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New LA members’ club San Vicente Bungalows stakes its reputation on protecting that of its guests.  
A home from home for A-list actors, music legends and studio executives, it’s the truest  

expression of owner Jeff Klein’s philosophy: discretion is the better part of luxury. Here, GQ takes a rare 
look at the secretive world behind the toughest doors in town
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At San Vicente Bungalows, 
Jeff Klein protects the 
privacy of club members with 
policies including mandatory 
stickers for the cameras of 
guests’ phones; (opposite) 
the gardens at SVB

Story by Alex Bhattacharji  Photographs by Joe Schmelzer

This is
Hollywood’s

inner
sanctum

The first rule of 
the social club: 
you don’t talk 

about the social 
club. Especially 

to the press

This is
Hollywood’s

inner
sanctum
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The leaker is still at large, but the  authorities 
are closing in. “We’ve narrowed it down to 
three people,” says Jeff Klein, who is over-
seeing the manhunt. “One of them is most 
 shocking. I don’t want to say which. We’ll 
find out who it is. It always comes out when 
you have a contained environment like this.”

That environment would be the bubble 
of privilege and power known as the San 
Vicente Bungalows, Klein’s private social 
club in the West Hollywood section of Los 
Angeles, an urban playground reserved for 
around 750 highly vetted members and their 
guests. In March, one of the latter broke 
the first rule of the social club: you do not 
talk about the social club. Especially to the 
press. The leak, the revelation that Steven 
Spielberg and Netflix chief content officer 
Ted Sarandos had met here, appeared in 
Page Six, the New York Post’s gossip section,  
setting the entertainment world and its 

“It looks beautiful upstairs. Thank you,” she 
says to Klein and introduces herself to me as 
Aerin Lauder. The billionaire  cosmetics heiress 
and style and image director of the Estée 
Lauder Companies is hosting a dinner party. 
“Last night I came with Carolyn Murphy and 
some other friends,” she tells Klein, referring 
to the supermodel. “We had the best time. 
The food was so, so good. I wanted to email 
but thought I might see you tonight to say 
congratulations.” Hugs, kisses and flattery 
are exchanged. Lauder returns to her guests 
upstairs and Klein to his seat. “Oh, well,” he 
says, “now you know another member.”

The leak is the rare failure that is also proof 
of success. Klein had hoped San Vicente 
Bungalows would be just the sort of place 
where highly scrutinised high  achievers such 
as Spielberg and Sarandos would feel com-
fortable coming to break bread and mend 
fences. “This isn’t part of my marketing plan,” 
says Klein, “but I would absolutely want to 
see that place where I’d heard that they met.” 
In creating his private social club, Klein set 
out to  emphasise the private as much as the 
social, surmising that committing completely 
to the former allows for the ultimate expres-
sion of the latter. “I believe that privacy has 
become the ultimate luxury,” he says. By that 
measure and several others, Klein has created 
the most luxurious club in Los Angeles and 
perhaps all of America.

O 
ne saving grace of the leak 
was that there was no accom-
panying photograph. At the 
San Vicente Bungalows, taking 
photos on the premises is com-

pletely verboten. Members face penalties for 
being on their phones. With guests, the stric-
tures are tighter: their smartphone camera 
lenses are covered with stickers upon arrival. 
“My ultimate fantasy is if Jennifer Aniston 
wanted to have a date with Brad Pitt,” Klein 
says. “I mean, can you imagine? They could 
come here and nobody would be able to say 
anything, do anything, take a photo. Maybe 
it already happened... in my dreams.”

With so much talk about what is not 
 tolerated, it begs the question: what is 
 permitted. Designed with a number of cosy 
corners and intimate nooks, as well as nine 
guest rooms, the San Vicente Bungalows is a >> 

capital, Los Angeles, abuzz. This tête-à-tête 
between Hollywood’s feuding twin towers 
– its most storied film director and its most 
powerful executive – was held at the San 
Vicente Bungalows  precisely because the 
club’s reputation and rules are built on 
 discretion and privacy. This may help explain 
why Klein sounds as if he’d engaged the 
intelligence services to root out the rat. “I’m 
really using Mossad,” he says with a laugh 
and raises his glass. “Cheers.”

It’s early evening in the Bungalows’ shaded, 
slightly louche bar and although Klein’s 
search is quite serious, he and the club fash-
ioned in his image are not. Well-tanned and 
dressed in an open-shirted, brown- burgundy 
Boglioli suit, 49-year-old Klein exudes an 
ease reflected in the property’s blend of 
weekend home-like comfort and old-school 
California glamour. A blonde woman in an off- 
the-shoulder dress approaches and hugs him. 

