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The Los Angeles Public Library Central
branch is in a beautiful building with miles of
books and commissioned artwork — and if
you ride the elevator, you’ll see vintage library
catalogue cards lining the walls behind
Plexiglass. One of the best parts of the Central
branch is the menu collection, an extensive
archive of restaurant, airline, banquet, and
railroad menus. Ani Boyadjian, the principal librarian of the special collections, says, “The Los Angeles
Public Library’s collection ranges from the 1870s to the present, and totals nearly 9,000 unique items.” A
recent donation of 30 boxes of menus from the 1940s onwards from a local patron now adds to the
collection. Here’s a sampling of the menus you can find.

1. The Brown Derby
This iconic brown hat-shaped restaurant was known as the original Hollywood hot spot where Lucy
Ricardo famously had her first meal in L.A., and Clark Gable proposed to Carole Lombard. Opened in
1926 on Wilshire Boulevard, the chain spawned several locations, including the 24-hour Vine Street café,
where you’d find transplanted New Yorkers. All of the L.A. venues closed in 1980.

2. Bullock’s Tea Room
Located inside of Bullock’s department store on the fifth floor, you’d find Gloria Swanson and John Wayne
in this upper crust tea room. In 1929, on Tuesdays, you could pay $1.25 for a healthy lunch while viewing
the latest department store fashions.

3. The Burger That Ate L.A.
If you’re like me and grew up obsessively watching Beverly Hills, 90210 and Melrose Place, then you saw
The Burger That Ate L.A., as the kitschy burger-shaped building that made frequent cameos on both
shows. In 1989, the restaurant’s facade was a sesame seed bun, ketchup-oozing burger with a bite
missing (rumor has it that the seats were pickle slice-shaped). It closed in 1994, and is now a Starbucks
(really).

4. Campanile
This bistro, opened in 1989, offered Angeleno diners a new eating experience by incorporating farmers’
market ingredients (which back then wasn’t a trend), and brought us the delicious La Brea Bakery bread.
Sadly, the restaurant closed in 2012.

5. Canter’s Deli
One of the few restaurants on this list that’s still standing, this 24-hour deli counter is a classic. Homesick
New Yorkers can indulge in lox and cream cheese or chocolate rugula. In 1961, the Kibitz Room was
added as a cocktail lounge where in the '90s, you’d find Guns ‘n’ Roses and the Red Hot Chili Peppers
hanging out.

6. The Casserole
I couldn’t find much on this shuttered catering company, which was located near where Sprinkles Cupcake
in West Hollywood stands, but reading the menu, it’s got a Mad Men-style era look about it. The Casserole
offered catering for the discriminate, while also delivering complete individual dinners to your home like
broiled filet mignon with potatoes, veggies, salad, rolls, and dessert. Damn, that’s a lot of food for $5.

7. Clifton’s Cafeteria
Clifton’s Cafeteria opened in 1931, as the menu states, with the simple investment capital of $2,000. In its

heyday, there were six locations from downtown L.A. to West Covina. Now, the downtown South
Broadway outpost is the only one left, undergoing a major reconstruction. The newly converted Clifton’s is
set to reopen in December 2014. If you’re hankering for some classics, recreate the Windsor Pudding
(basically pie filling and yellow cake mix) from the recipe on the brochure.

8. The Cocoanut Grove
The Ambassador Hotel on Wilshire Boulevard was the original mega-hotel in 1921, boasting 1,200 rooms,
37 shops, a golf course, bowling alley, and the Cocoanut Grove, which was originally a grand ballroom.
Part music venue, part French-California restaurant, musicians such as Judy Garland, Ella Fitzgerald, and
Frank Sinatra performed at the Grove. A few Academy Award ceremonies were held here, too. Sadly, the
hotel closed in 1989, and was demolished in 2006.

9. Dolores
Promising “the best of yesterday today,” this diner and coffee shop was a regular stop for Angelenos,
known for its fresh squeezed orange juice and burgers. After new owners took over and then a major fire
Christmas Eve 2012 destroyed much of the restaurant, the café closed its doors in June 2012.

10. Forbidden Palace
This Chinese restaurant purported to have “Chinese food at its best” and was located on Gin Ling Way in
Chinatown, and hosted the press reception after the first Chinese New Year was celebrated on January
26, 1939. For a mere 75 cents per person, you could get the special family dinner with egg flower soup,
chow mein, fried shrimp, chop suey, pork fried rice, and tea.

Want more? The Los Angeles Public Library houses 7,000 searchable menus on its website.
Got an LA tip for The Bold Italic? Email tips@thebolditalic.com.
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