A Somewhat Sketchy History of Club Flamingo

(…a Sorta Sketchy Place)

by Denny Nivens

Club Flamingo first opened in 1939 or 1940 as the Honolulu Hut, at 1027 North La Brea Avenue in then-unincorporated West Hollywood.  The place was licensed as a cafe where liquor was served, and it also offered a floor show.  No entertainment permit was needed in West Hollywood, and there were no restrictions on drag shows; the city of Los Angeles had passed an ordinance banning female impersonators in 1933.  No record exists of the type of entertainment offered by the Honolulu Hut at that time.

The first two years of the Honolulu Hut’s existence seem to have passed without incident.  There were no mentions of the place in the local press, either in news items or in advertisements, but a phone listing appeared in the 1940 and 1941 L.A. white pages.  The first mention of Club Flamingo was in November of 1941, when police were called to handle a pair of drunk patrons who’d attacked a bartender.  The only hint of the type of entertainment offered by Club Flamingo at this time came in February of 1942, when a fire broke out at the apartment of Victor Jossenberg (stage name Phil Rich), a Vaudeville and radio comedian who was identified in the newspaper as an “entertainer at the Flamingo Club.”  The listing in the 1942 white pages was amended to read “Flamingo Honolulu Hut,” and in June of 1942, Club Flamingo was declared “Out of Bounds” by the U.S. Navy and “Off Limits” by the U.S. Army, along with dozens of other L.A.-area bars.  Servicemen were prohibited from entering the Flamingo.  The basis for the action was not made public, but bars were typically put on these lists for dishonest business practices, for attracting an immoral crowd, or for hosting an indecent show.

Shortly after the military ban, the California Board of Equalization reviewed the “out of bounds” and “off limits” lists and suspended the liquor license of the Honolulu Hut along with 37 other bars, “for the duration of the war.”  A court decision would later affirm that being named to one of these lists was just cause for a liquor license suspension.  It’s interesting that while the military ban named Club Flamingo, the state’s action named the Honolulu Hut.  This probably means the sign on the door said Club Flamingo, but the liquor license still carried the older name.  Most of the suspensions ended when the military bans were lifted in November of 1942, only a few months after they’d been issued.  But the suspensions remained in effect for Club Flamingo and a small handful of others that were still prohibited to soldiers and sailors “in the interest of public welfare and morals.”

Club Flamingo appears to have remained closed for the rest of the war.  There was no mention of it (or the Honolulu Hut) in local newspapers, and no listing in the L.A. phone book.

It seems to have reopened sometime in 1946 as a cabaret offering drag shows (5 FLOOR SHOWS NIGHTLY – NO COVER – NO MINIMUM, according to a December, 1946 yellow pages ad).  Drag performer Dave de Alba’s website includes a photo of Carroll Wallace at the Flamingo in 1946, and a 1947 program notes that Francis Blair had been performing there for twelve months.  News items involving the club began appearing in January of 1947—first a report of bar staff calling the police to handle a disturbance, and later a couple of items related to the Black Dahlia investigation (Elizabeth Short, the Black Dahlia murder victim, was known to frequent the club, and a bartender was briefly considered a suspect).  Two phone listings for “Flamingo Club” (both at the same La Brea address) appeared in the 1947 L.A. white pages.

Drag shows were still legal in West Hollywood, but a county ordinance passed in 1943 required female impersonators to obtain permits.  It’s worth noting that Club Flamingo’s floor show featured not only men impersonating women, but also women impersonating men.  Only the men were required to have permits.  This was the situation for as long as the club remained in business.  It’s also worth noting that Club Flamingo was known to attract more lesbians than gay men; this was also the case for a number of other L.A. drag joints of the era.

The ownership of Club Flamingo has long been a subject of speculation.  There seems to be no information available on who originally opened the club, or whether the same owner(s) reopened the club in 1946.  The first mention of who ran the Flamingo came in April of 1947, when it was raided by the L.A. County vice squad on charges of “liquor violations” (the exact nature of which was not reported).  William Grossman was identified as the floor show manager.  Later that year, when two Flamingo employees were arrested for stealing from the club, Grossman and Ben Gold were reported to be the club’s co-owners.  And in February of 1948, testimony before a State Assembly Subcommittee on Public Morals revealed that the club was owned by John-Nies Cafe, Inc., and the “main owners” were claimed to be Grossman and Gold.  These two are known to have been involved in the bar scene of downtown L.A.’s Skid Row.

