil called it, set the
precedent for the fantastic designs that
he went on to create. Musil learned the
technical elements of set design at the
Chouinard Art Institute in Los Angeles, where he studied interior design.
He then went on to study set design
at the Brera Academy of Fine Arts in
Milan, Italy and began to hone his craft
as a full-fledged set designer. Musil
restored and introduced new Art Deco
design elements in some of the most
iconic theatres, such as the El Capitan
in Hollywood and the Crest in Westwood. So where did a set designer find
his inspiration for a modern night club
in Long Beach? According to the Silver
Fox’s About Us web page, the design
was influenced by the Golden Gate International Exposition in San Francisco
of 1940.
The Exposition was intended to
celebrate the recent opening of the
now famous city bridges, the Golden Gate (1937) and the Bay Bridge
(1936). The fair featured an overarching theme, “A Pageant of the Pacific,”
with shows that celebrated California’s
history. It was a culmination of Spanish and Mexican influences, referred
to in the “News Parade” promo video
as “chapters of the romance of the
early west, the spirit of happy care-
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free days.” Japanese architecture was
a proud display, as was the Chinese
Village and the exposition building
which housed a display of antiquities.
Diego Rivera’s “Pan American Unity”
mural was on prominent display for
visitors to admire, in addition to numerous statues and wood carvings by other
prolific artists of the time. No fair would
be complete without a midway and the
exhibition’s grand “Gayway” was lit up
with thousands of electric lights and
offered a host of games, tasty delights
and sideshow attractions. (cont’d pg 4)

facebook.com/LongBeachHeritage
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KAREN CLEMENTS
By James Tweet

Seated on a couch at the Bembridge House, Karen Clements points
to the front door. To the right are
the stairs. On the left, light glares off
the old piano through a pair of windows. Her bubble-blue eyes seem to
shine as she reminisces about her old
friend. “Dorothy had a personality you
wouldn’t believe,” she says.

Karen Clements Photo Credit James Tweet

Karen describes how the owner of
the historic Bembridge House, Dorothy Rankin, would respond to knocks
at her front door. The familiars would
always enter from the side of the house
at the “friend door,” she explains, while
the front door was rather troublesome.
The house had many admirers and
inquirers, so Dorothy was clever in
excusing herself from such attention.
“She had a box of See’s Candy
on the table,” Karen remembers. “She
was usually watching TV or reading.”
But after hearing a knock at the front,
Dorothy would put on her hat and open
the door. Her judgment would then
determine either an entrance or the
words: “I’m on my way out.”
The friend door, conversely, was
a welcoming gateway to teatime and
conversation.
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Although they met in 1969, Karen
and Dorothy had something in common from the start. Both came to
California from Nebraska. Karen’s
father was an engineer and came to the
West Coast with his family to work for
Douglas Aircraft just before World War
II. She attended UCLA and soon after
met Richard Clements. The two married
and moved to Long Beach in 1959.
Within a decade, after working
in customer service for Southern
California Gas Company, she was
raising three children and also teaching for local Sunday schools. It was in
this communal environment that Karen
discovered opportunities to volunteer.
In 1969, as a new member of the
Junior League of Long Beach, she
participated in the training of community volunteers and discovered a
new cause when the city was preparing to demolish the Bembridge House
and nearby properties. The city didn’t
comprehend the value of history, but
local leaders stepped forward to oppose their oversight. Lobbying efforts
at the state and federal level led to the
writing of the Cultural Heritage Ordinance in 1978, along with the appointment of a committee to designate landmarks. Both Karen and Dorothy served
on this new committee.
During these years of collaboration, Karen and her group planted the
seeds of historic preservation in Long
Beach through outreach. They made
flyers, gave tours in the area and held
slideshow presentations. “It worked
out just great because we didn’t have
anyone from the higher-ups telling
us what we can and can’t do,” Karen
recalls.
The landmark committee began
holding the city accountable. It was
revealed that city planners were doing “windshield surveys” in these historic districts rather than properly inspecting structures and properties.
After this assertion, the city transferred
responsibility to the committee to survey sites. It was a shift in power, and
more landmarks came as a result.
Rancho Los Alamitos and Rancho Los
Cerritos were established as historic
sites, along with the Bembridge House
and the Villa Riviera. The committee
eventually evolved into the Cultural
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Heritage Commission, which to this
day advises Long Beach Development
Services and the City Council.
Karen’s
journey
from
local
volunteer to preservation advocate
paralleled the founding of Long Beach
Heritage by local residents in an
effort to save the valuable history on its
streets. Saving the Bembridge House
and its legacy was a testament to her
effort and those of many others. Karen remained close to Dorothy until her
tragic passing in 1999 and has been
a vital member of Long Beach Heritage since the organization’s purchase
of the Bembridge House from Biola
University (Dorothy Bembridge left the
building to them). Among other activities, she trains docents and maintains
the archives of the historic home under the stewardship of Long Beach
Heritage.

