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Introduction 
 

January 26th, 2009 marked the eightieth anniversary of the opening of one 
of Laguna Beach’s most historic and unique buildings, La Casa del Camino hotel.  
For three generations Laguna Beach residents and visitors from around the world 
have enjoyed the spectacular views and unique charm that can be found only at La 
Casa del Camino.   
 

In terms of shear 
drama, La Casa del Camino 
offers more than any other 
landmark in the city.  From 
graceful arches and rustic 
wooden balconies that capture 
the Spanish revival style, to 
the soaring views of the 
laguna village and Riviera 
coastline, La Casa del Camino 
brings it together like no 
where else.   
 

And not by shear 
coincidence, no, this was 
meant to be.  For La Casa del 
Camino was envisioned by its 
builder, local artist and City Councilman William W. Riddell as a spectacular 
destination along a spectacular stretch of sand at the heart of Laguna Beach.   

 
In Riddell’s eyes this would a place not only for travelers to rest, but a 

place for the community to gather, a place for art to be appreciated, a place where 
business and social clubs would flourish and help create a local landmark to 
proclaim to the world that Laguna Beach was now a destination, not just a stop 
along the way. 
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Its History revealed - through the press 
 

The most wonderful part about the history of La Casa del Camino is that we 
have, captured for the ages, a written account of the events surrounding its 
construction, its grand opening, and the ongoing operation of the hotel and its 
amenities.  Hidden among rolls of microfilm in the city’s library rest newspaper 
pages, frozen in time, 
where historic figures 
like Riddell come to life, 
and the reader is 
transported back to when 
hotel rooms rented for $3 
a night, where 
Hollywood celebrities 
sipped cocktails in the 
hotel bar, and where, for 
nearly seventy years, 
local citizens, artists, and 
city officials enjoyed 
spectacular sunsets from 
the hotel rooftop lounge. 
 

The historic 
account you are about to 
read is based on the 
information found in 
those newspaper pages, 
and is an annotated 
examination of the press 
Riddell, and La Casa del 
Camino received leading 
up to and after the hotel’s 
opening.  What is clear 
from this examination is that Riddell was no ordinary citizen, and the Casa Del 
Camino was no ordinary building.  The shear number of articles that appear in the 
early papers appraising the citizens of the new hotel’s progress, and the accounts 
of the crowded gala events surrounding the hotel’s opening clearly show that La 
Casa del Camino was to be a jewel in the crown in Laguna’s community and 
culture. 
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Also impressive is the lengthy list of notable community figures who take 
out ads of congratulations for Mr. Riddell upon the completion of the hotel.  There 
is no doubt that, because of his stature, and the grandness of the hotel itself, many 
in the community wanted to be aligned with him and went out of their way to do 
so.  That may also account for why so many community groups including the local 
artists, charities, and business clubs wanted to use the facility for their meetings, 
and wished to make note of its use in the news paper. 
 

As an interesting contrast, the completion and opening of the Coast Inn, a 
newer, bigger hotel built just blocks away from La Casa del Camino, and finished 
only 4 short months later, receives almost no press, save for a few small, passing 
mentions.  In that context, one begins to see that Riddell held a prominent place in 
the Laguna Beach community and obviously held sway with the community 
leaders and with the local press.  In fact, had it been anyone else who built La 
Casa del Camino, it may not have become the grand cultural magnate that it had.  
With Riddell's vision and passion, the hotel was destined to become a center of life 
and culture in Laguna Beach. 
 
There had been nothing like it before,  
and nothing like it after 
 

The “South Coast News” microfilm collection at the Laguna Beach library 
starts with 1928, a year after construction began on La Casa del Camino.  One of 
the first mentions of a “new hotel” found in the paper comes on November 9, 1928 
with the headline “Promise for New Arch Beach Hotel”.  A review of the brief, 
two paragraph mention reveals that the 
hotel they to which they refer is not La 
Casa del Camino, but the yet un-built Coast 
Inn – as the author calls it “That other hotel 
in the Arch Beach section of the City”. 
 

What is telling in this article is that 
no mention of the owner, builder, or 
operator of the Coast Inn can be found.  
However, the article promises that the new 
hotel will be “a distinctly different type 
from the hostelry just completed a block 
away for William W. Riddell”.  Even in an 
article about a competing hotel, William 
Riddle is the only person named. 
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A little more than a month later, La Casa del Camino gets a feature spot in 

an article dedicated to Laguna’s many new public buildings.  The December 28, 
1929 article praises the hotel and Mr. Riddell by noting that the building “is a 
structure which does credit to the city, and is also the enterprise of one of its 
citizens.”  Going on, the paper lauds Riddell as an upstanding member of his 
community when it states: 

 
 “Mr. Riddell courageously went ahead and built a hotel without calling on his 
fellow citizens for assistance, without undue publicity, and without any 
boasting about his enterprise”.   

 
From these comments we begin to see that Mr. Riddell was indeed a well 

respected man, and considered a humble servant to his community.  This picture 
of Riddell as a community cornerstone grows as the press surrounding his hotel 
increases. 
 

The following week the 
front page of the January 4th 
1929 edition of the South 
Coast News proclaims that 
William Riddell: “Will Open 
Hotel January 15”.  In four 
paragraphs the article explains 
how, among other things, 
“workmen are making the 
final clean up of the building 
and getting it in readiness for 
the laying of carpets and 
installing of furniture”.   
 

So begins a series of 
weekly articles that hit the 
front page of the paper leading 
up to the hotel’s opening.  We 
can see Riddell’s influence at 
work here, seeding the paper 
with weekly updates that move 
ever closer to the grand 
opening. 
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Eight days later, on January 11th, 1929 William Riddell and La Casa del 
Camino again make the cover of the South Coast News in an article titled “Old 
Laguna at Hotel Opening”, which promises that paintings by Riddell’s friend, and 
fellow artist, Joseph Kleitsch will be “shown as part of the reception and opening 
of the La Casa del Camino, the new hotel which William W. Riddell is rapidly 
getting ready for the public”.   
 

This article is a fine example of how Riddell uses the medium of the press 
to not only inform the community of the progress on the hotel, but also to advance 
the idea that his hotel. La Casa del Camino will be something decidedly unique 
and special for the community.  A place where people can come to see things they 
otherwise could not.  The article makes special note of the rarity of Kleitsch’s 
work when it notes: “The paintings of things that used to be in Laguna are greatly 
prized by Mr. Kleitsch, who attaches a sentimental value to many of them.  Some 
are of the first paintings he made of landscapes in this state, and several he has 
refused repeatedly to sell”.  Riddell knows 
that offering unique experiences like this 
will help make his establishment a 
distinctive and uniquely Laguna oriented 
scene for visitors and the community alike. 
 

The following week in the January 
18th, 1929 edition of the South Coast 
News, a smaller, but equally compelling 
article appears under the title: “Furnishings 
for Hotel Arriving”.  In a mere two 
paragraphs the public is informed of the 
building’s progress towards the grand 
opening scheduled for January 26, 1929.  
But more importantly, the language used 
in the second paragraph conveys an 
important message about what Riddell had 
intended and hoped for his hotel to be, and 
what his endeavor really meant to the 
community:  

 
“The opening of the new hotel, fulfilling hopes long entertained by Laguna 
people of a modern hostelry, is to be in the nature of a reception, with the 
public invited to inspect the building.” 
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We begin to see from these articles that about to open was the biggest, most 
modern hotel yet to appear in Laguna Beach.  It had been built and financed by 
one of Laguna’s citizens, a City Councilman and accomplished artist who 
envisioned a place where locals and travelers alike could rest, surrounded by the 
beauty of the building itself, and the art which graced its walls.  It was destined to 
be as unique as Riddell himself. 
 