Gold was identified in 1936 as the owner of the Fifth Street Cafe, a small beer joint at 114 East Fifth at the heart of Skid Row.  In 1939 he was summoned before the L.A. County grand jury along with several other downtown bar operators to testify in an investigation of bribery of state liquor officials.  The Fifth Street Cafe had a new owner by January of 1940, roughly the time frame when the Honolulu Hut opened.  Aside from the 1947-48 news items concerning the Flamingo, nothing more is known about Gold.

Grossman first appeared in L.A. newspapers in March of 1943 when he was arrested as an owner of the 319 Club, a night club at 319 South Main Street, for receiving 17 stolen cases of whiskey and 23 stolen cases of cigarettes.  Co-owner Danny Rissman and manager Nate Bass were arrested along with Grossman.  Bass was best known as manager of the Belmont Grill at 464 South Main; the Belmont was licensed to Benjamin Beskin, who was variously rumored to be either Bass’s father or an alias of Bass himself.  Rissman, described by the press as a racketeer, was a former bootlegger who had ties to several downtown bars, used at least three aliases, and allegedly introduced the “B-girl” trade to downtown L.A. (B-girls were female bar employees who cajoled men into buying them expensive and often phony drinks).  Rissman was indicted a number of times over the years for bribing public officials to obtain a liquor license or to influence alcohol legislation.  Both Rissman and Bass were known as notorious Skid Row kingpins throughout the 1950s.

Grossman was next arrested in November of 1945 as manager of the Hip Cafe, 318 South Main Street (across the street from the 319 Club), for refilling empty bottles of expensive liquor with cheap booze—a practice so common that state law required liquor bottles to be broken as soon as they were emptied.  The Hip Cafe was owned by John-Nies Cafe, Inc., the same corporation that would be named in 1948 as the owner of Club Flamingo.

Johnnie’s Cafe at 317½ Hill Street had been opened in September of 1941 by John M. Hext when he purchased Dave Meyer’s Cafe from its previous owners.  Hext was a native of London, England.  In the early 1930s he kept an apartment in the Bronx while working as chief electrician on the steamship American Legion, a passenger ship in the Munson line that operated between New York and Brazil.  He became a U.S. citizen in 1936 and opened an electric motor business in New Brunswick, New Jersey the same year.  In June of 1940 he sold the business and moved to Los Angeles, leaving behind some unpaid taxes and at least one large outstanding debt.

Early in 1942, Hext formed John-Nies Cafe, Inc. as a holding company that took ownership of Johnnie’s as well as a newly acquired property three blocks away that would be renamed the Hip Cafe.  Almost certainly he had partners in the venture, most likely from within the small and intermingled community of Skid Row bar owners, but their identities are unknown.  Both Johnnie’s and the Hip Cafe were placed off limits to servicemen along with Club Flamingo a short time later, in June of 1942.  The liquor license of Johnnie’s was suspended with the Flamingo’s in July but it appears to have been among those reinstated in November.  The Hip Cafe seems to have continued operating without interruption.

Hext soon left the picture to serve as a chief warrant officer in the U.S. Navy during World War II.  It’s not known whether he still held an interest in John-Nies Cafe, Inc. or sold out to his partners.  In May of 1945, while overseas, he engaged an attorney to sell a property he owned in New Brunswick, a three-story commercial building in the heart of the city’s downtown.  Hext returned to the U.S. in July of 1946 aboard the troop ship M.S. John Ericsson, landed in New York, and made his way back to Los Angeles.  This was more or less in the same time frame that the Flamingo reopened.  

The next mention of Hext in the press was as the new owner of the Streets of Paris, a show bar with a predominantly gay clientele in the 6700 block of Hollywood Boulevard, where a cluster of half a dozen bars formed the nexus of Hollywood’s gay night life.  Larry Goldner had opened the Streets of Paris in November of 1941, in partnership with Lew LeRoy, who owned a number of West Hollywood night spots (including the drag bar Greenwich Village, raided on the same night as the Flamingo in April of 1947).  Goldner and LeRoy sold the Streets of Paris in August of 1945 to a Charles Robbins, about whom nothing more is known—but Skid Row bar owner Ruben Robin was known to use the surname “Robbins” as an alias.  Hext was running Streets of Paris by March of 1947, presumably with silent partners as before.  If Charles Robbins was still involved, his name was never mentioned.  