A DECO REVIVAL GEM
(cont’d) The Golden Gate International Exhibition was a display of
architectural feats and included the
Elephant Tower which was described
as a blend of Asian design and Mayan
architecture. An 80-foot-tall statue of
Pacifica towered over the massive
garden court and was punctuated
with the majestic Tower of the Sun,
which was positioned at the heart of
what was known as “The Magic City”.
It is here that we clearly see the inspiration for the Silver Fox’s beautiful design, in the two grand cornices
with the moon and star motif that
flanked the tower to create the Court
of Honor. Musil’s interpretation of
the architecture is simplified; however, it pays homage to the renowned
display of Art Deco motifs. For Musil,
it was all about creating a sense of
wonder and anticipation. In fact, upon
entering the glass doors of the Silver
Fox, you are met with a feature wall
which teases the visitor with upcoming events and shows, perhaps referencing the curtains that were such an
important element of Musil’s theatre
designs. It is only after you go past
the wall that you witness the splendor
of the bar with all its lights and video
screens that delight its many patrons
today.

LINDA RENNER
By James Tweet

It is a warm winter day and each
step up the narrow staircase radiates
more heat from the attic. She spends
most of her time down in the garden,
but today Linda Renner braves the
furnace above. Her many bracelets
clink and clack with each grip and
slide against the handrail. She is still
wearing her straw sunhat as she tells
the story:
One day, Dorothy Rankin had
guests over for a gathering. Someone
from the neighborhood came to the
door and alerted Dorothy that her roof
was on fire. She immediately phoned
the fire department and was shortly
letting the fire captain upstairs. The
captain went to this same attic and
returned with the words, “You have 10
minutes to get out and take whatever
you can.”
Dorothy thought it over and, in that
moment, passed her house onto fate
and the Lord. The captain went back
upstairs and soon returned to everyone’s surprise, and said, “I’ve never
seen anything like this.” The fire on the
roof was extinguished. Dorothy called
it the Bembridge House miracle, especially at a time when the roof needed
renovation. Firemen even returned on
occasion to investigate the house that
had stopped burning. This was one of
many stories and secrets passed to
Linda through her friendship with the
house’s famous owner.
Originally raised on farmland in
eastern Kansas, Linda moved out west
with her late husband Jerry in 1965.
They lived on 1st Street in Belmont
Heights where they got acquainted
with Long Beach and the nearby bustle of Ocean Boulevard. Jerry worked
as a photographer and was asked to

take a picture of Dorothy at her grand
piano for a magazine piece. Their
encounter led to dinners at the Villa
Riviera where he first introduced his
wife. Dorothy always suggested they
come for coffee and dessert at her
home afterward. Linda recounts how
Dorothy played classical records on
her phonograph and echoed them back
with her piano mastery, intermittently
going back to check with a mysterious “Sophie” in the kitchen. Linda later
learned that “Sophie” was a playful
sham as Dorothy went back to prepare
treats and not leave her guests too
coldly.
Dorothy’s personality was legendary, and Linda came to know it well.
Both worked as teachers and came
from the Midwest. Both experienced
the loss of their partners in the 80s.
Linda recalls Dorothy’s kindness and
comfort after Jerry’s passing. Their
connection now manifests through
Linda’s memory and dedication to the
Bembridge House story. She is among
a select few from Long Beach Heritage
who can provide direct quotes and
capture the spirit of its beloved bygone
defendant.
Apparently, Dorothy was out of
town when she heard that the city of
Long Beach was planning to demolish
her home. Linda says she returned with
the statement: “I’m going to sit on this
house like an old mother hen!”
Linda knows how the rugs should
be angled, knows who and what
happened everywhere, how even the
trees outside have changed. Each step
she takes through the house seems
to be an homage to its preservation.
While she works in the garden weekly,
she sometimes serves as a docent and
has been heavily involved with Long
Beach Heritage since it bought the
Bembridge House from Biola Univer-

sity. “There were a couple people who
thought she would leave it to them, but
I guess they were disappointed,” says
Linda with a grin.
Downstairs, Linda points to a beam
high above the dining room lined with
colorful teapots. She explains how it
was a collection started by Dorothy’s
mother. Whenever she broke a teapot,
she glued it back together placed it
there as an ornament. Linda has seen
the house become a symbol in the
community over the decades. While
her connection to its history is tough to
match, she knows others play their part
in its protection. “I think people in the
neighborhood are proud of the house,”
Linda says. “They help keep an eye on
things.”

Linda Renner Photo Credit James Tweet

STAY CONNECTED

Visit our website and follow us on social media for preservation updates, news, and events.
Lbheritage.org/latest-news/
Facebook.com/LongBeachHeritage
Instagram.com/lbheritage/
Twitter.com/lb_heritage

phone

(562) 493-7019

facebook.com/LongBeachHeritage

5

NOMINATE PROJECTS FOR THE 2022 PRESERVATION AWARD BENEFIT
You are our eyes and ears!
l

Have you noticed a great restoration?

l

Have you heard of a project that helps preserve Long Beach history?

l

Are you aware of a recently completed project, a person or firm that is making a positive impact on
preservation efforts in Long Beach?

