
 The theme of our fall/winter newsletter has been 
controversial for 100 years: the effects of Hollywood 
and filming in Altadena. A little digging provides some 
historical perspective on the industry that has helped to 
expand California’s economy 
into the largest in the United 
States and sixth largest 
in the world, even as it 
sometimes strains neighbor 
relations and baffles many 
who simply want to know 
what the rules governing 
location shoots are, and if 
and when they  
are enforced. 

A New Regional Industry
 Altadena’s relationship 
to Hollywood and filming 
began after the turn of the 
20th century, when the new 
industry moved here from 
New York because of our 
weather. Lighting technology was not yet well developed, 
and shooting outdoors yielded the best results. The first film 
theater in the country opened in Los Angeles in 1902, and 
Altadena, along with neighboring Sierra Madre, got into the 
game early. Director D.W. Griffith shot The Gold Seekers, The 
Twisted Trail, and Fighting Blood (with Lionel Barrymore) in 
Sierra Madre in 1909 and 1910. Altadena and 
the Mount Lowe Railroad were featured in 
Mack Sennett’s 1912 comedy What the Doctor 
Ordered, starring Mabel Normand, who in 
the following decade retreated from scandal 
to our community. 
 Altadena’s strongest claims on early 
Hollywood glamour, however, seem to 
have had more to do with millionaires, 
social connections, and alcohol than as a 
filming location. Films were shot here — but 
since most were not directed by lionized 
filmmakers such as Griffith (who went on 
to direct Birth of a Nation, which was first 
acclaimed, and later condemned for its 
racism and glorification of the Ku Klux 
Klan), little paper trail exists to document 
their efforts. 
 Our community was viewed as a 
“district” of Pasadena best known for 
wealth, mansions, hotels, and tourism. In 
1919, Paramount Pictures’ Cecil B. DeMille 
opened an airfield — his third — on leased 
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land adjacent to the Country Club (established in 1911, 
often called the Pasadena Golf Club) on Mariposa Street 
— in partnership with Pasadena’s Board of Trade and the 
Linnard Hotel chain. The movie mogul grasped the synergy 

between the sexy new civil 
aviation industry and his own, 
and had established the Mercury 
Aviation Company to profit 
from it. This company offered 
the country’s first scheduled 
flights, and built DeMille 
Fields #1 and #2 in Hollywood 
and Beverly Hills. Stunt flying 
was heavily featured in early 
films, and our local airfield and 
country club hosted aviators, 
actors, and assorted hangers-on. 
         On the festive opening day 
of DeMille Field #3, also known 
as the Pasadena Airfield, movie 
star Gloria Swanson, of Keystone 
Cops fame, arrived in one of 
three Curtiss Jennys, drawing 

more attention from the Los Angeles Times than city 
officials and hotel executives as she extricated herself from 
the tiny aircraft. “Fliers and Filmites” were more exciting 
and captured all the headlines. Swanson was under a new 
contract to Paramount, where DeMille quickly transformed 
her from comedienne to romantic lead. It is unknown 

whether her paramour, Altadena’s millionaire 
flyboy and businessman “Craney” Gartz, had 
influenced the selection of the new field’s 
location. Fifty years later, what Swanson 
remembered chiefly about Craney was that he 
“kissed as well as he danced, or better.” 

Prohibition, Filmites, and Real Estate
 People poured into booming 
Prohibition-era Southern California, and 
Altadena was among its fastest-growing 
communities. Airfield #3 lasted only until 
1921, when the value of its 30 acres soared. 
Pasadena’s Board of Trade lost its lease, and 
tony new homes on some of Altadena’s last 
open land proliferated around the Country 
Club. 
 As a private club in unincorporated 
Los Angeles County, this facility escaped 
Pasadena’s primness and strict alcohol-law 
enforcement. Perhaps that prompted Italian 
immigrant Joseph Marcell Annechini in 1923 
to re-imagine his downtown Los Angeles 
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Continued on page 6

This Victorian Cottage  at the corner of Marengo and 
Sacramento was turned into a winter wonderland for 
a U.S. Postal Service film shoot. Photo by Russ Fega.

George Eads (Nick 
Stokes on CSI: Crime 
Scene Investigation) 
gets ready for his closeup 
amidst the gravestones 
at Mountain View 
Cemetery in 2010. Photo 
by Chris Considine.
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Message from the AH Chair Linda World
 We’ve been busy since our last newsletter was published  
in the Spring! 
 More than 100 people attended this year’s Golden Poppy 
Awards and Garden Party in May at the home of Robin 
Williams, a former AH Board director and a career teacher of 
sixth-grade math and science. She credits the film industry with 
making it possible for her to maintain a large house, built in 
1913, on a teacher’s salary. Her story (pgs. 8 & 9) inspired this 
special issue on filming in Altadena: its history, issues, 
and status activities. 
 The GP event also previewed August’s AltaDitty 
music and poetry fest, when Bill Burnett sang his 
song, “Al … Altadena,” and got the crowd to join him 
in its rousing refrain. Bill is a musician, songwriter, 
television producer, and AH member who was 
inspired by last year’s AltaDangerous “story slam” to 
curate a similar evening of songs and poems about 
Altadena. The evening started with a reprise of Bill’s 
GP song and went on to feature more than a dozen 
performers in a uniquely fabulous tribute to our town 
(see story pg. 3). 
 Many County officials, including Superintendent Michael 
Antonovich, and Altadena Town Council members attended the 
October groundbreaking ceremony for Altadena Triangle Park, 
a project of Altadena Heritage and Amigos de los Rios to retrofit 
and enhance the existing Memorial Park on the southwest 
corner of Lake Avenue and Altadena Drive (see story pg. 10).