Hext was arrested in June for presenting a floor show without a permit, and again in July for “permitting disorderly conduct.”  This came after a number of men were arrested at the club on charges of “lewd vagrancy” (i.e. for being gay).  The exact nature of the “disorderly conduct” permitted by Hext was not reported, but Scotty Bowers claimed in his 2012 tell-all book Full Service that Streets of Paris had glory holes in the men’s room.  Oddly, the Hollywood Citizen-News identified Hext as “manager” of the club in the July news items, less than three weeks after naming him as the “owner” in June, mirroring the uncertainty over Grossman’s role at Club Flamingo.  It’s not known whether either Hext or Streets of Paris were connected to John-Nies Cafe, Inc. at that time, but it’s more than likely that Hext was doing business with the same Skid Row bosses he’d been involved with before the war.  Three months later, in October of 1947, the club was closed and its furnishings and license were sold at auction.  Hext would not reappear in the public eye, at least in L.A.

Recently, it has been suggested that Mickey Cohen secretly owned Club Flamingo, although no such rumor was ever reported while either the Flamingo or Cohen were in business.  The idea seems to have arisen in part due to Cohen’s well-known 1945-46 involvement with Bugsy Siegel in developing Las Vegas’s Flamingo Casino, and in part due to his ownership of the Continental Café, another West Hollywood gay bar.  Mostly, however, it seems to have come about because Cohen was L.A.’s only mobster to have established a lasting mythology; some 75 years later, he’s become the “usual suspect” for all shady dealings in the city, largely because he’s the only L.A. mobster of the era who people know by name.  He did own The La Brea Social Club at 126 North La Brea Ave., a small bar just nine blocks south of Club Flamingo that served as a hangout for his cronies, but he was hardly the only bar owner in the neighborhood.  Other purported “ties” between Cohen and the Flamingo appear to be just as flimsy.

At the 1948 State Assembly Committee hearing, a man named Harry Brock gave testimony as president of John-Nies Cafe, Inc.; he claimed to be only a bookkeeper with no knowledge of the Flamingo’s operation.  It might be tempting to assume that Harry Brock was in reality Harry Brook, a close associate of Cohen who was connected with the Cleveland Mafia.  But Brook had first arrived in L.A. in November of 1947 with four other Midwestern mobsters, and was immediately ordered out of town by the district attorney and the LAPD; he was allowed to stay two days longer than the others to make some “important phone calls.”  

It’s uncertain whether Brook actually left L.A. at all.  He was famously back in town and working with Cohen by August of 1950.  But it seems strange that he’d be sent to testify as president of John-Nies, Inc. before a State Assembly committee, less than two months after being ordered to leave the city.  And it seems a bit out of character that he’d identify himself as a lowly bookkeeper.  Brook was a self-important man who stayed at the exclusive Sunset Tower, carried a huge wad of cash, and played the big shot with police on his initial visit, describing himself as a “boxing promoter and gambler” while his cohorts claimed much more pedestrian roles.  Moreover, if he was trying to hide his identity, he’d probably go to greater lengths than changing a single letter of his name.  It’s more likely that Brook and Brock were two different people.

Also representing Club Flamingo at the Assembly hearing was Robert F. Shippee, named as the secretary/treasurer of John-Nies but claiming to merely serve as their legal counsel.   Shippee was very well-known around town, a former L.A. Assistant City Attorney and high-ranking member of the Moose Lodge who’d held the offices of Deputy Supreme Dictator of Greater Los Angeles and president of the California State Moose Association; among his lodge brothers was L.A. County Sheriff Eugene W. Biscailuz.  Shippee had been involved with John-Nies from the very beginning.  He’d written the articles of incorporation in 1942 and was named one of its three directors.  He also admitted to being a minor shareholder.  No connection between Shippee and Cohen has ever been reported.  He was never publicly tied to any bar or nightclub operator aside from John-Nies, and he is not known to have represented any underworld figure in a criminal case.  This is not to suggest he was completely clean.  It was simply good business for racketeers to have separate lawyers handling their legitimate business concerns and their criminal offenses.

Both Brock and Shippee, along with club manager Herbert J. Abrams, represented the Flamingo at a liquor license review before the State Board of Equalization in March of 1948.  No action against the license was taken since no liquor violations were discovered; the complaint had been made on the basis of “immoral” conditions (i.e. drag shows and homo customers) alone.  The Board would hold no further hearings on the club, and nothing more is known about Abrams, except that in the 1950 U.S. Census he was living in West L.A. and still listing his occupation as manager of a café bar.

Perhaps the best argument against Mickey Cohen being the secret behind-the-scenes owner of Club Flamingo is a comparison between how that club and Cohen’s Continental Café were operated.