‘ My dream is if 
Jennifer Aniston had 
a date with Brad Pitt 
and no one is able  
to say anything’

Clockwise from top left: Michael Douglas and Catherine 
Zeta-Jones at Jeff Klein’s Sunset Tower, 2013; Jane Fonda 
and Glenn Close at Sunset Tower, 2012; A$APs Ferg and 
Rocky at the CAA Oscar pre-party at San Vicente 
Bungalows, 2019; Eddie Redmayne – an SVB member 
who has yet to visit – arrives with then girlfriend, now 
wife Hannah Bagshawe at the Vanity Fair Oscar party 
at Sunset Tower, 2013; Irina Shayk at Sunset Tower, 
2013; Jeff Klein at Sunset Tower, 2018

000  GQ.CO.UK  JULY 2019 JULY 2019  GQ.CO.UK  000

LOS ANGELES



P
h

o
to

g
ra

p
h 

X
xx

xx
xx

xx
xx

>> place where pretty much anything legal 
goes. “We don’t judge at all,” says Klein. 
“Bring your wife one night, your mistress 
the next night and your boyfriend the one 
after. That’s sort of what this was created 
for – no judging. Where else can you do that 
in privacy?”

For ages, one such place was a down- 
and-out motel and gay bathhouse infamous 
for meth-cooking and cruising called the San 
Vicente Inn, which occupied the site of the 
San Vicente Bungalows until Klein bought it six 
years ago. Its disrepair and disrepute instantly 
appealed to Klein, a native New Yorker, who, 
after a year studying at the Sorbonne, has 
spent his entire career in hotels, starting as a 
bellman, moving to housekeeping, sales and 
eventually became front desk manager. After 
all, Klein had made his name with another rec-
lamation project: the once-dilapidated Argyle 
Hotel on Hollywood’s Sunset Strip, which he 
assembled a group of partners to buy in 2004 
(he now owns it outright) and renamed Sunset 
Tower. “I love the dumps,” he says. “That’s 
really where the fun is.” 

Klein also saw a desire for restrained 
sophistication among a certain segment living 
in Los Angeles. In his hands, the art deco 
Sunset Tower became a destination and, for 
years, home to the Vanity Fair Oscar Party. 
Its Tower Bar restaurant (with its own no-
photo rule) is a sanctum for A-list  celebrities 
and power players many of whom are now 
members at San Vicente Bungalows.

For 14 years, Tower Bar’s maître d’ was 
Dimitri Dimitrov, an émigré from Macedonia 
who achieved first name-only status in 
Hollywood as the gatekeeper to the most 
desirable dinner party in town. Klein brought 
Dimitrov over to SVB, where his courteous 
manner and ability to read the social mix of 
a room have been crucial to its success. It 
was a leap of faith, Dimitrov says, recalling 
his first viewing of the property. “I said, ‘Jeff, 
why you have brought me to this sleazy place 
with half-naked men?’ He said, ‘I just bought 
this. It’s ours,’” Dimitrov recalls with a laugh. 
“Let’s just say he could see much more.”

Klein saw the bathhouse’s centrepiece pool 
mostly paved over and remade into a garden 
(he’s in the process of adding a pool behind the 
current property), with café tables and trees 
and  trellises and an atrium in the truest sense, 
like a heart, where everything flows and meets.

G
athering spots such as the San 
Vicente Bungalows are espe-
cially essential in Los Angeles, 
where the sunny climate often 
blinds people to the isolation 

that’s prevalent in a place where residents 
spend so much time in their cars. A decade 
after Soho House opened its doors in a big 

glass box of a space a short distance from 
SVB, LA is seeing a run of new private clubs. 
With Gwyneth Paltrow’s backing, London’s 
Arts Club is opening a massive outpost in 
West Hollywood less than a kilometre from 
SVB, with office suites, retail shops, an art 
gallery and restaurants open to the public. 
Many others are as much coworking spaces as 
social clubs – such as The Wing and AllBright, 
both all-female, and the massive Spring Place 
Beverly Hills. By contrast, while people will 
sometimes come to do a little work and have 
meetings at San Vicente Bungalows, there 
is no soliciting or networking allowed. As 
much as privacy, genuine social interaction 
is crucial.