Advocacy and Preservation
 AH’s mission not only celebrates Altadena’s rich, diverse 
heritage, but also monitors plans for future development. In this 
regard, we sit in on a lot of meetings, especially meetings of the 
Altadena Town Council (ATC) and County planning bodies. 
Our website and Facebook have become our primary mediums 
for reporting back to the community what we find, so please 
check us out on Facebook for updates.
 The big agenda items since our last newsletter have been 
the building at Lake & Calaveras; the Community Standards 
District (CSD) update; the Devil’s Gate Sediment Removal 
project; and the proposed Hahamongna-Eaton Canyon pipeline. 
 Our work with the “Historic Corner: Historic Choice” 
White Paper Coalition (WPC) of community organizations 
continued this summer when it became apparent that the 
Charles Company building at Lake & Calaveras was moving 
forward without the hard-won concessions for doors, windows, 
and other design features promised last December. Our thanks 
to the County Supervisor’s office for revoking permission to 
proceed with construction until the design concessions were 
addressed. Not everyone is happy with the structure, but the 
additions to the facade mitigate what was called “the wall” 
during the planning phase and soon became “the fortress” as 
the construction started up.
 We attended the June 4 open public hearing on the County’s 
preliminary CSD draft, submitted comments, and subsequently 
worked again with the WPC to draft three recommended 
changes that were presented at the July 28 public hearing with 

the Regional Planning Commission (RPC). The meeting in Eliot 
Middle School’s auditorium, just across Calaveras Street from 
the Charles Company building, was well-attended. The RPC 
decided to extend its review and, on October 26, held a second 
hearing on a revised draft, which was finally approved, although 
fence and hedge regulations with complaint-driven enforcement 
remained a clear concern of many citizens.
 Several board directors attended the July 12 meeting on the 
Devil’s Gate Sediment Removal project in Hahamongna basin. 

The County previewed a revegetation plan proposed 
for the area around the 72 acres of land being scraped. 
However, it hasn’t budged on removing 2.4 million 
cubic yards of sediment (the “Big Dig”) versus the  
1.2 mcy alternative proposed by Pasadena and 
supported by AH. 
        We also attended a meeting of the City of 
Pasadena Hahamongna Watershed Park Advisory 
Committee, at which public comments were open on 
a vote to approve a proposed crosstown pipeline from 
Hahamongna through Altadena to spreading grounds 
in Eaton Canyon. The committee postponed making a 

decision at the meeting. It’s a huge and complex project that we 
will continue to monitor.

Annual Members’ Meeting / Holiday Party 
 December 4 is our annual members’ meeting and holiday 
party. This is a members-only event. Active members should 
have received invitations and ballots for the 2017 board 
of directors by the time you read this. The event is also a 
traditional time for membership sign-ups and renewals, either 
online, by mail, or at the door of this year’s site – the beautiful 
Craftsman home of former board chair, Rob Bruce, and his 
partner, Greg Gill. See you there!

Linda World, Chair
Jinghuan Liu Tervalon, Vice Chair
Justin Pinchot, Secretary
Martin Zacks, Treasurer

Peggy Sue Davis, Communication/Publicity Chair
William W. Ellinger III, Preservation Chair
Michiko Lynch, Sustainability Chair
Dick Rubin, Archives/AHAD Chair
Judy Rubin, Membership Co-chair
Michele Zack, Membership Co-chair

Gail Casburn
Richard Davies
Camille Dudley
Mabel Duncan
Lili Etezady
Mark Rice
John Zoraster
Alan Zorthian
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 On Saturday, August 20, in the tradition of last year’s 
AltaDangerous story slam, Altadena Heritage presented 
AltaDitty, an evening of Altadena-related songs and poems 
performed by residents and fans. AltaDitty was curated and 
emceed by Altadena’s own Bill Burnett, singer/songwriter 
extraordinaire, who assembled a stellar line-up of pros and 
amateurs to help us celebrate our community. 
 AltaDitty was held at Camp Honeypot in the lovely 
and eccentric garden belonging to AH members Michelle 
Huneven and Jim Potter. The event was free and open to AH 
members only, many of whom brought delicacies to share and 
participated enthusiastically in the singalongs. 
 Altadena residents and aficionados who performed 
included: Bill Burnett, Peggy Sue Davis, Pauline Dutton, Liz 
Goetz, Joe Grueter, Sandi Holden, Jim Kelly, Sarah Larman, 
Elline Lipkin, Mary Lea Ray, Neil Rutman, Mary Jean Shaffer, 
Michele Zack, and Alan Zorthian. 
 For additional photos of the event, plus more song 
lyrics and poems, check out Past Events on our AH website 
(altadenaheritage.org) and our AH Facebook page.
 What will next year’s summer “AltaDiversion” offer 
members? Join AH, and you’ll get to join in the fun!

AltaDitty Hit The Right Note With AH Members
Al ... Altadena
Al … Altadena
Al … Altadena
Al … The name’s Altadena but 
you can call me Al

Oh my dad was Mt. Lowe
And my mama was the Arroyo
I was born to be below and also 
up above
Millionaires planted trees
Built their mansions right on 
top of me
Deodara now grows free
She’s my one true love

Al … Altadena
Al … Altadena
Al … The name’s Altadena but 
you can call me Al

Ballad of the Popenoes 
(Sung to the theme song from  
Gilligan’s Island) 

In Altadena, long ago, 
Plant explorer Popenoe
Came up with a dandy avocado
Its name was Fuerte: “Strong.”
Strong, strong strong!

West India Garden was the home
For that and many more:
Macadamias, persimmons, loquats.
Fred opened market doors.
Doors, doors, doors! 

His strapping sons to far off lands
He sent in search of fruit.
Iraq, Iran, the Levant and more,
They hunted healthy loot.
Loot, loot, loot!

The prize they sought was nothing less
Than a sweet jewel for our plates.
Imagine Popenoe’s happiness 
When they sent home tons of dates.
Dates, dates, dates!

Sons Paul and Wilson helped to build
Nurseries to grow
Outlets new and vast for the date and 
avocado.
Great new things to eat! 
Eat, eat, eat!

As officer of hygiene,
War asked for something more:
For Paul to keep his barracks clean —
from V.D., hooch, and whores!
Whores, whores, whores!
Whores, whores, whores! (harmonize upward)

From hygiene to eugenics
Was a simple step for Paul.
He s’pported sterilization, too,
To cull those who appall.
Snip, snip, snip!

