Speedway

Richard Schave & Kim Cooper

All Aboard the Esotouric Bus
LA Through a Lens of Hard-boiled Literature and Main Street Vice
BY

here were bars and B girls and nickelodeons with dirty movies. There were
freak shows with sideshow geeks biting the heads off chickens and crying for liquor
late into the night. You could pay a dime for a
twirl at a taxi dance hall or stop by the Burbank for a night of burlesque. Dozens of nationalities ﬁlled the streets and hotels, and the
heady air of debauchery permeated everything. There were the notorious ﬁres at the St.
George Hotel, the suicides at the El Dorado,
the serial killers who lived at the Cecil, and the
grand opulence of the Alexandria. Main
Street, downtown Los Angeles, 1940s. Wifeand-husband team, Kim Cooper and Richard
Schave — along with special guest Joan Renner — are your offbeat guides on the “Hotel
Horrors & Main Street Vice” tour on this beautiful Saturday afternoon. Get on the bus and
take in the sights and stories of a time and
place long gone.
For the last four years, Cooper and
Schave have run “Esotouric: Bus Adventures into the Secret Heart of Los Angeles,”
shining a light on L.A. through the prism of
its forgotten history. Throughout the year
they run tours like “The Real Black Dahlia,”
“John Fante’s Dreams from Bunker Hill,”
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“Haunts of a Dirty Old Man: Charles
Bukowski’s Los Angeles,” and “East Side
Babylon.” As Schave tells of the boy who
saw the body of Beth Short, the central ﬁgure of the Black Dahlia mystery, we ﬁnd him
getting to the core of their mission. “You’re
constantly shifting focus,” he says, “between this 12-year-old boy that sees the bisected body of Beth Short’s corpse for ﬁve
seconds, and then you pull back to Los Angeles in 1965 and how that shaped his
whole world, and how that shaped the
whole city’s view. These things resonate like
[the smell of] burnt toast, and you have to
trace these lines back and forth between the
acts of violence and how they reverberate
through the population.”
Schave and Cooper lament the loss of the
downtown’s colorfully vice-ridden culture,
and though the place as it was is gone,
they’ve set out to keep the stories alive.
“When you clean up a city, you kill its soul,”
sighs Schave. “There’s nowhere to ﬁlm on
Main Street anymore.” “He’s quoting Charles
Bukowski,” Cooper explains. “He talked
about East Hollywood that way when they
were making Barﬂy [1987, written by
Bukowski]. This whole notion of, ‘Oh, this is a

blighted neighborhood and we have to get rid
of all these people, these bars, all this misbehavior!’ And there’s nothing to replenish it. I
feel like so much of our work is bringing back
the stories that were lost because people got
forced out or encouraged to leave their neighborhoods, and they left their stories behind.
In a neighborhood where people stayed put,
you passed on stories from generation to
generation. The older kids take the younger
kids out. You know where the haunted house
is and you know where the crazy guy is and
you know where the murder happened.
That’s just part of the common parlance and
it makes the neighborhood interesting. And a
place like downtown, so many people are
moving there and they have no context at all.”
For Cooper and Schave, showing people
Los Angeles through a gritty lens of literature,
architecture, and vice is a way of life. “That’s
something both Richard and I have been
doing all our lives,” Cooper smiles. “Taking
people downtown, telling them stories, taking
them through places where they wouldn’t go
on their own. It’s kind of addicting!” ▼
To check out upcoming tours and to purchase tickets, visit www.esotouric.com.