Klein put a lot of time into due diligence, 
immersing himself in London’s clubs for 
several months and regularly picking the 
brain of 5 Hertford Street’s owner and impre-
sario, Robin Birley. “To this day, I’ll still ask 
him questions and get opinions that I need,” 
Klein says. He also studied the original clubs 
started by Mark Birley, father of Robin and, 
with the opening Annabel’s in 1963, also 

father of the modern members-only social 
club. Among those properties, Klein favoured 
Mark’s and Harry’s Bar for their peace and 
quiet. However, of all Britain’s clubs, he ranks 
Soho Farmhouse highest, calling it “unbe-
lievable. One of the nicest places I’ve ever 
been to.”

The crowd at SVB is representative of 
elite spheres of Los Angeles, which are 
awash with out-of-towners. Some A-list 
visitors are content to check in as a guest 
of various associates, as Bradley Cooper, 
whose primary residence is in New York, has 
done a dozen or more times. An increasing 
number of those from New York and London 
are  pursuing memberships even if they are 
rarely in LA (one member, Eddie Redmayne, 
hasn’t even set foot in SVB yet). According 
to Klein, the portion of the members living 
outside LA is approaching 20 per cent, which 
can make locals even less optimistic about 
their chances of joining.

As it is, anyone living by the Groucho Marx 
maxim – “I don’t want to belong to any club 
that would accept me as one of its members” 
– probably need not worry. Despite the fact 
that one must be nominated by a member 

in good standing to even apply, only about 
ten per cent pass muster. The application 
process itself is straightforward enough. 
Hopefuls fill out an online form, upload head-
shots (straight on and in profile) and answer 
a handful of anodyne questions (What is 
your favourite restaurant and why? What 
will your autobiography be called?). It’s in 
the screening that things get murkier. The 
membership committee, itself a rotating, 
14-person secret body, exercises complete 
discretion. Klein appointed the  committee, 
comprised of luminaries in art, fashion and 
entertainment (one rumoured member is 
Julia Roberts), but now they have the free 
rein to reject candidates he favours and they 
have done so.

Klein bristles at the mention of the term 
“exclusive”. “I feel like when you say the 
word,  especially when associated with a 
club, it means white rich men,” he says. “And 
that’s not at all what we are. The irony is 
we’re probably most exclusive to rich white 
men – that’s who we exclude the most.” The 
 membership, on paper and present during 
my visits, represents a mix of races, reli-
gions, orientations, ages and a gender balance 
that’s nearly 50:50. A degree of affluence 
is a  prerequisite to meet the dues – $4,200 
(£3,200) per year or $1,800 (£1,375) for those 
35 and under – but wealth alone assures 
nothing. Just before we met, a member con-
tacted Klein hoping to advance the cause 
of an older couple he wanted to nominate. 
“He’s like, ‘He’s the one of the richest men 
in the world. As far as  billionaires go, he and 
his wife are pretty cool. You know?’” Klein 
recalls. “I said, ‘I don’t think you should nom-
inate them. Who cares if they are rich? It 
doesn’t make them interesting.’”

As a result, there are some executives, 
financiers and attorneys, but the goal is an 
eclectic mix: actors and artists; filmmakers 
and fashion designers; moguls and musi-
cians; writers and restaurateurs; architects 
and agents; producers and likely at least one 
member of the plenipotentiary (Sarandos’ 
wife was an ambassador under Barack 
Obama). Dimitrov sums it up tidily: “You 
just do whatever you do and do it with class, 
with style and” – he snaps his fingers – “oh, 
my God, you’re a member.”

The San Vicente Bungalows’ code of 
conduct is extensive, but trusts those who 
are asked to join to self-police. There is no 
dress code. Similarly, members are  expected 
to vouch for guests and risk expulsion if 
someone they bring behaves badly. Thus far, 
two members have been ejected: one, a man 
who fraternised with people he didn’t know; 
the other, a woman who was disrespectful 
to Dimitrov.

Other members applauded these >> 

‘ Bring your wife one 
night, your mistress 
the next and then 
your boyfriend.  
We don’t judge at all’

San Vicente Bungalows  
opened at the end of 

2018, built on the 
footprint of an infamous 

West Hollywood motel
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The courtyard bar at San Vicente Bungalows

The secret membership committee 
has free rein to reject candidates 

favoured by Klein – and have done so
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‘ The vibe isn’t: 
we’re here to be 
seen. It’s: we’re 
here not to be seen’
 ARMIE HAMMER

‘ Thank you,’ she says  
to Klein and introduces 
herself to me as 
Aerin Lauder. ‘Oh, well,’ 
says Klein, ‘now you 
know another member’