Then, Pasadena Betterment folks 
Lent Paul lots of green
To invent a marriage-saving technique .
He called it marriage couns’ling!
Marriage coun-sel-ing!

“Can This Marriage Be Saved,” he asked?
Ladies Home Journal must know.
Paul said sure, just take my cure,
To salve those marital woes.
Woes, woes, woes!

Wilson stuck to the family trade
Of studying plants and seeds
South to Honduras headed he,
An Ag school there to lead.
Lead, lead, lead!

This is enough of the Popenoes,
Interesting though it be
An unknown page, another part 
Of Altadena’s Chris-toree!
Histor-ee, histor-ee! (harmony)

© 2016 Michele Zack

Pasadena, sleek and tanned
Wanted to make me 
Part of her great land
But I was, and still am
Unpersuaded
Cause I’m stubborn and proud
I don’t follow any crowd
And I stand here unbowed
And unincorporated

Al … Altadena
Al … Altadena
Al … The name’s Altadena but 
you can call me Al

© 2016 Bill Burnett

Board member Michele Zack, backed by AltaDitty emcee/curator Bill Burnett, 
Maryjean Shaffer and her student Sarah Larman, belts out her original composition, 
“Ballad of the Popenoes.” For more about the fascinating history of Altadena’s 
Popenoe family, go to our AH website. Photo by Bill Ellinger.



4          Altadena Heritage • Fall/Winter 2016

 About a year ago, my Homewood neighbor Bob Allen rang 
our doorbell. He held out a pile of papers and said, “You’ll find 
what you’re looking for here.” 
 His visit wasn’t a surprise. Earlier that week, a new 
neighbor had hosted the filming of a Whirlpool commercial. 
They had no idea the shoot would rile up our otherwise quiet 
neighborhood, causing harsh words and ill feelings. 
 After the trucks had left, a few of us gathered on the Allens’ 

AltadenaFilming.org: Sifting Facts, Folklore, and Fairness
by Kenny Meyer

 By 1994, the neighbors had grown weary of the semis, 
generators, and milling strangers. A few approached the 
homeowner who hosted the disruptive shoots and requested 
moderation. Their appeals were rebuffed. The filming continued 
apace. The neighbors began to feel “bullied” and described 
themselves as “long-suffering.” They organized and conducted 
a neighborhood survey. Almost everyone responded that 
“peace and quiet” was “crucially important.” None were 
against filming; they just wanted moderation. Still, the shoots 
continued.  
 In 1995, the neighbors convened a block meeting and 
decided to petition the County Supervisors for relief. Eighty 
percent of the neighbors signed the petition, which also drew 
support from the Altadena Chamber of Commerce and the 
Town Council. All this effort caught the attention of the local 
press; stories ran in the Pasadena Star News and on ABC7. 
 In October, the petition was sent to Supervisor Michael 
Antonovich. He instructed Cody Cluff, president of 
FilmLA (then called “Entertainment Industry Development 
Corporation”), to contact the Homewood neighbors and resolve 
the matter. A compromise was reached the following spring. The 
frequent-filming hosts volunteered to limit filming to eight days 
per year, and special parking, equipment and crew conditions 
were established for all future shoots.  
 The tale Bob told on the porch that day seemed like 
folklore. I had seen dozens of shoots in our neighborhood. There 
didn’t appear to be a limit, and I never saw any care taken about 
generators, crew parking, or crew behavior. It seemed that any 
special conditions had been lost to bureaucratic memory. So I 
asked Bob, “Is there any record of the agreement?”  
 At that point, a disgruntled neighbor commented, “What 
difference would it make? They’ll just shoot as much as they 
want.” That comment was upsetting. Was it true? Were there 
really no limits?
 To be honest, I find the film shoots disruptive. However, the 
same can be said of barking dogs, leaf blowers, late-night parties 
and weekend construction. I accept all these intrusions willingly 
because I believe strongly in the rights of property ownership. 
Those include having a dog, throwing a party or hosting a  
film shoot.  
 Ours is an imperfect world. With a modicum of 
consideration and a sense of fairness, we can get along. 
The trouble starts when people are indifferent to the effect 
their actions have on others. It isn’t fair for a homeowner to 
insist on “shooting as much as they want” when it disrupts 
their neighbors’ lives. And it isn’t fair for a homeowner to 
be prohibited from hosting a shoot because their neighbors 
disapprove. With consideration and fairness, there could be 
both a welcoming environment for film companies and an 
understanding on the part of neighbors.  
 I read through Bob’s stack of papers. His story was true. 
And I found a copy of an agreement called “Special Filming 
Conditions for Homewood” that set conditions for parking, 
notification, intrusive lighting, and a proscription against 
filming between the holidays.  

Kenny Meyer (an Altadena resident since 1994) launched 
the AltadenaFilming.org website to promote fairness 
in location filming, with a goal of creating a friendly 
environment for film crews while mitigating the impact 
filming can have on neighbors. The website has become 
a valuable resource for local homeowners who have 
questions or concerns about film production, including 
those interested in hosting film shoots. Altadena Heritage 
asked Kenny to share the story of how AF came into 
being, and Kenny not only happily obliged; he’s offered 
to provide homeowner or location manager listings to 
anyone who makes a donation to AH. Check it out at 
AltadenaFilming.org. – AH

porch for a skull session about the filming. We had been rattling 
on about the pros and cons of filming when Bob began to tell 
us the history of filming on our block. His story went back 30 
years, long before we moved here.  
 Back in the 1980s most everyone in the neighborhood 
welcomed filming. Poltergeist 2 was filmed here, and was the 
talk of the neighborhood. The kids loved it. Craft services fed 
everyone breakfast, lunch and snacks. The actors were friendly. 
The production team was considerate, even neighborly. When 
the trucks left, good memories remained.  
 Then, in the early 1990s, new neighbors who were in the 
film business moved onto the block. Their house was a perfect 
stand-in for “anywhere USA,” and it became a popular location.  
Extremely popular. Between 1993 and 1995, there were 32 
shoots in 33 months.  