Those Laguna Beach citizens who awoke the morning of Friday, January 
25th, 1929 and reached for a copy of the South Coast News were greeted with a 
glorious photo of the new hotel, and the headlines: “Modern Hostelry for Laguna 
Beach – La Casa del Camino – Many Guests Expected at Riddell Hotel Opening”.  
The time for opening had finally arrived.   

 
Furniture was still arriving and being placed in the lobby, paintings still 

being hung on the walls, but the date was set:  
 

“The opening is set for Saturday, the afternoon hours being from 2 to 5, the 
evening hours from 7 to 11.  Dancing in the dining room will be part of the 
evening entertainment.” 

  
The article goes on to extol the virtues of the hotel and it’s fulfilling of “the 

city’s greatest needs”.  Great detail is given to the description of the lobby and its 
furnishings as well as the guest rooms which feature “individual heating units so 
that guests may control heat in their rooms to their own liking, maintaining any 
desired temperature”.  Also lauded are the magnificent views from every part of 
the hotel to “mountain and shoreline, hill and ocean…which are likely to be one of 
the greatest assets of the hotel”. 
 

The article also illiterates the credentials of the hotel’s builder, the 
Umbarger Construction Company of Los Angeles, who:  
 

“has to its credit the Hollywood Franklin Hotel, Norton apartments, Trojan 
Lodge, Balboa Theatre, superstructure for the Blackburn apartments, and all 
of the exterior work of the new public library and the Hall of Justice in Los 
Angeles.”   

 
There is little doubt that William Riddell wanted his community to know 

that he had built a lasting, quality building for them, whose construction equaled 
that of major civic structures in Los Angeles and whose grandeur would stand the 
test of time. 
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Perhaps the most telling and historically informative content in the article is 
the last paragraph which states: “Many individuals and firms have sent Mr. and 
Mrs. Riddell their good wishes, some in greetings, some in the form of published 
congratulations.”   
 

The paper is literally filled with page after page peppered with notes of 
congratulations to the Riddells, big and small, from community members and local 
businesses alike, all of whom doubtlessly wanted to show their appreciation to 
Riddell for building such a beautiful icon for the city.  No doubt too they wished 
to gain a certain level of credibility by associating their name with his.  A review 
of some of the names who take out these ads clearly shows that Riddell was an 
important individual by the community:   
 

Jas E. Lynch, Proprietor – Hotel San Clemente 
Ted Moen, Proprietor - Hazel Cafe 
Thos. Nottage 
Mr. and Mrs. Andrew Ryan – Pat Ryan Grocery and Confectionery 
Joseph and Marie Thurston 
Umbarger Construction Company 
O’Hare Lunch Room 
Charles Covern – Bakery and Confectionery Store 
Laguna Beach Boy’s Academy 
E. E. Jahrus – Pioneer Realtor of Laguna beach 
C. E. Thompson – Insurance of All Kinds 
Citizens Bank of Laguna Beach 
Laguna Beach Lumber Company 

 
Each of these congratulatory notes is reproduced, along with the actual 

articles as an appendix to this text for further review, but perhaps the most telling 
of all of them come from the last two mentioned above, the Citizens Bank of 
Laguna Beach, and the Laguna Beach Lumber Company.  In their words, Citizens 
Bank states that: 
 

 “The progress of Laguna is assured.  The completion of La Casa del Camino, 
by our good friend Mr. Wm. W. Riddell marks a turning point in our city’s 
history.  The City of Laguna Beach is proud of your achievement.” 
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The Laguna Beach Lumber Company adds: 
 

“The opening of a modern hotel, one of the greatest assets to our growing 
community, means another step forward in the prosperity of Laguna Beach.  
We wish to congratulate Mr. Wm. W. Riddell for what he has done, and extend 
our best wishes for the success of La Casa del Camino.” 

 
It is clear to see that those in the community agreed, there had been nothing 

like it before, and nothing like it after. 
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The Building as Art Achievement 
 

In the “Arts and the Artists” section of the same edition of the paper a 
glowing feature is dedicated to the paintings of “Old Laguna as seen by Joseph 
Kleitsch” which hang for the opening of La Casa del Camino.   Extolling the hotel 
as a work of art by Riddell, himself an artist, the feature concluded that there is no 
better a setting, “a hostelry simple, stately and hospitable” for viewing the scenes 
of Old Laguna as painted by Kleitsch.  In comparing the scenes of things which 
once were in Laguna, such as the “Old Post Office”, and the “Old Laguna Hotel”, 
to the present day the author makes a compelling statement, one which is as 
relevant today as it was in 1929:  

 
“It will make you see too, how beautiful the New Laguna is, in spite of the 
many differences from the Old Laguna”. 

 
Four days after the 

Casa del Camino’s grand 
opening the February 1st, 
1929 edition of the South 
Coast News leads off its 
headlines with: “Hundreds 
are at Hotel Opening – 
Lobby Thronged With Well 
Wishers When Hostelry 
Opens”.   
 

Over the course of the 
event the paper estimates 
that anywhere from a few 
hundred to nearly a thousand 
visitors filled the lobby and 
dining room, and toured the 
“comfortable and attractive” 
rooms.  Throughout the 
event “an orchestra in the 
dining room provided 
entertainment, and the 
dancing space was filled 
until midnight”.   
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Of particular interest is the mention of a radio broadcast given over KNX 
radio which: “told the public of the opening of the hotel, mentioning it and the 
White House together and giving a eulogy of Laguna”.  Here again we can see 
Riddell’s use of the media to both advertise his new venture, but also, more 
importantly, to align it with other long standing institutions in the city, thereby 
weaving his hotel into the very fabric of the community. 
 

A second article found a few pages back from the front page leads with: 
“La Casa del Camino Opens With Reception which many guests attend”.  Here the 
reader is treated to more information about just how big an event the opening surly 
was: 
 

“Almost the entire population of Laguna Beach, and many visitors from 
Southern California came to do honor to the opening reception and dance 
given by Mr. and Mrs. W. W. Riddell at the dedication of the new hotel – La 
Casa del Camino – 
Saturday, January 26th.  
Cars parked on the 
boulevard for blocks 
told the passerby that 
the most important 
social event was going 
on at the beautiful 
mission style building 
at the corner of Cress 
Street and the Coast 
Highway… Withal 
there was a feeling of 
informality and 
friendliness about the 
affair which warmed 
the heart and made one 
feel proud in the 
achievements of 
Laguna Beach and its 
artists host and hostess, 
Mr. and Mrs. William 
W. Riddell.” 
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Again, the “Arts and the Artists” section of the same edition of the paper 
dedicates another glowing feature to La Casa del Camino, this time not to the 
paintings inside, but instead, to the building itself:  “La Casa del Camino is Art 
Achievement”. 
 

“Beautiful architecture, furnishings, pictures, music, sculpture and drama 
were all blended in La Casa del Camino at the brilliant opening reception 
Saturday afternoon and evening, January 26.  The building itself is a work of 
art.  The color scheme is carried out in the most daring fashion possible to 
such artistic experience as is possessed by Mr. and Mrs. W. W. Riddell who 
have expressed their artistic feeling.”   
 

One can see in this 
clear expression of delight 
over the design and daring 
of his building that 
William Riddell was as 
well respected in the local 
art community, as he was 
in the local business 
community.  One begins to 
understand just how 
special Riddell thought his 
hotel should be, and how 
special the community 
regarded it. 
 

