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Located at this locale was the Polynesian island-themed restaurant called The Luau.  From 

1953 to 1978, The Luau at 421 North Rodeo Drive was the spot of choice by the Rat Pack and 

Hollywood in-crowd for kitschy revelry.  The Luau occupied the former site of Sugie’s 

Tropics, which opened here on Thanksgiving day in 1936. The restaurant also had its own 

“theme” song called “Sugie Boogie Woogie.” Harry “Sugie” Sugarman was the theater 

operator and managing director of Grauman’s Egyptian Theatre on Hollywood Boulevard in 

Hollywood.  It was Sugarman who came up with the idea of the Santa Claus Lane Parade 

down Hollywood Boulevard and who also founded the Hollywood Walk of Fame. He also 

dabbled in real estate of which “Sugie’s Tropics” was one of his investments.  Longing to get 

back to the entertainment field, he sold his Beverly Hills restaurant business to Steve Crane 

and silent partner Al Mathes in 1953.  
 

Crane (1916-1985) was an actor, restauranteur, and onetime husband of film actress Lana 

Turner (they were married briefly in the early 1940s). Mathes (1907-1985) was a former 

professional boxer and owner of several restaurants in the Los Angeles area. Together Crane 

and Mathes formed Macrane Enterprises (using portions of both their surnames), a 

management company in which they operated The Luau and several other restaurants 

across the country.  While Sugie’s Tropics was already South Sea Island in theme, Steve Crane 

transformed it into The Luau, an idealized Polynesian themed dining affair with tropical fare 

and elaborate fantasy flaming cocktails served in ornate Tiki style mugs and bowls.  
 

In 1961, the restaurant was remolded and expanded to the parcel to the north.  In keeping 

with the Hawaiian, South Sea Island motif, the front of the property was landscaped with a 

variety of palm trees, carved Tiki poles, a lava rock waterfall, fish nets, and other lush tropical 

plants along with a bamboo bridge that spanned a fish-stocked artificial stream. The 

restaurant featured two dining rooms, bars, outdoor patio dining area, stage area, and 

banquet room.  For the remodeling of The Luau and his other tropical-themed restaurants, 

Crane hired decorator Gabe Florian along with architect George Nakashima, who had 

previously worked for Welton Becket architect of the Beverly Hilton.  This team had also lent 

their talents to the design of the famous Tiki style Mai-Kai restaurant in Fort Lauderdale, 

Florida and the grand Mauna Loa in Detroit, Michigan.  When Crane updated The Luau he 

helped propel the Polynesian fantasies of the early Mondo Exotica forefathers (Victor 

Bergeron’s Trader Vic’s and Ernest Beaumont-Gantt’s Don the Beachcomber) into full-

fledged Tiki style.  
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The Luau was one of Beverly Hills’ restaurants along with Don the Beachcomber and Trader 

Vic’s that established Polynesian cuisine in the Southland during the 1950s and 1960s. By 

the late 1970s, Polynesian restaurants were in decline and Tiki was considered tacky. In 

1978, Crane sold The Luau for over $4 million and promptly retired. He successfully cashed 

in on America’s early Tiki craze for over twenty-five years and enjoyed doing it. The building 

with all of its South Sea Island décor was demolished a year later and was replaced with the 

“Rodeo Collection,” the City’s first high-end outdoor shopping complex. 

 

Proposed Plaque Copy:  
 

“The Luau, Beverly Hills’ first Polynesian-themed restaurant, was 

located on this site from 1936to 1978.  Originally called Sugie’s 

Tropics after owner Harry “Sugie” Sugarman, the founder of the 

Hollywood Walk of Fame, it was sold in 1953 and renamed and 

expanded.  In its heyday, The Luau was famous for kitschy, over-

the-top dining, with a lava rock waterfall and bamboo bridge 

spanning a stream with live fish, plus elaborate flaming cocktails served in ornate Tikistyle 

mugs. After this style of restaurant fell out of favor, it was sold in 1978 and demolished a 

year later, making way for Beverly Hills’ first high-end outdoor shopping complex. 
 
 

Recommended Placement Location:   Within the public sidewalk on Rodeo Drive at the 

original entry, center of Beverly Tract lot 16, block 1. 
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Sharon Tate presenting Steve Crane with special St. Patrick’s Day lei (1963) 
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