This Google Maps street view of Homewood in Oct. of 2011 shows 
how many production vehicles can be required for a film shoot.
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 I wondered: Are these Special Conditions still in effect? 
Who enforces them? Are there also County laws? I decided to 
find out. It didn’t take long; the L.A. County ordinances are  
on line.  
 A filming permit is a type of “temporary use permit” whose 
purpose is “…to regulate specified short-term land use activities 
to avoid or mitigate adverse effects.”  (22.56.1830)… [the permit] 
will not result in a frequency of 
usage likely to create incompatibility 
between such temporary use and the 
surrounding area (22.56.1925)
 There it was, in black and white. 
The number of permitted shoots 
cannot create an incompatibility with 
a neighborhood. So why would those 
neighbors of 20 years ago — and 
today — have so much trouble seeking 
relief?  
 A few months went by, and 
another Homewood homeowner 
agreed to host a shoot for Annapurna 
Pictures. These neighbors wanted to 
do it right and give everyone a chance 
to voice their concerns.  
 They invited the location 
manager, Dan Cooley; FilmLA’s Guy 
Langman; and Sergeant Waterman 
of the Altadena Sheriff’s Department 
to a neighborhood meeting, which 
was lively and productive. Cooley 
described the shoot. Langman read 
a reassuring County ordinance that 
promised FilmLA would protect 
the character of the neighborhood. 
Sergeant Waterman promised to 
enforce the permit conditions, and 
gave out his cell number. Everyone 
was reassured, until one neighbor 
asked, “Is there any limit on the number of shoots?”
 “No limits,” Langman said, “but there’ve only been three 
shoots in the area this year.” There was a reflective silence and 
then one of the neighbors blurted out, “Bullshit.”  
 Three months before that outburst, I met Arturo Pina from 
FilmLA, who had turned up because of the hubbub during one 
of the shoots.  He seemed genuinely concerned about the ill 
feelings, and gave me his card. “Feel free to call,” he said. 
 After the discussion on the Allens’ porch, I did just that. “Is 
it possible to get data on the number of shoot days in Altadena?” 
I asked. “Some neighbors think it’s a high number.  I think the 
actual numbers would go a long way to allay concerns.” “No 
problem,” he said. “But it will take a couple weeks. We’re busy.” 
Months passed, with no word from Arturo. I sent him an email, 
and he apologized for the delay. “We’re understaffed,’ he said. 
“We can’t easily generate the data for Altadena.”  
 That seemed odd.  Extracting data using zip codes should 
be routine, especially for an organization like FilmLA with an 
$11M budget, nearly 100 employees, and a president who earns 
more than $300K. Despite Arturo’s effort, the data was  
never produced.

 Around this time, I stumbled on an article about similar 
problems in Encino. Were problems of over-use and under-
enforcement common? I started digging and found that in 
2015, nearly 3,000 filming complaints were filed in the City of 
L.A. I learned that Governor Brown’s new tax credit program 
has slowed “runaway” film production and alleviated concerns 
about job loss. I learned Altadena has six neighborhoods with 

Special Filming Conditions — a 
disproportionally high number for 
a community our size — and that 
all the surrounding communities 
have instituted limitations on 
filming frequency. I discovered that 
Altadena’s filming permits were 
among the most costly in the County, 
and that the proceeds were used 
exclusively to fund FilmLA.  
         Not long after, I had lunch with 
an old colleague who lives near the 
Mountain View Cemetery.  Without 
prompting, she complained about a 
recent shoot on her street. The crews 
were loud; the trucks had blocked 
her driveway. The ruckus interfered 
with her work. She called FilmLA, 
but they did not return her call. I was 
able to offer some help. She suggested, 
“Other people might want to know 
this stuff.”  I thought it over. It seemed 
like something a good citizen  
would do.  
         The following week, I started 
a NextDoor group called “Filming 
in Altadena” and began posting 
the information I’d gleaned. The 
comments started rolling in. There 
were supporting “thank yous” and 
a healthy dose of objections: “Your 

postings just encourage the complainers.”  “You’re going to 
make Altadena a film-unfriendly place.”  “We will lose jobs.”  
 These concerns — some real, some not — were an eye-
opener. I wrestled with the challenge of providing the accurate 
information needed for fairness without projecting an anti-film 
message.  Several ideas came to mind: write an FAQ, generate 
a permit-frequency map, add links to filming resources and 
business data. I could even provide listings for property owners 
who might want to host a film shoot.  
 There was a hitch. None of that was possible using 
NextDoor’s limited capability. Consequently, I resolved to 
establish a separate, strictly non-commercial web page. 
 The next day, I purchased the AltadenaFilming.org domain 
name.  I spent a couple of weeks pulling together the materials 
and rolled out the AltadenaFilming.org website on February 29 
– six months after Bob Allen handed me his stack of papers. It 
seemed like an appropriate date. 