In remarkable 
contrast, the opening of the 
Coast Inn, which occurs a 
mere 4 months later, is 
covered in a small, four 
paragraph article on the 
front page of the South 
Coast News.  Though the 
May 17th, 1929 article does 
a fair job of describing the 
Coast Inn and its 
amenities, nowhere is there even a hint of the pomp and circumstance that 
surrounds the opening of La Casa del Camino.  Surely this is a testament to the 
stature of William W. Riddell, and the graciousness of the hotel itself. 
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Laguna in Need of a New Dining Establishment 
 

Also in the February 1st edition of the South Coast News there appears, for 
the first time, an advertisement stating the “Dining Room of the La Casa del 
Camino Hotel for Lease – Very Reasonable Rent to Competent Lessee”.  This is 
important to note because within a few weeks time, we see another ad in the 
March 1st edition of the South Coast News that the “La Casa del Camino Café to 
Open March 10 – Make Reservations Now for Formal Opening March 15 at 6:30”.   
 

Within a month the 
dining room had been leased, 
and preparations made for 
opening a restaurant only two 
short weeks later.  This clearly 
speaks to the highly desirable 
location that La Casa del 
Camino afforded a restaurant 
owner, and to the growing need 
for more eateries within Laguna 
Beach. 
 

A headline in the March 
8th, 1929 edition of the South 
Coast News proclaims: “Hotel 
Café Open March 15 – Many 
Reservations by Chamber, 
Citizens”.  It is clear that Riddell 
wanted to keep up the 
momentum that the grand 
opening had generated, and he 
uses the media to again tout the 
exclusive and desirable honor of 
attending the opening of the new 
restaurant in his hotel.  The 
article goes on to explain: 
 

“Because it is expected that table places will be at a premium at the official 
opening of La Case del Camino Café in the new hotel Friday evening, March 
15, tickets have been printed in order to permit assuring places to those who 
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make reservations.  "Tickets are on sale at the hotel and at the Chamber of 
Commerce.  A 7-course dinner is to be served, the price $1.50.” 

 
Specially built furniture, a modern, “first class” kitchen, and a famous chef 

from Los Angeles round out the amenities that make the opening party of the La 
Casa del Camino Café another special Laguna Beach event not to be missed: 
 

“Because of the interest centered in the success of the hotel, and in the opening 
of the café, many reservations have been made, and tickets are offered in order 
that those who wish to be at the opening may be sure of places.” 

 
On March 15th the front page of the South Coast News heralded the special 

event in a headline: “New Café to Open Friday – Limited Reservations as Official 
Bow to Public Made”.  Although it had already been open for business for nearly a 
week, the Café was making final preparations for the big event: 
 

“Though it has been open for business since Sunday, the La Casa del Camino 
Hotel Café, operated by Mrs. Clara I. Brisbin and Miss Carol Brisbin, 
officially greets guests Friday.  Reservations have been limited, because of the 
desire to give the regular standard of service to the seating capacity of the 
dining room….Many compliments have been showered on the cheerful dining 
room with its special built furniture, the specially made pale yellow dishes, and 
the orange and blue color scheme.” 

 
The opening of the Café was, as expected, as grand an event as Riddell had 

hoped for.  Attended by local city officials, businessmen, and artists, the event 
marked a change in the social order of the city.  The hotel and its café are now 
becoming the center of social and cultural life.  The March 22nd, 1929 edition of 
the South Coast News makes note, on the front page, that there has been a change 
in the regular meeting place for the local Business and Professional Women’s 
Club: 
 

“Change of place of meeting is announced by the Business and Professional 
Women’s Club of Laguna Beach for the second March meeting, scheduled for 
March 26.  It is to be held at the La Casa del Camino Café instead of the Tea 
and Tiffin as formerly.” 
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One can be sure that the Tea and Tiffin was not so pleased with the opening of 
the La Casa del Camino Café, but the shift in focus towards Riddell’s hotel and the 
La Casa del Camino café was unstoppable.  La Casa del Camino was destined to 
become a center for business, cultural, and social activity for decades.  
 

Section two of the 
March 22nd, 1929 edition of 
the South Coast News 
features an article detailing 
the more business like 
events which took place at 
the Café’s opening.  Under 
the headline “Café Opening 
Well Attended” the article 
goes on to describe how the 
Chamber of Commerce was 
using the event as “a 
forerunner of its active 
drive set for the following 
Monday”.   
 

Those in attendance 
who gave short speeches at 
the opening included 
various city officials as 
Mayor Frank B. Champion 
and City Attorney Moresby 
White, as well as William 
W. Riddell, and the head of 
the Lion’s Club, Al Burns.  
Other attendees included 
esteemed community 
members such as artists Mr. 
and Mrs. Joseph S. 
Thurston, Mr. and Mrs. 
William Wendt. 

 
This gathering can be seen as the precursor to many other business, 

professional, and social clubs that would make the La Casa del Camino Hotel and 
Café their official meeting place.  Though over the years the name of the Café 
would change, the luster of the place would not, and many would continue to see 
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the advantage of being aligned with such a high profile building and high profile 
individual as La Casa del Camino and William W. Riddell. 

 
The hotel and café would go on for another twenty five years as a welcome 

retreat for local artists, a first class accommodation for those visiting the Laguna 
Beach area, and a premier location to conduct business and social events.  
Hollywood notables were drawn to the hotel for its welcome atmosphere and its 
magnificent views of the California coastline.  Many stayed at the hotel while 
making films in the area including such classics as “Evangeline” and “All’s Quiet 
of the Western Front” in 1929 and 1930 respectively. 

 
It is even rumored that J. Paul Getty and Howard Hughes once played a 

game of backgammon in the lobby.  Such was the glamour of La Casa del Camino 
in the 1930s.  The hotel had become a cornerstone of the community and a magnet 
for social life foretelling a new era of growth and interest in Laguna Beach.   

 
The Threat of War   
 

Throughout the decade of the 1940’s articles and ads continued to appear in 
the pages of the South Coast News detailing the many events and happenings 
surrounding the hotel and the community at large.  It was a time of great change, 
both for Casa del Camino and for the nation which, in December of 1941 found 
itself inexorably tangled in a world war.  Until then, the war had raged along on 
the other side of the globe, safely away from home, but the bombing of Pearl 
Harbor in December of 1941 tipped the scales of balance away from neutrality and 
into a war that found the country fighting on two continents.  The nation’s entry 
into the war naturally brought many changes on the home front, both socially and 
economically.  This turmoil is evident in the history of diverse events that would 
shape the hotels direction for the middle of the 20th century.   

 
Aside from documenting the various social events taking place at the hotel 

and café, the news papers also reveal, through both articles and advertisements, a 
series of transformations occurring within the hotel.  New owners, new managers, 
new restaurants and even a new pharmacy that ultimately replaces the restaurant 
are evidence that the 1940s was a decade of change for la Casa which had now 
become known as the Del Camino Hotel.   

 
Starting with the January 19th edition of the South Coast News we see an 

announcement that notes that the: 
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“20 – 30 Club meets for its regular meeting, Thursday evening at 6:30 o’clock 
at the Mad Hatter café in the del Camino Hotel.” 

 
The March 12th, 1940 edition of the South Coast News proclaims that the 

“Lady Lions Dine Thursday Night”: 
 

“Lady Lions, otherwise known as wives of Lions club members, will meet for 
dinner at the Mad Hatter café, Hotel Del Camino, Thursday evening at 7 
o’clock.” 
 

