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Introduction 
 
With the Ambassador Hotel considered either for possible demolition or for conversion to a public 
school campus by the Los Angeles Unified School District, what lessons can we learn from other Los 
Angeles area historic sites that have been converted to educational use? 
 
The Ambassador is far from the only good example of “adaptive reuse”  projects converting buildings 
from other uses to great schools.  At least five other Los Angeles area historic sites – the magnificent 
Art Deco Bullock’s Wilshire department store, the Van de Kamp’s Bakery building, the Exposition 
Park Armory, Eastern Star Home, and Flintridge Biltmore Hotel – have become transformed into 
remarkable educational institutions – schools where historic architecture provides unique beauty, 
irreplaceable amenities, and true inspiration for students.   
 
It is our hope that these case studies provide important insights as LAUSD moves toward a final 
resolution of the Ambassador Hotel issue. 



 
Bullocks Wilshire/Southwestern University School of Law 

 
One of Los Angeles’  great Art Deco 
landmarks, the 1929 Bullocks Wilshire 
building was designed by the father-and-son 
team of John and Donald B. Parkinson (who 
also designed L.A.’s Union Station, Memorial 
Coliseum, City Hall, and much of 
downtown’s historic financial district). This 
“cathedral of commerce”  soared five stories – 
the tower, 241 feet – above suburban Wilshire 
Boulevard. It quickly became “part of the 
fabric of Los Angeles, in the same category as 
a concert at the Hollywood Bowl, a dinner at 
Perino’s or an evening at the Cocoanut 
Grove”  (Bullocks Wilshire, Margaret Leslie 
Davis, Balcony Press, 1996).  

 
Bullocks Wilshire embodied the modern age, particularly in its innovative design that embraced L.A.’s 
burgeoning car culture: it was the first store with a main entrance in the back, versus on the street, to 
accommodate arriving cars. It served as L.A.’s premier shopping locale for decades, serving countless 
movie stars and residents of affluent surrounding communities. Its wealthy clientele helped Bullocks 
weather the economic storm of the Great Depression. Yet nothing could save it from the tides of 
change as Los Angeles grew, shopping habits shifted, and high-end stores emerged in the new wealthy 
areas to the west. The store closed in 1993, and its future hung in the balance until Southwestern 
University purchased it the following year.  
 
The University invested a great deal in restoring the building and adapting it for academic use while 
maintaining its original character. Among the major public spaces that were preserved include what is 
now the school’s law library – at 83,000 square feet, the second-largest private academic law library 
facility in California. The legendary Tea Room now serves as a dining area and informal gathering 
space for students, faculty, and visiting scholars. Bullocks Wilshire storage and dressing rooms were 
converted into office space for the Development, Alumni Relations, and Public Information 
departments. The building also includes faculty offices, seminar rooms, and conference space. 
Southwestern University’s preservation and rehabilitation of Bullocks Wilshire has garnered numerous 
awards and continues to serve as a model of adaptive reuse. 
 
Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument #56 (1969) 
Listed in the National Register of Historic Places (1978) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Spirit of Sports by Gjura Stojano 
 

Now: Reference Room 

Bullocks Wilshire Tea Room 
 

Then: Sportswear 

Then: 
Elegant 
Dining Room

Now: Student & Faculty Dining 

Bullocks Wilshire: Then and Now 



 
 

Van de Kamp’s Bakery/Los Angeles City College Northeast Campus 
  
The Van de Kamp’s Bakery building in Glassell Park 
served as headquarters for the chain of bakeries and 
coffee shops whose trademark “windmill”  buildings and 
neon signs prevailed throughout mid 20th-century Los 
Angeles. 

 
The building was designed by New York architect J. 
Edward Hopkins in 1930 in the Dutch Renaissance Revival style, reflecting the company’s Dutch 
corporate image. The plant was designed to resemble a 16th-century Dutch townhouse. In Los Angeles, 
the building remains the only example of an industrial plant in the Dutch Renaissance Revival style. 
This style never became very popular in Southern California, making the Van de Kamp’s brand even 
more recognizable.  
 
Van de Kamp’s reputation as the “Taj Mahal of all bakeries”  highlighted its unique place in Los 
Angeles architecture. The property remains an exceptional example of an interesting architectural 
design that challenges the notion of unimaginative industrial properties. In recognition of this, the 
building was declared city of Los Angeles Cultural Monument No. 569 in 1992.  
 