In addition to production vehicles, film crew and 
equipment filled the streets near this Altadena 
corner where a 2010 episode of CSI: Miami was 
shot. Photos by Tom Davis.
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watering hole as a remote Altadena “Country Inn” with extensive 
gardens and private rooms at the top of Lincoln Avenue. There, 
land was affordable and the heat was off. His film industry clientele 
happily followed the searchlight beacon mounted atop the Marcell 
Inn to Annechini’s new speakeasy, and 
Hollywood gossip columns through the 
1930s are peppered with references to 
it as a place where actors such as Buster 
Crabbe and Frances Ford, famed studio 
executives, and racetrack gamblers 
entertained — even after some were 
caught in a 1924 Federal raid that 
yielded 300 arrests. 
 Industry types were gravitating 
to Altadena, and one, David Haney, 
planned in 1923 to develop a “film 
colony” and studio here for his 
production company, “The Popular 
Players.” The plan was defeated by the 
Altadena Citizens’ Association, whose 
spokesman W.S. Grassle said: “We do 
not want motion-picture people in 
the neighborhood . . . We have had enough of that sort of thing from 
the Hollywood Companies . . . They bring noise, confusion, and an 
undesirable class of people with them. We have no liking for film actors 
in Altadena.” 
 It was too late. For better and for worse, Hollywood had 
discovered Altadena. The Los Angeles Times of the 1920s and 30s is 
full of reports of “filmites” such as May Marsh, “looking blooming as 
a rose. . . coming into town from her Altadena home” long enough to 
sign a contract to star in a series of films. Screen actress Barbara La 
Marr, known as the “too beautiful girl,” died at her Boston Street home 
in 1926 — and lay in state for several days 
to accommodate grieving fans.
 Tinseltown scandal also scampered 
up our slopes: the 1922 shooting death of 
director William Desmond Taylor was 
(perhaps erroneously) linked to his plan to 
testify against girlfriend Mabel Normand’s 
cocaine dealer. Normand, the last person 
known to see Taylor alive, disappeared 
after his murder, apparently to “her 
bungalow at 1101 Foothill Boulevard” 
(now Altadena Drive). While never 
charged, she was nonetheless tarnished 
by the incident. Her parents rushed 
from New York to nurse “the winsome 
comedienne’s” nerves, which had barely 
recovered when, in 1924, millionaire oil 
broker Courtland Dines was shot with 
Normand’s pistol. Apparently, the driver 
did it, and, again, Miss Normand was not charged.
 Hollywood’s early boisterousness calmed toward the end of 
the Depression and through World War II — at least in terms of 
newsworthy references to Altadena. Undoubtedly, filming in Altadena 
continued to grow as the industry expanded.
 But until 1982, only cities — not Los Angeles County — 

considered regulating filming or keeping data on it! At the end of 
that year, the Board of Supervisors finally proposed “Strict Curbs on 
TV, Movie Filming in Unincorporated Areas,” according to the Los 
Angeles Times.
 An Altadena home “used for filming five times in six months” 
was cited by the County planner responsible for the zoning ordinance 
requiring  production companies to obtain permits from a new 
“filming coordination office.” Limiting shooting days to 10 a year per 
property (with extensions possible), and requiring that production 
companies pay the costs of sheriff and fire department services were 
parts of the ordinance passed in January 1983.

Modern Times
 Since then, Los Angeles County has revoked and revised, 
rethought and redelegated enforcement of filming policies in its 
unincorporated areas many times. (See page 4 story by Kenny Meyer, 
creator of AltadenaFilming.org, a website with extensive information 
on this topic.) 

 Because problems 
and confusion about 
permitting persists, the 
Altadena Town Council 
recently established 
a subcommittee led 
by Anne Chomyn to 
gather and disseminate 
information on this 
important issue. (See 
story, page 10.) Most 
Altadenans appear 
to value filming’s 
contributions to our 
local and regional 
economy, yet want 
reasonable limitations 

that enforce rules and stop the overuse of a small number of properties.
 Laws (such as one allowing 14 tax-free shooting days a year) and 
the outsourcing of film permits and enforcement to FilmLA (a private 
non-profit funded entirely through film-permit sales) are part of a 
dynamic environment. Our region, which as recently as 2004 hosted 
more than 60 percent of Hollywood location shooting, has seen filming 
outsourced to cheaper places offering greater incentives, so that today 
fewer than half are filmed locally. 
 In 2014, the Milken Institute reported that California had lost 
16,000 production jobs over the previous eight years — ironically, 
most to New York, which grants film tax credits four times higher than 
those allowed by our state. Several other states and Canada also offer 
attractive incentives.

Filming in Altadena Today
 Sharon Northrup, who handles filming for Mountain View 
Cemetery and Mausoleum (established in 1881, it is Altadena’s oldest 
continuously operating business) says community filming relations 
“all come down to communication, very careful scheduling, and good 
production companies. The people we work with are great.” Crews film 
about 10 days a month there (more than anywhere else in Altadena), 
which supplements Mountain View’s regular income and helps to 
maintain the 62-acre grounds, while allowing for capital projects such 
as resurfacing roads. The Mausoleum lot is also used as “Base 

Altadena Confidential story continued from cover

Jeff Bridges photographed on the porch 
of Altadena’s Woodbury House, a 
National Register of Historic Places 
landmark, for an article about his Best 
Actor Academy Award nomination for 
the 2010 remake of True Grit.

Actress Gloria Swanson 
in Don’t Change Your 
Husband, taken in 1919, 
the year she came to 
Altadena.  
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 Mountain View’s traditional business remains its core, but 
Northrup says filming has been crucial to the facility’s financial health. 
“You never know when it’s going away. Production was down for 
several years (after the 2008 recession). but seems to be coming back.” 
She added “Local restaurants get lots of business; we work with the 
same companies, and their crews all know about Fair Oaks Burger, 
Pizza of Venice, El Patron, and others.
 Filming at the Zorthian Ranch, another Altadena institution, has 
helped Alan Zorthian keep his head above water in maintaining that 
40-acre piece of open space. 
 “We’ve done quite a few music videos: Sean Lennon, One 
Direction, etc., fashion shoots, and one TV show, Aquarius, with David 
Duchovny playing a detective in the 1960s dealing with a Manson-
esque sort of cult,” he says. “Most of the people we work with are 
responsible, and they seem to like shooting up here. They know they 
have to behave or they don’t get to come back,” he said.  

The Future of Filming
 But it would be better for regional prosperity and good neighbor 
relations if the rules were more understandable. The County has to 
respond to changing circumstances; still, reinventing the wheel every 
10 years without much transparency has forced some residents to 
press for clarity. Particularly in “problem” locations and blocks, 
designating a number of shoot days allowed each property, as in the 
past, and possibly capping total days permitted on the block, would 
benefit everyone. In the long run (we hope Hollywood continues its 
long run, and includes us!), clear, fair, and equitably enforced rules 
are the best way to spread the magic, and the wealth, of Hollywood 
throughout Altadena. 

Camp” for other productions going on in Altadena, so that actors and 
employees can park and be shuttled to shooting locations. 
 “Because we have room for parking, we don’t disturb neighbors 
much,” she says. “We also schedule filming to not interfere with 
services or funerals. If conflicts arise — say, people we hadn’t planned 
on turn up to visit — the production company knows it has to stop 
until we say go.”   