And the February 18th, 1941 edition of the South Coast News announces 
that the “Lions Frolic at Valentines Party with Dinner, Games provided at Hotel 
del Camino”: 
 

“Ninety Lions and their Lady Lions enjoyed valentine dinner and party at 
Hotel Del Camino dining room Thursday night  Tables were decorated with 

Valentines and bowls of candy hearts, and red and 
white balloons were hung in clusters about the room.” 

 
Such was the atmosphere at Hotel Del Camino 

before the war, but as evidenced by the remarkable 
lack of similar articles and announcements in the paper 
through the years of 1942, 1943 and 1944, it is clear 
that the war years had changed the focus of social life 
in Laguna Beach, just as it had across the country.  
However, in the spring of 1945, as the world awaited 
the coming news of victory in Europe, a new life was 
awakening at La Casa del Camino.  A nearly half page 
ad in the March 22nd, 1945 issue of the South Coast 
News proudly proclaimed that Friday, March 23rd 
would see the “Grand Opening of Laguna’s Newest 
and Finest Place to Dine – DeMill’s Dining Room.”: 

 
“A bit of enchantment that is New Orleans.  Recipes 
for Fruit of the Bayou as prepared by Jean DeMille in 

the quaint old city of New Orleans, or La Nouvelle Orleans as it was fondly 
called by its French speaking inhabitants.  DeMille brings to Laguna Beach 
those succulent dishes which in former years were famous among gourmets of 
all nationalities.  And there too, the Creole kitchens were filled with the 
delicate aroma of Gumbos, of Jambalaya, and of all manner of savory dishes.” 
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Serving a “De Luxe Breakfast” until noon, and a $1 Dinner from 4pm to 
9pm DeMille’s aimed to place itself squarely back into the spotlight that had 
shown on La Casa in earlier years.  We again see announcements for activities and 
meetings at the hotel’s restaurant as in the May 3rd, 1945 announcement of the 
Laguna High school seniors and faculty breakfast where: 

 
“Laguna high school seniors and faculty members totaling 126 enjoyed their 
annual May day ham-and-eggs 
breakfast at Hotel del Camino dining 
room Thursday morning at 7 
o’clock.” 

 
Unfortunately, the party would 

not last for long for DeMille’s Dining 
Room for only 6 months later would an 
announcement in the September 4th, 
1945 edition of the South Coast News 
herald the coming of a new restaurant to 
the Del Camino Hotel, the Del Camino 
Inn: 

 
“Jackie and Russell, formerly with 
the White House Café are happy to 
announce that they are now at Del 
Camino Inn where they will be glad 
to meet their old and new friends and 
those perspective new friends who 
are looking for an attractive place to 
dine, with the assurance that they will 
find only the best foods, properly 
prepared and served in that place.” 
 

It is not known for certain what lead to the rapid decline of DeMille’s 
Dining Room, but the introduction to the Del Camino Inn is telling in that it makes 
clear “that they will find only the best foods, properly prepared and served in that 
place.”  Perhaps the “delicate aroma of Gumbos, of Jambalaya, and of all manner 
of savory dishes” did not appeal to the local clientele, or perhaps Ms. DeMille and 
her staff was not fully capable of serving her customers properly.  What ever the 
reason, the newly opened Del Camino Inn made every effort to correct the issue 
and proudly advertised in later editions of the paper that “if you want really fine 
food, properly served, drop in and see Jackie and Russell”.   
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1945 was coming to an 

end on a high note.  Victory in 
Europe and in the Pacific had 
been secured 6 months before, 
and a nation so long at war was 
again finding time and reason 
to celebrate.  You could finally 
get a decent meal at La Casa 
del Camino’s restaurant, and 
1946 promised an even grander 
future.  No wonder then that 
Jackie and Russell began to 
make preparations for their 

lavish 2 dollar New Years Eve celebration where guests could choose to dine on 
“fresh shrimp or fruit cocktail...chicken noodle soup or chef’s tossed green 
salad…roast young Oregon tom turkey…Virginia ham…broiled live lobster…or 
roast young duckling”.  All for a mere 2 dollars, and it even included hot rolls and 
butter and your choice of pies or ice 
cream. 

 
If the New Years Eve celebration at 

Del Camino Inn was any indication, things 
were looking up for everyone in 1946, but 
an add in the January 8th, 1946 South 
Coast News portends a different scenario.  
“Del Camino Inn Under New 
Management” it proclaimed.  “William H. 
Baker, Owner.”  What had happened to 
Jackie and Russell?  They’d lasted only 3 
short months, not even as long as Jean 
DeMille.  There is again, no mention of 
how or why, but the Del Camino Inn was 
now under new management, who also 
promised “Our dinners are superb”.  
Perhaps, but as Jean DeMille and Jackie 
and Russell could attest, things change 
pretty fast at La Casa del Camino and Mr. 
Baker would also find himself in a similar 
circumstance.   
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Other events would help mark 1946 as an extraordinary year for La Casa 
del Camino including the near drowning of a hotel guest in the surf just beyond 
the hotel.  The March 5th edition of the South Coast news described the scene:  

 
“Said to have struck a submerged object as she dove into 
the surf off the Coast Inn, Mrs. Alice P. Roberts, 50, a guest 
at the Del Camino Hotel, narrowly escaped drowning when 
the blow reportedly knocked her unconscious…Mike Suhy, 
member of the volunteer fire department, in the 
neighborhood at the time, is credited with successfully 
applying artificial respiration. 
 
“Reportedly a prominent resident of San Francisco, Mrs. 
Roberts had been a guest at the Del Camino hotel since 
January 30th.  Hotel employees stated that she frequented 
the surf during here stay there” 

 
However,  what could be seen as the most important 

news of the year came on the front page of the April 2nd 
1946 edition which 
read: “Del Camino 
Hotel Brings $175,000 
in Sale by Scott”.  La 

Casa del Camino now had  new owner, its 
third in its young seventeen years” 

 
“An old landmark in Laguna Beach 
changed ownership for the third time last 
week when the Del Camino hotel at 1289 
Coast boulevard South was sold by S. C. 
Scott to Mr. and Mrs. Ray Reaburn of 
Long Beach for a reported sum of 
$175,000.” 
 

The article goes on to include a brief 
history of the hotel from its construction by 
William Riddell in 1929 to its popularity with 
the film makers and actors who stayed at the 
hotel during the filming of “Evangeline” and 
“All Quiet on the Western Front” in 1929 and 
1930 respectively.   
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It is not exactly clear when or why the hotel was originally sold by William 

Riddell to S. C. Scott , having not found any reference to the event in the South 
Coast News archives.  However, we can see through this article that the legacy and 
influence of William Riddell was still strong at the time as evidenced by the 
acknowledgement by the author that: 

 
“The hotel was started by William W. Riddell, 
a Laguna Artist whose studios are located at 
2001 South Coast boulevard.  Riddell’s 
hospitality is well remembered by the older 
residents of Laguna.  On the opening night the 
whole city was invited to celebrate the event.” 
 

The hotel and its restaurant, now known as 
the Del Camino Inn went on after the sale and 
appeared to flourish.  Many ads for weekend 
breakfasts, Sunday dinners, and special event 
meals like Easter appeared in the following 
weeks.  But the summer of 1946 brought more 
change to the hotel as the restaurant changed 
name once more.  In the August 13, 1946  edition 
of the paper we see an add for the newly named 
“Del Camino Grill” which  proudly asks the 
reader to “Try our Prime Ribs of Beef”.   

 
This new change in restaurant name, 

along with the other changes in hotel ownership that had come in previous months 
may have prompted some bewilderment among the customers of the hotel leading 
the management of the Del Camino Grill to take out a large add in the September 

24, 1946 edition of the South Coast News 
proclaiming: “Yes, We Still Have…Steaks”.    