Over time, increased competition from in-house supermarket production of baked goods considerably 
reduced revenues for Van de Kamp’s. The building was last used in 1990 before the company went out 
of business. The plant deteriorated from neglect and fell prey to vandalism. In 2000, a developer 
sought to demolish the building and use the site for a Home Base superstore and Burger King. The 
developer claimed that the building’s cosmetic damage and vandalism made rehabilitation infeasible. 
Even the City’s Cultural Heritage Commission considered the building an “eyesore”  that should be 
demolished as quickly as possible. The Conservancy and the Coalition to Save Van de Kamp’s, a 
coalition of 20 community organizations, blocked demolition at a vote of the Planning Commission, 
attracting the attention of Senator Richard Polanco, who brought $3 million in State funds to build a 
community college on the site.  
 
Initially, the Community College District believed it would only save the façade of the building and 
construct all around it. A more thorough study then found that rehabilitation of the existing structure 
was more cost-effective than new construction. Much more than the façade will now be preserved: the 
interior of the building will now become state-of-the-art classrooms, and the historic building will 
serve as the centerpiece of a campus that will be a true “oasis”  of learning for Northeast L.A.  
 
Particularly with current enrollment pressure on community colleges (caused by the enrollment caps at 
state universities), the new campus will fill a much-needed void while providing an important cultural 
resource for the community. 
 
Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument #569 (1992)  
 
 
 
 
 



 

Los Angeles Armory/California Science Center School and Amgen Center for Science 
Learning  

The Los Angeles Armory remains one of the few standing armories 
and a testament to a remarkable military history. Most armories in 
the U.S. have been razed for new projects or destroyed by fire 
caused by stored ammunition. Built in 1914, the Los Angeles 
Armory featured a Classical Revival design – unique for an 
armory, which typically resembled a fortress. This armory’s design 
might have reflected the “City Beautiful”  campaign sweeping the 
country at the time, which called for architectural harmony with 

surrounding areas. For years, Angelenos were treated to the sight of military drills performed by the 
troops stationed at the Armory.   
 
By the 1960s, the Los Angeles Armory had fallen out of use as a military facility. The California 
Museum of Science and Industry (CMSI) sometimes used the building for exhibits or offices. 
Although considerable thought was given to razing the structure for new exhibit space, a proposal for 
an educational facility gained favor by the 1990s. 

 
Since 1996, the Los Angeles Unified School District has been collaborating with CMSI, now the 
California Science Center, to build an educational complex that would include an elementary school 
and space for specialized science curriculum. While early plans had called for only partial preservation 
of the Armory, the project evolved to preserve the entire structure. Part of the California Science 
Center School, a 720-seat magnet program, will use the historic armory building, as will the Amgen 
Center for Science Learning, now open. The Amgen Center includes classrooms, laboratory spaces, a 
professional development library, a video production studio and multimedia computer laboratory, and 
a multipurpose Science Garden. By integrating the active use of an historic building with 
complementary new development, this project beautifully illustrates how irreplaceable cultural 
resources can play a vital role in 21st-century education.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Eastern Star Home/The Archer School for Girls 
 
The Eastern Star Home, designed by William Mooser 
and Company and built in 1931, was a landmark 
Spanish Colonial Revival retirement and convalescent 
facility on Sunset Boulevard in Brentwood. For more 
than 65 years, the building housed exemplary 
members of the Order of the Eastern Star, which 
included female relatives of Master Masons. 
Membership in the Order declined over time. When 
the property was put up for sale in the 1990s, its zoning could have allowed residential developers to 
carve up the site for housing, making it vulnerable to demolition. In 1996 the Archer School, an 
outstanding private educational institution, recognized the site’s historical significance and seized a 
unique opportunity: to educate future female leaders in a place originally devoted to the care of 
commendable women.  
 
The School overcame significant code challenges, as well as local homeowner opposition to the school 
use, creating a successful and creative adaptive reuse project in a Westside community marked by 
intense real estate pressures. The Archer School successfully adapted the historic complex into a 
school, using prominent and architecturally significant public spaces as gathering places for students 
and adding new athletic fields and a gymnasium. 
 
The west wing was converted into administrative and faculty offices. The bedrooms were too small to 
convert easily to classrooms; partitions were removed and the double-loaded corridor was converted 
into a single-loaded corridor. A historic preservation consultant on hand throughout the process made 
sure that the changes remained sensitive to the property. The original entries remained in place, and 
many features were upgraded, including electrical lines and plumbing. The southern section, with the 
foyer, parlor, and theater, remains largely untouched.  
 
The result of this very sensitive rehabilitation is a beautiful historic property in which students can 
thrive. The non-sectarian Archer School has embraced the heritage of the site, even naming one of 
their capital campaigns the “Eastern Star Campaign.”   
 