Home Shoot Home
 AltadenaFilming.org isn’t the only neighborhood-
based resource for Altadenans looking to promote 
their home as a residential filming location. Russ Fega 
created Home Shoot Home in 2003 to make it easier for 
production companies and directors to identify suitable 
properties, and for interested homeowners to connect 
with them.
 Fega, an Altadena resident and former location 
manager, works with clients to determine whether their 
homes and neighborhoods meet filming needs, then 
markets their properties, drafts filming agreements, 
and places a representative on site to ensure that the 
experience is positive and as agreed upon. (Home Shoot 
Home listings can be coordinated with AltadenaFilming.
org listings.) 

Las Vegas Police Cruisers (CSI: Crime Scene Investigation) at 
Mountain View Cemetery in 2010. Photo by Chris Considine.

 Home Shoot Home gives back to the neighborhood 
through the Altadena Community Chest. This non-profit 
organization was formed by Fega to solicit voluntary tax-
deductible contributions from the production companies 
and homeowners whose projects Home Shoot Home 
facilitates. 
 Since its inception, Altadena Community Chest has 
distributed more than $34,000 to Altadena Heritage, the 
Altadena Historical Society, and other Altadena-based 
charitable organizations, including:  Altadena Arts 
Council; Altadena Elementary School; Altadena Guild 
of Huntington Memorial Hospital; Altadena Library 
Foundation; Altadena Meals on Wheels; Altadena 
Senior Center; Altadena Sheriff’s Support Group Golf 
Tournament, Summer Concert Series, and Toy Drive; 
Five Acres; Friends of the Altadena Library; and Young 
and Healthy.
 According to Fega, “My hope is that giving 
something back to our community can answer those 
that say they get nothing for all the filming that 
takes place here.” For more information, check out 
HomeShootHome.net.

This Porter Avenue house was used in 2015 as a location 
for the mid-70s-era film 20th Century Women, starring Elle 
Fanning and Annette Bening, to be released early next year. 
Photo by P.S. Davis
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Superman Saves Altadena Home for Single Mom
by Linda World
 Do you recognize the entrance to this year’s Golden Poppy 
Awards and Garden Party venue in these photos? Probably not, 
because it’s filled with the crew and equipment for a film that 
was shot there three months later. 
 Those of you who heard our GP host’s story at the event 
may remember that Robin Williams (“not that Robin Williams,” 
she says) has been contracting her home to the film industry 
since 1994. That was the year she 
rather suddenly found herself a 
divorced mother of two kids with 
a big and beautiful, but very old, 
Altadena home to maintain – on 
a sixth-grade teacher’s salary.
 “I was desperate,” Williams 
said. “We had only recently 
moved into the house. I loved it, 
but it was falling apart faster than 
I could keep up with it.” 
 That’s when she read a local 
newspaper article on how to make 
money by contracting your house 
to film companies. Her father had 
been a cinematographer, so the 
film industry was not an alien 
universe to her. She decided to 
give it a shot. She took pictures 
of every room in her house and 
dropped them off at a location 
library in Hollywood, where they 
were put into a scrapbook for 
viewing.

Superman to the Rescue
 “I was really very surprised 
to get a nibble right away,” she 
said. 
 The nibble turned into a 
big catch. Her home was cast as 
the main residence in an HBO 
thriller film, Above Suspicion. It 
starred Christopher Reeve who 
commits a “perfect murder” of his unfaithful wife, played by 
Kim Cattrell. 
 For two weeks, Williams moved out of the house with her 
children and dogs while the film crew transformed it into the 
characters’ home.
 “They wanted the house to have a more masculine look,” 
Williams said, so they asked to replace the floral wallpapers in 
the bedroom and dining room with dark-colored paint. She 
agreed to the bedroom because she had extra rolls to replace 
the wallpaper when the crew was finished, but she didn’t have 
more of the dining room paper, so the crew instead built panels 
to cover the wall and painted those. The plush carpet was pulled 
up, replaced with sisal, and all the furniture – except her bed – 
moved into the basement. 
 “It was new sisal carpeting,” Williams said. “It looked great, 

but my son was allergic, and it’s not really my style.” So when 
they offered to leave it after the shoot, she declined and had 
them reinstall her original carpeting.
 “That first shoot really gave me a boost,” Williams said. 
The money she made was equal to about a half-year’s salary as a 
teacher.
 “And I got to tell my friends that Superman slept in my 

bed!” she quipped.

22 Years and Counting
       In the 22 years since 1994, 
Williams has hosted a total of 
50 shoots – an average of two to 
three per year. Most have been for 
commercials – Walgreens, Folger’s, 
Google, Verizon, and McDonald’s, 
among many more. Commercial 
shoots tend to last two or three days, 
but there have been other feature 
films – for example, the 2012 quirky 
black comedy, Seeking a Friend for 
the End of the World, starring Steve 
Carrell and Keira Knightley – along 
with episodes for television series 
such as Bones, and even a music 
video for country-western singer 
Toby Keith.
        Williams’ Craftsman-style house 
has large rooms and no hallways, 
which make it convenient for film 
crews and their extensive and often 
large equipment. Her basement is an 
open 2,500 square-foot space, so it’s 
been an especially popular location. 
       “A lot of people have been ‘killed’ 
in my basement,” Williams said. 
       She says it’s possible to make up 
to $5,000 per day for actual filming 
and about half that for prep and 
takedown. The extra income has 
enabled her not only to maintain a 

100-year-old house but also to help her now-grown children – 
both teachers like their mother – buy homes in Altadena. 
       And there are other benefits to letting a film crew take over 
your house. “I’ve met many wonderful, creative people – from 
the crew to the stars,” Williams said. She hit it off especially well 
with Cindy Williams, who played Shirley in the 1970s sitcom 
Laverne & Shirley. “I enjoyed her on that show,” Williams said, 
“and we just had a good time talking in between shots. Of 
course, she knew the other Robin Williams!”
 Her neighbors – including the new Waldorf High School 
next door – have also earned money from shoots at her house by 
providing space for catering and parking.
 And it’s allowed her to host charity events throughout the 
year, as she did for our Golden Poppy Awards and Garden Party 
in May.