 
Of course, it’s not known with any 

certainty whether this ad was truly in response 
to some confusion or simply a clever ploy to 
bring in hungry diners who’d become used to 
food rationing and restrictions during the war.  
Either way, it seemed to do the trick and the 
Del Camino Grill stayed in place at the hotel 
for another two years.   

William W. Riddell, circa 1930
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It’s Clean 
 

Spring seemed to bring with it a sense of rebirth for the Del Camino hotel 
during the last half of the 1940s.  April of 1946 had brought with it a new owner, 
and a new name for the hotel’s restaurant.  1947 would follow suit and again 
herald a new proprietor and new direction for the hotel.  The April 17th, 1947 
edition of the South Coast News explained that: 

 
“Lt. Col. (ret.) George D. Omer is the new 
manager of Hotel Del Camino, 1289 So. Coast 
boulevard, which was recently sold to Dick Vlastos.  
Omer, who has lived in Laguna with his wife at 270 
Brooks Street for some time served in the USMC 
oversees in the Central Pacific during the war.  He 
managed the Laguna Heights apartments on So. 
Coast boulevard until recently.” 
 

Without other reports that state to the contrary 
we must assume from this article that Mr. Dick Vlastos 
purchased the hotel from Mr. and Mrs. Ray Reaburn 

who themselves had 
purchased it a year earlier 
from Mr. S. C. Scott.  
Unfortunately, no sale price or other information about 
the sale is included, so we do not know why the 
Reaburns sold the hotel, however, it may have been due 
to the challenge of operating a hotel in the growing and 
changing environment of the burgeoning post war 
economy.  These challenges would be visited upon the 
new owner, Dick Vlastos, in the form of a law suit by 
Mr. Omer only a few months later. 

 
An article in the November 1st edition of the 

paper announces the pending outcome of the case with 
the headline “Hotel Lease is Basis for Suit” and goes on 
to explain the nature of the disagreement: 

 
“The Omers alleged they had leased the hotel last 
March 31 and deposited $10,000 as security, but on 
Sept. 22 were served with notice to pay $3000 for 
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September rent or deliver the premises.  They gave up the premises, they said, 
but claimed the rent to that date should have only been $2200.  They demand 
judgment for $7800.” 
 

No subsequent article is found that details the outcome of the suit, but we 
do gain some insight from an article which appears about 2 and a half months later 
on January 27, 1948 entitled “Del Camino to Reopen Feb. 13”.   

 
“The Hotel Del Camino is undergoing extensive renovations, 
according to Dick Vlastos, owner, prepatory to its reopening 
on February 13.   
 
“The hotel is being painted inside and out, for what the 
owner believes is the first time since it opened in 1929.  All 
rooms and baths are being thus rejuvenated, while painting 
and redecoration in the lobby is designed to bring it up to 
date. 

 
The article goes on to explain when the renovations are 

to be complete and when reservations can be made.  But most 
telling is the statement that: 

 
  “Vlastos said he will engage his own personnel to run the 
hotel when it reopens, rather than lease it…Vlastos will 
announce its new manager at a later date.”   

 
No doubt a reaction to his recent law suit with George 

Omer, it would appear that his choice to hire his own 
personnel was seen by Mr. Vlastos as a way to mitigate the 
potential for further issues with leasing the hotel.  Without 

such distractions Vlastos could concentrate on the renovation of the hotel and 
prepare for  its opening in February. 

 
To herald this opening several ads appear 

in the February, 1948 South Coast News 
suggesting that “While in Laguna” one should 
“Stay at the Hotel Del Camino…Completely 
Renovated, Painted Inside and Out.”  The ad’s 
real selling point, though, was it’s closing line: 

 
“It’s Clean”. 
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Hotel for Sale, Furnished 
 

The very next month, on March 16, 1948, the South Coast News ran a story 
on the cover headlined “Hotel Man Buys Casa Del Camino”.  In less than the span 
of a year from April of 1947 to March of 1948 the hotel had again changed hands: 

 
“Sale of Hotel Del Camino, 53-room hostelry 
which has recently renovated and modernized, was 
confirmed today by Dick Vlastos, former owner 
and the hotel’s new proprietor, John M. Bretcher 
of Banning.  The purchase price, which in included 
furnishings, was in excess of $200,000, the two men 
indicated. 
 
“Mr. Bretcher and his wife had been in the hotel 
business 15 years, off and on, formerly owned the 
San Gorgonio Inn and Hotel Banning, and had 
retired after selling the latter a year and a half ago. 
 
“While ‘browsing around’ in Laguna recently, they 
saw the Del Camino, change their minds about 
retiring permanently, and talked business with Mr. 
Vlastos.  Result was that on Saturday, exactly a 
month after the newly decorated Del Camino had 
re-opened, the Bretcherrs took possession of the 
hotel. 
 
“The Bretchers, already Laguna enthusiasts, will 
move their family here from Banning after the end 
of the school year.  They have two children, Ruth 
15, and Joanna 13.” 
 

The sale of the hotel to the Bretchers would bring more changes to the Del 
Camino, including a new direction and life for the restaurant which had, for so 
many years, changed owners, names, and menus.  Ads begin appearing in the 
paper for the Del Camino Pharmacy, and the Del Camino Fountain and Coffee 
Shop.  The restaurant space had finally been converted to a more retail focused 
establishment where local customers could shop for and “Save when you buy at  
Del Camino Pharmacy” things such as “Everyday Drugs, Baby Foods, Tobacco, 
Cosmetics, and Soda Fountain”.   
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These were the days when could still by a cup of coffee for a nickel, a 
jumbo ice cream soda for 20 cents, and a “Home Cooked” lunch for 75 cents.  A 
bottle of shampoo or wild root cream-oil tonic would fetch 59 cents, and a good 
cigar could still be bought for a dime. 

 
However, as 

enthusiastic as the 
Bretchers may have been 
to be about the hotel and 
its new drug store and 
soda fountain, they would 
go on to own La Casa for 
only a short while.  Nine 
months after purchasing it 
from Dick Vlastos the 
December 21st, 1948 
edition of the paper again 
headlined the sale of the 
hotel when it states:  
“Samuel Goldy buys 54-
Unit Del Camino Hotel.”  
For the fourth time in less 
than two years the hotel 
had changed owners, and 
this time the reason for its 
sale is less than clear. 
Even more unusual is that 
the text of the article goes 
on to explain that the 
selling party was not the 

Bretchers, who'd purchased the hotel 9 months earlier, but a mysterious L. V. 
Bostwick: 

 
“Samuel Goldy, former owner of the Plantation Motel in Dana Point, has 
purchased the 51-unit Del Camino hotel at 1289 S. Coast boulevard from L. V. 
Bostwick. 
 
 “Mr. Goldy owned the Plantation Motel for four years before he sold it in 
March 1947.  He was formerly associated with Police Chief William H. 
Bachman of Laguna Beach on the police department in Los Angeles.”  
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Unfortunately, no mention is made in the article of who L. V. Bostwick is, 
or how he came to own the hotel from the Bretchers.  Neither does it elaborate on 
why Mr. Goldy purchased the hotel or for what price.  However, it appears that, 
with this sale, the flurry of ownership changes and management shake ups that 
were so typical for the last half of the 1940s were at an end and that the hotel 
would once again settle into its role as a cornerstone of community service.  Aside 
from the regular ads for the hotel and its café, articles about the hotel remained 
sparse in the paper for the remaining years of the 1940s on through the 1950s and 
early 1960s.   