Please let us know by Dec. 31, 2021. Our Preservation Awards Benefit will take place in May 2022.
Letting us know is easy! Simply email preservation@lbheritage.org or write LB Heritage at P.O. Box 92521, Long
Beach, CA 90809 with your ideas and whatever identifying information you have. We will take it from there.
Thank You!
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HERITAGE HOLIDAY AT THE BEMBRIDGE HOUSE
THERE IS STILL TIME TO GET YOUR TICKETS!
Daytime Tours:
Tuesdays & Saturdays (November 30
& December 4, 7, 11, 14, & 18),1:00
to 3:30 PM
Nighttime Tours:
For adults only on December 3 & 10,
6:00 – 7:30 PM

Bembridge House at holiday season - Photo Credit Louise Ivers

The Magic of the Season returns
to the Bembridge House! Heritage
Holiday will celebrate the traditional
yuletide beauty on display inside and
outside of the property, as well as
recognize Hanukah and Kwanzaa.
Hooray! This year’s decorating theme
is “The 12 Days of Christmas” - five
golden rings, anyone?
Everyone is invited to attend the
daytime Bembridge House tours (and
enjoy the yummy cookies!).The two
Friday night tours are for adults only,
because “holiday wassail” (wine) and
light refreshments are served. But,
either an afternoon or evening setting
is perfect to showcase the Bembridge

House’s Heritage Holiday glow. The
shiny sparkle of all the decorations
and the twinkling lights are not to be
missed! Bring friends and family to
celebrate the Happiest Season.
Each year the Bembridge House
gardeners and volunteers create a
Garden Boutique in and around the
carriage house.
Small and large
succulent bowls, as well as wreaths,
garden art, and inexpensive handcrafted treasures, are offered. Everything at the Garden Boutique is unique
and sure to be a keepsake or a special
gift!
Space is limited, so reservations are required. Heritage Holiday is
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open to members and non-members.
Reservations for the daytime tours
at the Bembridge House are $15
(children accompanied by an adult are
free). Reservations for the two nighttime tours are $20. You can make
a reservation at the Long Beach Heritage
website at www.lbheritage.org.
Hope to see you during the Holiday
Season!

facebook.com/LongBeachHeritage
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LONG BEACH HISTORIC DISTRICTS
By Linda Dragga

Long Beach Heritage sponsored a special walking tour of the Brenner Place
Historic District, one of the 18 Historic
Districts identified by Long Beach, on
November 13. Of the 25 people who
attended, many had been previously
unaware of this unique little district.
It was built in 1923 and has 20 originally identical 560 sq. ft. Spanish Revival homes with minimal yards facing
each other along a narrow private road.

CALENDAR
Tours are a bit on hold, however if
you are interested in a tour please
call to see if we can accommodate
a small group. PH (562) 493-7019
WALKING TOURS

Every 2 nd Saturday - East Village
9:30 a.m. @Linden Ave & Ocean Blvd
Every 3 rd Saturday - Downtown
9:30 a.m. @205 East 3rd Street
Every 4 th Saturday - Willmore City
9:30 a.m. @953 Park Circle
BEMBRIDGE TOURS

Every Tuesday at 1:30 & 2:30 p.m.
Every 4 th Saturday at 1:30 & 2:30 p.m.

Residents of Brenner Place were gratified that the participants of the tour
appreciated their historic status. Additional special tours of our lesser-known
Historic Districts are being planned.
Consider attending one or more of them,
expanding your knowledge of Long
Beach
history,
and
supporting
preservation activities.Visit lbheritage.
org for tour information.

BECOME A MEMBER!

Long Beach Heritage, a nonprofit organization
supported by members and volunteers, is the preeminent resource for advocacy
and education about the integral role architectural heritage and historic places have in the city’s unique character and its future development. Read about
membership levels and benefits at www.lbheritage.org/get-involved/become-amember.
Name ___________________________________________________________________________________
Address _____________________________________________________________________________________________
City ______________________________________________________________ Zip ____________________
Telephone___________________________Email________________________________________________

m Call me with information on how I can

volunteer with the Long Beach Heritage

 Heritage Student/Senior .........................$45
 Heritage Friend .........................................$60
 Heritage Household..................................$75
 Heritage Preservationist ........................$100

Newsletter Editor: Louise Ivers

 Heritage Contributor ..............................$250

Layout: BeachCityDesign.com

 Heritage Patron ......................................$500

P.O. Box 92521, LB, CA 90809
web
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 Heritage Associate .................................$750
 Heritage Sustainer..............................$1,000
 Heritage Benefactor............................$2,000

m I’m a new member!

Make check payable to & send to:
Long Beach Heritage, PO Box 92521
Long Beach, CA 90809
web

lbheritage.org
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(562) 493-7019
preservation@lbheritage.org
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