A different day and different crowd in September at the 
site of the 2016 Golden Poppy Awards and Garden Party 
in May.
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There Are Risks
 Williams enjoys seeing how the designers can redo her 
house, but of course there are risks. “I’m not a perfectionist,” 
Williams said. “If you are, I think the experience must be a real 
challenge.”
 In the simplest case, things get broken – like the rare lid of 
her 1920s toilet, which the last filming company had to replace. 
And, of course, there’s significant disruption. “Many people just 
move out for the whole time,” Williams said, but she likes to stay 
in her home as much as possible. 
 “I know my house,” she says, “including its electrical 
system, which is knob-and-tube wiring from 1913.” She was also 
glad to be on site when someone asked to cut the Y supports on 
the beams in her basement. “Are you kidding?” she responded. 
“My whole house would fall down!”
 

 Williams initially acted as her own agent. Although she 
enjoyed learning the business skills it required, she often uses 
an agent now to act as a go-between with location scouts and 
production companies.
 She tells of an early project, where the advance crew had 
come through the house a couple of times, including once with 
the director. They made an offer that meant a lot of money to her 
at the time, but one of the crew let her know they were taking 
advantage of her. “Ask for twice as much,” he advised.
 Williams was terrified, but she screwed up her courage, 
called her contact, and kept a steady voice while saying that 
she was interested but really needed twice the money they 
were offering. At school the next day, a huge bouquet of flowers 
arrived with a note from the company accepting the amount she 
requested.

Back to Reality
 The technology has changed a lot in 22 years. Williams 
said the older cameras were a lot bigger and, in one instance, 
the lighting was so hot that it melted the paint off some of her 
woodwork. The big equipment now tends to be computers, she 
said. And the photos she dropped off in Hollywood have been 
replaced by digital images and websites.
 But the experience of having your rooms redesigned and 
then filled with film crews and equipment is the same. As soon 
as someone announces, “It’s a wrap,” the cheers go up and the 
takedown operation goes fast. “In a couple of hours,” Williams 
says, “you’re standing in your house, it’s quiet, and you’re 
wondering ‘What happened?’”
 What happened in the longer haul is that Robin Williams 
kept her Altadena house and invited many people – including 
Altadena Heritage members – to enjoy the space with her. 
Thanks, Robin!

The large rooms and lack of 
hallways make the interior of 
Williams’ house convenient 
for film crews and their 
equipment.

Golden Day for
Golden Poppies

 The weather was perfect on Sunday, May 22, for 
the 13th Annual Golden Poppy Awards and Garden 
Party, when AH honors gardens that “present to the 
street” so we can all enjoy them. 
 More than 100 people attended this year’s event 
in the back yard of our host Robin Williams’ 100 
year-old Craftsman home, and all four winners of 
the 2016 GP awards were on hand to describe their 
gardens. Congratulations and thanks to all the 
winners for making Altadena more beautiful for 
all of us!

Kazi Pitelka & John Steinmetz
3404 Canyon Crest

John & Nick Robles-Guerrini
1701 Pepper Drive

Michelle Leonard & Traci Sherman
1478 Pepper Drive

Greg DeDeker & David Gardner
1745 E. Calaveras

 Thanks also to Robin Williams for opening 
her home to us, and to her next door neighbor, the 
Waldorf School, for giving members tours of its 
preschool and biodynamic gardens. And, finally, 
thanks to Board member Gail Casburn of the Alta-
dena Ale House for providing a selection of French 
and Spanish wines, to Mark Jilg of Craftsman 
Brewing Company for our beer, and to cellist Sarah 
O’Brien for an hour of classical music to ease us on 
a bright sunshiny day.
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The ATC’s Altadena Filming Committee holds a consultative 
meeting with people who play a role in film production in 
Altadena. Photo by Kenny Meyer.

ATC Altadena Filming Committee Takes Its Cue From 
Community Input
by Anne Chomyn, Ph.D.

 “Oh … please! Don’t muck this up!” Thus began a wary 
reply to the Altadena Filming Committee’s request for input 
from the community.  What concerned this Altadena resident 
was that the Committee would bring in bureaucracy and make 
filming more difficult in Altadena. Or worse!
 If the Committee adheres to its mission, the writer has 
nothing to worry about. The Committee was formed at the 
suggestion of Sussy Nemer Supervisor Mike Antonovich’s chief 
field deputy, in response to a plea for help from Kenny Meyer 
representing a group of neighbors on Homewood Drive. Years 
earlier, in response to frequent filming on their street, the group 
had succeeded in obtaining “Special Conditions” for film shoots 
and permits. Too often, however, the permit conditions were 
not being followed, and Sussy wanted to know if the issues 
occurring on Homewood Drive were widespread in Altadena.

Gathering Information
 In Spring of this year, Diane Marcussen, then Chair of the 
Altadena Town Council (ATC), appointed a Filming Committee 
that included Town Council members Patricia Sutherlen, 
Jennifer Lee (herself a filmmaker) and me, and Homewood 
Drive resident Kenny Meyer.  The Committee’s mission is 
to acquire and exchange information, and, should issues be 
discovered, to resolve them.
 To ensure that the information it provides is accurate, 
the Committee is holding “Consultative Meetings” with 
people who play a role in film production in Altadena. These 
include representatives from FilmL.A, the filming industry, 
the Supervisor’s office, the Department of Public Works, the 
Sheriff’s Department, and the California Highway Patrol. 
Information obtained at these meetings is shared with the 
community in minutes and summaries posted on the ATC 
website: altadenatowncouncil.org. 
 The Committee’s first such meeting yielded a trove of 
information on the processing of a filming permit application, 
conditions placed on permits, and enforcement of permit 
conditions. You can read about the meeting online at:  
http://tinyurl.com/ATC-AF-CommitteeMinutes.