 
In the February 16, 1956 edition we learn that 

the “The newly decorated Del Camino Hotel Dining 
room and Coffee Shop will be open, under new 
management, on Saturday, Feb. 18”.  On July 12, 
1962 a small ad in the corner of the paper tells us 
that the “Del Camino Hotel Now Under 
Management of Les and Gladys Spray”, but 
otherwise, the news paper is silent about the day to 

day goings on at 
the hotel for many 
years.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Dazed and Confused 

 
The 1960s had brought with them a new energy and a new sense of identity to 

the nation.  The election of John F. Kennedy in 1960 and his subsequent call to 
service for America’s youth marked the beginning of a new perception about what 
America could and should be.  Camelot gleamed on the shores of the Potomac and 
the nation seemed poised for great strides in the long battle of civil rights.   
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However, the assassination of J.F.K. in November of 1963 seemed to shatter 
this conception and forced the nation to reevaluate its identity and direction.  
Fueled by the invasion of British rock, the ongoing war in southeast Asia, and a 
growing culture of drug use and free sex the course of American popular culture 
was directed inward and focused itself on the questions of realty, identity, and 
purpose. 

 
In large cities across the country and even in small communities like 

Laguna Beach a feeling of restlessness and rebellion was growing.  The post war 
baby boom and straight laced, “Father Knows Best” conformity of the 1950s was 
giving way to a new culture of expression and exploration and the Del Camino 
Hotel would find itself at the center of that culture.  

 
During the mid 1960s and well into 1970s the hotel became a popular hang 

out for local surfers, hippies, and even counter culture icons like Dr. Timothy 
Leary leaving a patina of drug use and free love over the grand edifice that had 
once been William W. Riddell’s landmark hotel.  The problems stemming from 
this “occupation” would manifest themselves on the structure in various ways, 
from peeling paint to thread bare carpet beaten up by endless drug induced love 

ins and perilous surfboard rides down the stairs into 
the lobby.  Even branches, spreading out from the 
courtyard’s trees, were allowed to grow in through the 
hotel’s windows instead of being trimmed.  Differed 
maintenance became the operating norm and the 
aging structure’s decline was further compounded by 
the then owner’s apathy and indifference. 

 
Perhaps it was a natural evolution for a place 

that had always reached out to the community with a 
welcome embrace for its citizens as well as it’s 
traveling guests, but the abuse began to take its toll on 
the aging structure.  The grand cultural and 
community center that had once been La Casa del 
Camino languished in a semi-dilapidated state for 
many years.   

 
Then, in the November 27, 1968 edition of the 

News Post, formerly the South Coast News, we learn 
that, again, the hotel was for sale with the headline: 
“Del Camino Hotel Sale Announced.” 
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“Sale of the Del Camino Hotel, 1289 S. Coast Highway, to a San Pedro man 
has been announced by Stephenson Realty of Balboa Island. 
  
“New owners, according to Grace Wellingham, who handled the transaction, 
will be William Holser , an attorney and hotel operator, and his mother, Beryl 
Hosler.  They have a property in San Pedro and Balboa, Mrs. Wellingham 
said.  Price paid for he historic Laguna landmark was not revealed. 
 
“Hosler will take over operation of the Del Camino Feb. 1, upon expiration of 
the present lease.  Owner of the hotel for the past two years has been Morris 
Orloff of West Los Angeles.   
 
“The real estate office says Hosler plans to make a substantial investment to 
upgrade the hotel and quoted him as saying ‘Laguna is a nice place and I hope 
we can develop the hotel into something worthy of the charm and beauty of it’s 
location.” 
 

This is a telling bit of news, if one can read between the lines.  According 
to the “real estate office” Mr. Hosler will need to make a “substantial investment” 
in the hotel to make it “worthy of the charm and beauty of it’s location.”  Clearly 
the Del Camino Hotel was only a ghost of its former self.  Forgotten, it seemed, 
were the days of splendor and dignity that once typified La Casa del Camino, 
hidden beneath the haze of decay and indifference that swirled around the 
maturing edifice through the decade of the 1960s.. 

 
Personal Reflections from the 1960s by some Laguna Locals 
 

My house at 1503 Carmelita was close by and I occasionally walked to the 
hotel to visit surfer and hippie friends who had their own private rooms there. I 
remember surfboards, faded Hawaiian shirts, draw-string madras pants, 
Birkenstock shoes and beach thongs, broad-rimmed straw hats, Paisley fabrics 
draped everywhere, the overpowering scent of patchouli and musk oil, and 
occasional wafts from hookah pipes. I never witnessed the use of hard drugs.  I 
would characterize the Hotel as a “pot palace” and also part of the wellspring 
that lead to the great rock concert that took place in Sycamore Hills in Laguna 
Canyon. 
 

-Eric Jesson, Laguna Beach 
 
 
 



2299        --        LLaa  CCaassaa  DDeell  CCaammiinnoo    
  

The place had really turned into so much of a “flop house” by the late 
1960s.  I remember going into the hotel one afternoon to find a dark, dank 
lobby with a bunch of kids on the floor, nodding off to sleep.  In the corner was 
a television tuned to nothing in particular, just static.  The place was a well 
known drug house. 
 

-Bonnie Hano, Laguna Beach 
 
I was always amazed at the fact that the Hotel del Camino was, and had 

remained a drug house for as long as it had during the late ‘60s and early 
‘70s.  Much later I recall speaking with a former Laguna Beach police officer 
about the drug use that supposedly went on at the hotel and he shared an 
interesting bit of information with me.  According to him the Laguna Beach 
police knew every well what was happening in the Hotel del Camino, but 
purposefully did little to stop it.  The logic being that, if they did bust up the 
drug activity in the hotel, it would likely scatter to various places throughout 
town making it more difficult to monitor.  At least this way the drug users 
remained concentrated a the hotel and the police could keep a better eye on 
them. 
 

-Arnold Hano, Laguna Beach  
 

I remember after the war, in the early 1950s there was an antique furniture 
store in the hotel next to the lobby where the restaurant had originally been.  It 
was run by a very nice gay man who restored and refinished the furniture he 
sold.  I was young at the time, and in need of some money to support my 
surfing habit so I got a job there with some friends helping to restore the 
furniture.  It was hard work, but very rewarding and the shop owner was kind 
to us surfer kids. 
 

By the ‘60s the hotel was down on its luck with a lot of drug dealing and 
drug use going on in and around it.  I remember thinking what a shame it was, 
but I had fond memories of the old furniture store.  After the great fire in 1993 
many of us who had to do repairs to our homes stayed at the Hotel del Camino 
because it was close, and cheap.  By this time things had turned around a bit, it 
was now the Hotel Firenze.  A gentlemen named Bill Price had opened a 
restaurant next to the lobby where the old furniture store had been.   I 
remember the restaurant having a great menu and thinking how good it was to 
see the old place coming back. 
 

-Craig Lockwood, Laguna Beach  
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The '' DEL CAMINO'' door was perpetually half open, and the hot Santa 
Ana winds would blow leaves into the front lobby.  I would usually just park 
my motorcycle on the sidewalk on the corner of the “Hotel''.   Casual was the 
theme, and cigarette and pot smoke was the order inside the barely furnished 
lobby. 

 
The DEL lighting was either too bright or too dim and irregular inside the 

sparsely furnished lobby/ office area. This day incense clouded the lobby, and 
an eerie silence and absence of anybody seemed odd.  He and his wife, and his 
''drugged son'' were in residence.  “He” was Timothy Leary, the U.S.A. drug 
guru.  Just his presence was electric.   Would Tim hand out some LSD to his 
casual guests?  Would he hold an “audience” with strangers.  Would Dr. 
Leary be visible inside the hotel...or, would he and his longhaired brunette wife 
be seen together?  They could be pulling a John-and-Yoko and be “bedded” 
for days on end. 