Cohen bought the Continental in late December of 1948, eleven months after then-owner Theresa Wheeler had testified at the same Assembly hearing where Brock and Shippee spoke for John-Nies.  After the sale, Mike Howard became the manager of the cafe, and Jimmy Rist worked there as a bartender.  These two were more than close associates of Cohen.  In August of 1948, just four months before Cohen bought the place, the three had been arrested together on suspicion of murder in connection with a gangland-style slaying at Cohen’s haberdashery shop (his principal “legitimate” business), only a block from the Continental and just off the Sunset Strip.  

Mickey obviously wasn’t trying very hard to hide his involvement with the Continental.  It quickly became known to police that he was a frequent visitor.  In July of 1949, when he was shot by an unknown assailant shortly after leaving the café, the L.A. papers reported that Cohen was the Continental’s owner.  Cohen himself would confirm that a short time later in a “story of my life” piece he wrote for the Associated Press.

Immediately after the murder attempt, the LAPD dug into all of Cohen’s business dealings.  It was discovered that the Continental had been operating for the past seven months with no restaurant license and no health permit.  Where John-Nies Café, Inc. was aided by a very high-powered attorney, it appeared Cohen had not consulted an attorney at all.  Mike Howard took the blame and paid a $50 fine, but the L.A. County Sheriff’s Department continued to poke hard at Cohen’s involvement with the place.  Soon after, the liquor license was suspended by the state indefinitely, on the grounds that the man named on the license was not the cafe’s true owner.

In October, Cohen announced he was selling the Continental in order to pay off the bail bond tab on an associate who’d skipped town.  The new owner was Leo Toncray—yet another close associate, who would later be described in the press as Cohen’s “right hand man.”  The suspension of the liquor license was lifted in December for the purpose of transferring it to Toncray.  But six months later, in June of 1950, the license was permanently revoked because the Continental was found to be “a fairy joint, a pervert hangout,” according to a liquor board member, and was still operated by a Cohen crony “in the exact same manner for the same people.”  The Continental was closed and put up for sale (for real this time).

Club Flamingo had continued to operate quietly ever since its March, 1948 license review, with only an occasional ad in the L.A. Times and no news items worth reporting.  It was during these last couple years of its existence that lesbian comic Beverly Shaw served as the club’s master of ceremonies, in an outfit consisting of a men’s jacket and bowtie, a short skirt, and a pair of high heels.

The end of the Flamingo began in late February of 1951, when L.A. County passed an ordinance requiring drag bars and burlesque joints to obtain entertainment permits.  It was a transparent maneuver to give the county a means of running the clubs out of business.  The Flamingo applied for a permit and was summoned to a hearing with the County Board of Supervisors on April 17, 1951—the very first night club to face such a hearing under the new ordinance.  Two captains and a lieutenant of the Sheriff’s Department voiced their disapproval, and the entertainment permit was denied.  With no floor show allowed, Club Flamingo closed its doors.

At the permit hearing, John-Nies Café, Inc. was represented not by Robert F. Shippee but by Jesse Blattel, a Beverly Hills attorney who seems to have specialized in arranging mortgages for new businesses and liquidating the assets of failed ones.  This could mean the ownership of John-Nies had changed since 1948, or it may simply mean they knew the club’s days were numbered, and there was no point in paying a high-powered attorney’s fees.

Meanwhile, John Hext had resurfaced in his former home of New Brunswick, New Jersey in early 1949.  Late the next year, he bought a tavern and formed a corporation with a local partner under the name of Johnnie’s, Inc.

So, who really owned the Flamingo?  It’s impossible to say for sure.  But John-Nies Cafe, Inc. was spawned on L.A.’s Skid Row, and every time a news item mentioned the Flamingo’s management, Skid Row people were involved.  Even attorney Robert F. Shippee’s office was on Spring Street downtown, just a block from the strip of dive bars on Main.  Mickey Cohen was never known to have anything to do with that part of town.  He’d been drawn to the glamour of Hollywood from the minute he arrived in L.A., and that’s where he stayed.

All indications are that John-Nies and the Flamingo were controlled by the Skid Row crowd.  William Grossman and Ben Gold each probably owned a share; it’s uncertain whether another major player was lurking behind the scenes.  John Hext may have still been involved for a while, but if so, he likely sold his interest when he left L.A. for good in 1948-49… and this may have had something to do with Shippee stepping aside.  Otherwise, the usual suspects are the Skid Row racketeers who were known to have connections with either Grossman or Hext: Danny Rissman, Nate Bass, Ruben Robin, or maybe someone else who was better at keeping his name out of the papers.

And if all this seems convoluted and confusing, there’s a very good reason.  That’s exactly the way organized crime is supposed to work.