 The Committee is also reaching out to the community to 
assess the sentiment regarding filming in Altadena, and what 
the problems are, if any. We have received about 70 emails 
and comments so far. There were quite a few positive replies, 
reflecting a good deal of support for filming in Altadena. 
Among the problems cited were difficulties finding street 
parking or exiting driveways on film-shoot days. 

Working on Solutions
 It appears that some issues can be resolved simply by 
sharing the right information, such as parking restrictions for 
production vehicles, or whom to call to enforce compliance with 
permit conditions. FilmL.A has been very helpful in providing 
such information. 
 Other issues, such as the high frequency of shoots at one 
location, may be harder to resolve. At the same time, there are 
people who want to host a shoot and don’t know how to get 
started, or whose homes are not being chosen. The Committee 
plans to hold public forums beginning next year.
 The Committee invites readers of this newsletter to share 
with us their comments and opinions on filming in Altadena. 
The more people we hear from, the better we can serve the 
community. Send an email to altadenafilmingcommittee@
gmail.com or a letter to Altadena Filming Committee, c/o 
Altadena Town Council, 730 E. Altadena Drive, Altadena 
California 91001.

Donate to AH through the AmazonSmile Program
 Altadena Heritage is now listed as a 
qualifying 501(3)(c) organization with the 
AmazonSmile program. If you sign up 
for this program and name AH as your 
beneficiary, Amazon donates 0.5% of 
your Amazon purchases to us (or to any 
registered charity of your choosing). 
 Visit smile.amazon.com for details 
about the program. 

 (Note that you have to remember to login at smile.amazon.
com for the program to work, but the interface otherwise is 
exactly the same as for amazon.com.) 
 AH encourages members to shop locally, but if you do make 
holiday purchases online, the AmazonSmile program gives you 
a way to keep some of your money in the community!
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 County Supervisor Mike Antonovich was the guest of 
honor at a groundbreaking celebration for Altadena Triangle 
Park, a retrofit and enhancement of the existing half-acre 
Memorial Park on the southwest corner of Lake Avenue and 
Altadena Drive. More than 60 people attended, including most 
of the Altadena Town Council.

Supervisor Mike Antonovich and representatives of the groups 
that made Altadena Triangle Park possible (Jane Beasley, Open 
Space District; Norma Garcia, County Parks; Linda World and 
Michele Zack of AH; and Claire Robinson, ADLR) prepare to cut 
a triangle-shaped cake during inauguration ceremonies.  
Photo by Camille Dudley.

Third Thursday Panel Focuses on Landmark Designation
 Preservation 201, held October 20, was AH’s final Third 
Thursday event this year. Board director and preservation chair 
Bill Ellinger lined up three speaker-panelists as a follow-on to 
the popular March “Mills Act” program. This time the focus 
was on Los Angeles County’s Historic Preservation Ordinance, 
passed in 2015, and designating landmarks.
 Tim Gregory, founding AH chair and “building 
biographer,” provided background on the historic resources 
survey spearheaded by AH in the late 1980s that formed the 
basis for AH’s current historic architectural database. This 
resulted in a list of more than 3,000 potentially significant 
individual properties and 39 potential historic districts.
 Dean Edwards, Senior Regional Planner with the 
Department of Regional Planning, presented an overview of the 
County’s Historic Preservation Ordinance, which included the 
process for nominating landmarks and historic districts.
Marcello Vavala, Preservation Associate with the Los Angeles 
Conservancy, spoke on his experience with and the benefits of 
getting landmark status for an historic resource.
 On February 4, 2017, the County and the Los Angeles 
Conservancy are planning a half-day event, “Landmark THIS,” 
for people who want to pursue County landmark designation 

An existing “Designated Historic Resource” is Altadena’s Keyes 
Bungalow, built in 1911 and listed on the NRHP in 1978.

Breaking Ground for Altadena Triangle Park
 The ceremony capped a year-long partnership between 
Altadena Heritage (AH) and Amigos de las Rios (ADLR), 
another Altadena-based nonprofit organization, to upgrade the 
park with funding from the L.A. County Open Space District
 The new park will enhance the space as a civic center 
with ADA-compliant pathways, tables, and viewpoints, while 
introducing water-capture landscaping and drought-tolerant 
planting. The design preserves the Canary Island Pines 
and highlights existing memorials, while adding historical 
interpretation signage.
 The event honored Supervisor Antonovich and his chief 
field deputy for Altadena, Sussy Nemer, for championing the 
project, and Norma Garcia and Jane Beasley from County Parks 
and the Open Space District, respectively, who helped move it 
along over the past year. 
 Former AH chairs Mark Goldschmidt and Michele Zack 
worked with ADLR founder and managing director, Claire 
Robinson, on the park’s design. Altadena Triangle will be the 
latest addition to ADLR’s Emerald Necklace Initiative, which 
has created more than 20 new parks throughout the LA Basin, 
always working closely with community members to make 
sustainable open spaces that celebrate place.
 Coffee from El Patron Restaurant, which abuts the park on 
its southeast corner, and a spectacular Altadena Triangle green 
cake from Pastries by Nancy across the street in the mall, added 
to the festivities, as did music from local guitarist Todd Kreuzer, 
accompanied by Neal Sherman.
 Construction is expected to begin in February 2017.

of a historic resource or historic district. The event will be held 
in Altadena and will offer details about the designation process, 
including how to fill out the forms, write an architectural 
description, and make the case for designation. Details will be 
posted at http://planning.lacounty.gov/preservation/.
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BECOME A MEMBER

Please join us from 3 to 6 pm on Sunday, December 4, for an afternoon of 
music, food, wine and conviviality as we hold our annual members’ meeting 
and celebrate the holidays at the spectacular craftsman courtyard home of 
Rob Bruce and Greg Gill at 280 Crosby Street. 

The annual meeting, which includes the Board election, will be held at 4 pm. 
This is a members-only event, so now’s the time to renew for 2017! You may 
pay your dues online at altadenaheritage.org; return the form below and your 
check by mail, or bring your renewal check to the event.  

Please RSVP to 626.296.6983 or altadenaheritage@gmail.com

We hope to see you on December 4!

Annual Members’ Meeting and Holiday Celebration