 
 
 
 
Historic-Cultural Monument #440 
Listed in California Register of Historic Places 
Eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic 
Places 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
The Flintridge Hotel/Sacred Heart Academy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
The Flintridge Hotel in La Canada Flintridge was designed in 1926 by noted Southern California 
architect Myron Hunt (who also designed the Ambassador Hotel, the Rose Bowl, and Occidental 
College) and H.C. Chambers. Hunt was inspired by the remote location to build it in the style of a 
Mediterranean hillside resort. Senator Frank P. Flint owned and managed the hotel when it opened, 
intending it to be the centerpiece of his own suburb. Hunt warned him that it was too remote from the 
city to ever become profitable, but Flint persisted. He soon sold the unprofitable hotel to the Biltmore 
Hotel chain. Yet with less than a dozen guests at any one time, and compounded by the Great 
Depression, the Flintridge Hotel never succeeded as a resort. Biltmore sold the hotel only four years 
after it opened. 

 
At the same time, the Dominican Sisters of Mission San Jose were planning to build a convent and 
girls’  school in Sierra Madre and were informed about the Flintridge property. The Diocese acquired 
the property in the midst of the Depression for $150,000 (approximately $1.5 million in today’s 
dollars). The property’s remote location made it an ideal setting for the education of young women and 
a peaceful living environment for women of the Order. 

 
Sacred Heart Academy is an early example of adaptive reuse. Though it was acquired early in the 
structure’s history, the Academy has made great efforts to preserve the property in its original state. 
The Academy used the main hotel structure as classroom space for about two decades before adding a 
new classroom building in the 1950s. Administrative offices now occupy the main hotel structure; the 
common areas, including the main dining room, serve both boarding students and the Sisters who live 
on site. The cottages are used for specialized educational and administrative functions, and include a 
music room. As at many of the other schools, a state-of-the-art athletic facility was added later. This 
project offers valuable insight into the beauty and restraint of Myron Hunt’s work, as well as several 
lessons for the educational reuse of a hotel complex. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Former cottage converted into 
music practice room 



 

The Ambassador Hotel Opportunity 
 
Like these many examples, the legendary Ambassador Hotel can transform beautifully into an 
academic facility. It sits ready and waiting for LAUSD to take this truly unique opportunity. 

 
The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) will soon 
decide whether to demolish the Ambassador Hotel or reuse it 
as the centerpiece of its new educational complex on Wilshire 
Boulevard, just blocks from where Southwestern University 
Law School revitalized historic Bullocks Wilshire. 
 
The Ambassador Hotel, opened in 1921, was the catalyst for 
the creation of Wilshire Boulevard, our city’s most important 

corridor. This striking architectural landmark housed the Cocoanut Grove nightclub, Los Angeles’ 
premier night spot for decades, which helped launch the careers of dozens of important performers, 
from Merv Griffin to Lena Horne, Judy Garland to Barbra Streisand. The Ambassador hosted six 
Oscar ceremonies and to every U.S. president from Herbert Hoover to Richard Nixon (who finalized 
his 1952 “Checkers”  speech at the Ambassador).    
 
The Ambassador was also the site of the tragic 1968 Robert F. Kennedy assassination. The only two 
comparable sites nationally are the Texas School Book Depository building in Dallas (site of President 
John F. Kennedy’s assassination) and the Lorraine Motel in Memphis (site of Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr.’s assassination), both of which have been preserved as museums.  
 
The Ambassador converts very feasibly to a school facility. LAUSD’s standard high school and middle 
school program fits well into the hotel, along with a sensitively designed addition for science 
laboratories, and other special classrooms. The upper floors of the hotel convert into classroom spaces. 
The hotel lobby could serve as the high school’s entrance, student “commons,”  and social gathering 
place for students. The famed Cocoanut Grove nightclub would become the school’s auditorium and 
performance space. The Paul Williams-designed coffee shop in the retail concourse would serve as a 
faculty dining room, and the grand Embassy Ballroom would be transformed into a magnificent school 
library that could serve the entire community. 
 
While rehabilitation of the Ambassador does cost more than new construction, this is because the 
existing historic building is 25% larger than the proposed new school, providing extra space for 
community uses that will supplement the school’s program. Rehabilitating the Ambassador is no more 
costly – and potentially as much as 24% less costly per student – than LAUSD construction projects 
for all-new high schools nearby, such as Central High School #9 on Grand Avenue and Central High 
School #10 on Crown Hill just west of downtown. 
 
Adaptively reusing the Ambassador will allow its rich history to infuse the curriculum. Students will 
read The Great Gatsby in a space where F. Scott Fitzgerald regularly stayed. Music and theater 
students will actually perform in the Cocoanut Grove, where virtually every famous performer of the 
20th century once graced the stage. They will study history and politics where every U.S. president 
from Hoover to Nixon stayed. Preservation of the Ambassador will allow students to feel that their 
urban school is beautiful and inspirational – a site where history isn’ t just what they read in a textbook, 
but is tangible, all around them. L.A.’s kids deserve nothing less. 
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