 
The DEL had only stair access to the ramshackle rooms, and common 

hallway bathrooms.  The penthouse, was the Center of the DEL social life. 
Most likely Dr. Leary had roosted inside the PENTHOUSE.  The quarters 
ensconced for the Leary’s were filled with pillows, candles and ashtrays.   
 

Incense pervaded the halls and the Leary’s palace.   I trucked up the flights 
to the Leary suite... EMPTY.  Had the son been arrested again?  Were they on 
the jeweled Cress St. cove Beach? Ah, my mistake, during the day, all guests 
were asleep, or, hadn’t yet come back to the DEL, a haven of eclectic guests 
and hippies and gurus, and sex mavens.  
 

As I sauntered back down the hotel’s irregular stairs, half carpeted and 
half tiled, I checked with a quick glance into the tiny, empty, vacated daily 
rooms... looking for someone.  Nobody at all. 

 
As I hit the lobby floor, the day clerk with glazed, stoned eyes gave a heads up 
nod.  I smiled, and he summed it up: “empty”.  I said, “What’s new”?  He 
flippantly said, “Oh well, last night we had the cops here, cause a guy 
overdosed, on the stairs with a needle in his arm.  Everybody’s gone cause its 
hot and they know the cops will come back.” 
 

Onto the bright, sunlit street, the Santa Ana winds were in force and HOT, 
and the Hotel DEL, was quite, very quite. 

 
- Paul Merritt Christiansen, Laguna Beach 
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Whatever repair and redemption Hosler had brought to the place with his 

remodel in the late 60s would remain the last improvements the hotel would see 
for many years.  By the early 1970s the hotel had once again changed hands and 
was then owned by Maria Price who operated the hotel as studio apartments, and 
later as a bed and breakfast from the early 1970s through the 1990’s under the 
name Hotel Firenze.  The Hotel Firenze would continue to operate for roughly two 
decades under Maria Price’s proprietorship, and would remain in a kind of limbo 
somewhere between the heights of its glamorous past and the depths of its recent 
history. 

 
In 1985 the hotel had garnered the interest of a local land developer, the 

Stein-Brief Group who, according to the August 1st, 1885 edition of the News Post 
“have made an offer of purchase” to the Price family: 

 
“A Laguna Beach realtor, who refused to be identified, said there might be 
some connection between the purchase offer and a Coastal Commission bond 
agreement that requires Stein-Brief to build a youth hostel somewhere in 
south-eastern Orange County.” 

 
Then, in the mid 1990’s the hotel was again purchased by a young 

businessman and builder, Dilesh Patel.  In 1996 Patel undertook a painstaking 
renovation of the hotel and, through his efforts, was able to restore much of the 
charm and character that had been tarnished during the previous decades.   

 
Most importantly, however, the rightful name La Casa del Camino was 

restored over the doorway to the lobby, greeting guests as it had that spectacular 
night in January, 1929.     

 
As an article by Andrew Horan in the December 4, 1996 edition of the 

Orange County Register explained: 
 

“Hitesh Patel, 33, his wife, Smitna, 29, and his brother, Dilesh, 26, were 
looking for a way to unite their family in business.  
 
“They found it in a shabby relic of Mediterranean Revival architecture and 
Laguna's past moldering away on south Coast Highway. They set about 
converting the former Hotel Firenze into La Casa del Camino, as it was 
known in its early days.  
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"When we first took over and started renovating, our maximum time in 
here was 15 minutes," says Hitesh, the older brother.   "All the dust and 
mildew," Dilesh says.  
 
“Their renovation touches are visible on a grand scale and in minute details.  
As the old hotel, the building contained 52 rooms. After the Patels 
finished their renovation, it is down to 41. With a nod to 1990s 
convenience, each now has a bathroom.  
 
“The Patels did all they could to make the new hotel look and feel like an inn 
from the 1920s. They restored dozens of pieces of Victorian-era furniture that 
hotel founder and early City Councilman William Riddle imported from 
England. Same with art and even hunting-lodge certificates dating to 1904 
that they found lying around the place.  "We wanted to bring it back to what 
it used to be," Dilesh Patel said.  "It's what the people of Laguna Beach kept 
telling us they wanted."  

 
And Now Again, as it Once Was 
 

The historical accounts of the hotel’s construction and opening tell us that 
William W. Riddell envisioned La Casa del Camino as more than just a place to 
stay while visiting Laguna Beach.  Riddell envisioned a place built as much for the 
community itself as it was for the weary traveler.  He envisioned a center for 
culture and community where the arts could be celebrated and the unique qualities 
of this magical place we call Laguna Beach could be enjoyed.  Visitors and locals 
alike were welcome to stop in the restaurant for a fine meal, to mingle in the lobby 
and view the fine art, or climb the stairs to see the spectacular views from the hotel 
rooftop.  So too was the vision of those who chose to renovate the old hotel, and 
its continued success is a testament to the early vision that William W. Riddell 
captured in the spirit of the place. 
 

Since the hotel’s renovation its popularity has continued to rise and it has 
again become a destination for visitors and the citizens of the Laguna Beach alike.  
In a way the storied history of Riddell’s La Casa del Camino Hotel, the long 
standing Del Camino Hotel, Maria Price’s Hotel Firenze and the myriad of 
restaurants that occupied its ground floor can be seen as a story of redemption.  
Like the phoenix that slowly rises from its own ashes to reclaim its past glory, La 
Casa del Camino has shed its tattered past and again become a premier location 
and destination for both locals and visitors to the city.   
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Dilesh Patel owned and operated the hotel for the next 6 years until April of 
2002 when it was bought by the entrepreneurial hotel group, LCDC Resort LLC, 
whose partners included Christopher Keller, Richard Ham, and Takao Shinomiya.   
Keller immediately assumed the role of proprietor and began to build on the 
success that Patel had seen in the years following the hotel’s initial restoration.   

 
Drawing his inspiration from the visionary builder of La Casa del Camino 

Keller shares a similar dream for what the hotel can be for the community it was 
built to serve.  Keller, who makes his home in the hotel, feels as though he has 
channeled the very spirit of William W. Riddell himself.  Exhaustive research into 
the hotel’s history, its past uses and various iterations have helped crystallize a 
vision for what La Casa del Camino can be again for the citizens of Laguna 
Beach: a center of culture, art, music, and appreciation of the greatest asset 
available to all, the dramatic views of Laguna’s coastline and cityscape that 
captivate and charm as much today as they did eighty years ago. 
 

With that vision for La Casa del Camino always in the forefront of his 
efforts, Keller has continued making enhancements to the hotel since taking over 
in 2002.  Improvements have been made to nearly every part of the building, from 
the rooftop deck down to the lobby.  These include enhanced accessibility and 
safety features that help the historic structure meet the standards of today’s 
building code requirements.  All the while, the ultimate goal is to maintain the 
original charm and character that today make the hotel “a hostelry simple, stately 
and hospitable”, just as it was in 1929. 
 
Too Much of a Good Thing 

 
Seeking to elevate every aspect of both service and quality Keller assumed 

the daily operations in La Casa del Camino’s restaurant in 2004.  For the previous 
decade or so the restaurant had operated under various owners and names 
including Sweet Thursday’s and Savory’s, the later of which remained in 
operation, if in name only, for the period immediately following Mr. Keller’s 
assumption of its daily operations.  Not long after, however, the name was again 
changed to K’ya Restaurant and Bar, taking its name from a successful sister 
restaurant already operated by Mr. Keller at his additional hotel property near the 
Disney Resort complex in Anaheim, California.   