>> removals, according to Klein, as they have 
the club in general – though it is still early 
days, not one member has cancelled or with-
drawn. Despite a lack of attention in the 
Los Angeles and Hollywood media, which 
has been blocked from entry and is seem-
ingly unsure what to make of the place, the 
buzz  surrounding the Bungalows has built 
to as fevered a pitch as one finds in laid-
back Southern California. Among the city’s 
cognoscenti, SVB is a conversation starter 
and status symbol, the place everyone simply 
must visit at least once. Klein  estimates 
members have brought tens of thousands of 
guests, possibly a hundred thousand, in the 
first months since the club opened at the end 
of 2018. For some, once is enough – there 
have been a number of eye rolls and grum-
bled complaints about the phone policy, the 
agreement guests must sign on entry and 
the general security-state feel. It’s deterred 
some worthy candidates from applying for 
membership. Klein and his team have made 
some adjustments, including putting extra 
effort into ensuring guests feel as welcome 
as members on arrival.

Once inside, that’s not an issue. The SVB 
staff, decked out in smart, piped rowing 
blazers, are attentive. During an earlier visit, 

actor Corey Hawkins had the sniffles and 
without his asking the waiting staff fetched 
cold medicine for the man who played Dr Dre 
in Straight Outta Compton. The same level of 
service is  afforded to less instantly recog-
nisable members I espied, such as Lorraine 
Nicholson, an indie filmmaker who happens 
to be Jack Nicholson’s daughter, and Danny 
Strong, the TV and film writer who  cocreated 
Empire. The personal attention starts with 
Dimitrov, who studies a slew of  magazines and 
websites to recognise every up-and-coming 
entertainer, artist and agent on sight.

Although he’s universally warm and wel-
coming, Dimitrov is particularly skilled as 
a celebrity whisperer. “Johnny Depp is so 
incredibly famous he cannot go shopping. 
He had a party here and was afraid to head 
downstairs,” recalls Dimitrov, who reassured 
him he could hang in the garden. “I said, 
‘No, Johnny, it’s yours and you don’t have 
to worry. Everybody’s screened. You’re safe.’”

It’s further proof of Klein’s founding prin-
ciple that privacy is the  ultimate luxury. As 

actor Armie Hammer puts it, “I wasn’t sitting 
around thinking, ‘God, I wish there was a 
private social club I could join,’ but at the 
same time here’s this great place I didn’t know 
I’d love as much as I do.” Hammer is already a 
fixture at San Vicente Bungalows,  frequently 
lunching in the garden and having drinks in 
the evening. “It feels almost as private as 
staying at home,” he continues, “while still 
providing a great fun atmosphere and expe-
rience. The vibe isn’t ‘We’re here to be seen.’ 
It’s ‘We’re here to enjoy this with friends and 
not be seen.’” And that’s liberating. “I don’t 
think my picture sells for as much as maybe 
someone else’s might,” he says, “but that’s one 
of the great aspects of the place. You can have 
one or two more  cocktails than you  probably 
should without worrying about ramifications, 
about people gawking about you or trying 
to sneak pictures of you falling into your 
car or  whatever. Thinking about that is not a 
 governing force in my life, but to have some-
where that you don’t have to think about it at 
all is a  wonderful sort of respite.”

The lone leak aside, the only times when 
goings-on at the Bungalows have appeared 
in the press are when an outside organisation 
has bought out the entire club for the night, 
as Warner Bros did for its Academy Awards 
afterparty in February. A rumour slipped out 
about a rousing rendition of “Shallow” from 
A Star Is Born, which had just won the Oscar 
for Best Original Song. Dimitrov brightens at 
the memory. “Irina [Shayk], Bradley Cooper’s 
girlfriend, starts singing,” he recalls. “Then 
Bradley Cooper starts singing. Then Lady 
Gaga starts singing in the middle. And then 
hundreds of people joined in. It was even 
more magical than what happened on stage 
at the Oscars. If somebody took a video, that 
would have gone around the planet.”

But, of course, they couldn’t. “Isn’t that 
more powerful?” says Klein, echoing his 
 critique of Instagram-centric culture. “I 
mean, isn’t the fantasy always more power-
ful than reality?”

When I bring up Gaga’s singing  specifically, 
Klein nods knowingly... and then acciden-
tally lets slip about another dream duet that 
 happened that night.

“Oh, you mean with Mick Jagger?” G
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Above and top: Outside Sunset Tower, formerly the 
Argyle Hotel on Hollywood’s Sunset Strip; (centre) 
Jeff Klein with his maître d’, Dimitri Dimitrov, 2015 

The nine bungalows that make up SVB house a cinema and nine guest rooms
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