 
An instant favorite of locals and visitors alike, K’ya offered a menu that 

focused on California style cuisine, fresh seafood, and hearty steaks, recalling the 
classic elegance and relaxed California style that had typified earlier versions of 
the hotel’s restaurant including the Del Camino Grill.   
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Refining this concept even further Mr. Keller unveiled K’ya Bistro and Bar 
in the spring of 2009 to coincide with the hotel’s eightieth birthday.  Offering 
many tantalizing small plates and  tapas-style entrées the new K’ya Bistro menu 
has proven to be a great success by offering guests a great way to sample a variety 
of dishes. 

 
Another distinctive feature of La Casa del Camino is the stunning view to 

the ocean and Laguna hillsides one sees from the Rooftop Lounge.  Long 
cherished for its unique perspective and close proximity to the water, La Casa del 
Camino’s rooftop deck has enchanted visitors for nearly eight decades.  Realizing 
that this one of a kind resource should not go un improved while the remainder of 
the hotel had enjoyed a thorough restoration, Keller began a series of small but 
increasingly important upgrades to the rooftop deck including new guardrails, 
structural decking, dining furniture, and an enhanced portable bar which gave the 
“Rooftop Lounge” the infrastructure it needed to become a destination unto itself.  
And that is exactly what happened. 

 
By the summer of 2006 word had gotten out that the Rooftop Lounge was 

the place to be in Laguna Beach, if not in all of Orange County.  Drawing locals 
and out of towners alike with its mix of beautiful views, beautiful people, good 
drinks and great food, the Rooftop Lounge quickly became the success that Keller 
know it could be.  But as it turned out, it was a little too successful for its own 
good.   

 
Guests clamoring to get up to the roof for sunset cocktails brought with 

them increased traffic around the hotel, which in turn lead to increased parking 
demand, which pushed cars off Coast highway and into the surrounding 
neighborhood.  With that came increased noise levels as guests made their way 
from the surrounding streets out to and across Coast Highway and into the hotel 
lobby.  Not to mention the sounds of happy patrons and the swanky music they 
listened to which poured down from La Casa’s rooftop into the evening air. 

 
It was not long before the new found popularity of the Rooftop caught the 

attention of neighbors and ultimately city officials, and by May of 2007 the City of 
Laguna Beach was actively questioning the viability of the Rooftop’s continued 
operation.   
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An article by Staff Writer Christa Woodall, which appeared in the 
September 13, 2007 edition of the Orange County Register, summed up the issue 
nicely: 

 
“With a gentle breeze blowing up from the Pacific Ocean, local artist Sharon 
Carvalho enjoyed a leisurely brunch from The Rooftop of La Casa del Camino 
on Saturday.  
 
“Living next to La Casa del Camino, Carvalho has become a regular at The 
Rooftop, enjoying its panoramic ocean views and mojitos for the last year and 
a half.  
 
"It's a historic, wonderful piece of California history that people should be 
able to enjoy," Carvalho said. "It's a profound place, and the view you can't 
beat."  
 
"Whether or not Carvalho and other Laguna Beach locals will be permitted to 
continue frequenting The Rooftop will be decided at Tuesday's City Council 
meeting, where owner Chris Keller will appeal a Planning Commission 
decision to limit the establishment's use to registered hotel guests.  
 
"At odds are the Planning Commission interpretation of what activity falls 
within the umbrella of the establishment's conditional use permits and Keller's 
take on what is permitted. 
 
"Planning Commissioner Norm Grossman said the commission decided July 
11 to issue a revised conditional use permit that clarifies and consolidates five 
or six conditional use permits that had formerly been issued for the property.  
Grossman said the former permits were not intended for a full-service bar for 
150 people, and that Keller needs to reapply with that use in mind. 
  
"The biggest thing people seem to be misunderstanding is that we're not 
judging whether the use is good or not," Grossman said. "We're just saying 
that we have not been asked for that particular use."  
 
"Keller's attorney Larry Nokes disagrees.  Nokes said the permit obtained in 
2004 permitted sales and service on the rooftop until 10 p.m., and guests could 
enjoy it until midnight.  Alcohol is prohibited after midnight. 
  
"In evaluating the permits, it never came to our minds that it would be limited 
from the public and only for hotel guests," Nokes said. 



LLaa  CCaassaa  DDeell  CCaammiinnoo        --        3366  
 

  
"Nokes said he's trying to assess what underlying concerns the city may have. 
He and Keller said plans are in the works to build a parking structure and to 
add sprinklers beneath the deck to increase fire safety.  We're trying to get our 
arms around what the city's trying to accomplish," Nokes said. "I can't believe 
the city's intent is to have this place shut down. We're pretty confident we can 
reach a resolution with them."  

 
A resolution with the city did eventually come, but not without some hard 

work, negotiation and a commitment to additional improvements to the 
infrastructure of the Rooftop Lounge.  Again, Staff Writer Christa Woodall 
summed up the issue in her September 20, 2007 article for the Orange County 
Register: 

 
“Laguna Beach 
residents can 
continue to enjoy 
sunset mojitos at La 
Casa del Camino's 
rooftop, the City 
Council decided 
Tuesday. 
  
“A unanimous vote 
by the City Council 
allowed owner 
Chris Keller to 
continue operating 
The Rooftop bar 
without 
distinguishing if 
clients are locals or 
hotel guests, a 
restriction the 
Planning 
Commission had 
imposed in July. 
  
“Cheers erupted from the standing-room only crowd that had come to support 
Keller. 
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“The City Council asked Keller to withdraw a previous request for the 
Planning Commission to clarify what is or is not allowed on the rooftop under 
five conditional use permits issued for the property since 1996. 
  
“Instead, Keller has until Dec. 1 to apply for an amended and restated 
conditional use permit that would consolidate and clarify the existing permits ..  
At odds were Keller's and the Planning Commission's interpretations of 
permitted uses for the rooftop. 
  
“Planning Commission ruled in July that the deck was solely for use by small 
parties of hotel guests and that a rooftop bar was not a permitted use.  
Keller appealed the decision, arguing that the previous permits did not 
prohibit a bar for the public. 
  
“City Council members voiced concerns about parking and safety atop the 
1920s hotel. 
  
“Although the hotel's technical parking requirements can be fulfilled through 
historic credits, Keller agreed to work out leases with nearby businesses to 
provide additional parking, which Councilwoman Elizabeth Schneider called a 
"moral obligation." 
  
“Keller said he plans to install a sprinkler system beneath the deck and to redo 
two exits to be more in line with current safety codes.  He also agreed to limit 
the number of rooftop visitors to 125 plus staff, a reduction from the currently 
posted maximum occupancy of 142.” 

 
Through all the 

challenges that have faced this 
historical treasure, one thing is 
certain, and that is La Casa del 
Camino remains again, as it 
once was, dedicated to the 
people of Laguna Beach, and 
committed to serving its guests 
and the community with warmth 
and hospitality. 
 
 
 
 

Enjoying the spectacular view from the
La Casa del Camino rooftop lounge – 1950s
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News Paper Clippings from 

 
T h e  S o u t h  C o a s t  N e w s  

1928 through 1940 
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Historic Photos of La Casa Del Camino 

Courtesy of 
 

T h e  T o m  P u l l e y  P o s t c a r d  C o l l e c t i o n  
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Historic Photos of Laguna Beach 
Courtesy of 

 
T h e  L a g u n a  B e a c h  H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t y  
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