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The Stahls had a few empty beer cans and a dream. They turned them into America’s most famous home
By Lucy DAVIES

In his logbook, it was listed sim-
ply as “Job no 2950”, but Julius 
Shulman’s 1960 photograph of 

the Stahl House – a glass and steel 
structure that cantilevers daringly 
over the edge of a rocky outcrop in 
the Hollywood Hills – has now been 
published more than any photo-
graph of any house since.

A perfect marriage of light and 
dark, inside and out, the picture 
captures two women mid-conver-
sation in the living room, while 
hundreds of feet below them, the 
glittering grid of Los Angeles rolls 
out into the night. “If I had to 
choose one snapshot, one architec-
tural moment, of which I would like 
to have been the author,” the British 
architect Norman Foster once said, 
“this is surely it.”

Bruce Stahl was two years old 
when that picture was taken – his 
sister, Shari, just a baby. Now in 
their 60s, they have recently writ-
ten a book describing what it was 
like to grow up in this extraordi-
nary house, and how their parents, 
Buck and Carlotta – middle-class 

Americans with “champagne tastes 
and a beer budget”, as their archi-
tect, Pierre Koenig, once quipped – 
ignore d ever yone who told 
them  their dream home was an 
impossibility, and found a way to 
build it anyway.

“You have to experience it, to 
understand the feeling you get 
when you first walk through the 
carport door,” Shari tells me, when 
we speak by phone. “You don’t 
expect to have that much of an 
expanse right at your feet. It takes 
your breath away.” Today, she lives 
outside Boise, Idaho, though 
returns to her childhood home 
once a month – as its manager and 
agent. Since it appeared in the 1962 
film Smog, the house has been a 
sought-after location for cinema, 
television and photo shoots. It has 
also been recreated in LEGO, and 
reimagined as a safe house in the 
video game Grand Theft Auto. “I 
look forward to that visit all month,” 
Shari says. “Every time I’m there, 
I feel like I just need more time.”

Her brother Bruce lives about 25 

minutes from the house and is “up 
there most afternoons”. If there’s a 
tour going on – around 7,000 peo-
ple visit the Stahl House each year – 
he likes to sit in, waiting until the 
end to reveal to the astonished visi-
tors that he grew up there. The inte-
rior is styled by professionals now, 
using the kind of high-end mid-
century modern furniture that 
Buck and Carlotta would never 
have been able to afford, though 
their green shag carpet covering 
the wall behind the lavatory is still 
in place, as are some plastic daisies 
that Shari gave her parents when 
she was a little girl.

In the 1950s, the ridge on which the 
Stahl House stands was a popular 
spot for necking, known as “Pecker 
Point”. Surrounded on three sides 
by cliffs, the tip looked to Buck like 
“an island in a sea of blue sky”, 
when he saw it through the sliding 
glass doors of the one-bedroom flat 
that he and Carlotta rented after 
they married in spring 1954.

Pecker Point was also one of 
many spaces in the city that were 
waiting for new construction. Los 
Angeles in the 1950s was a clang-
ing, sawing, hollering hive of 
building work, as hoards of Ameri-
cans, freed  from world conflict, 
moved to California in search of 
new opportunities.

One morning, Buck and Carlotta 
drove up the hill to take a look. 
Stepping out of their Cadillac, they 
were surprised to see someone 
else on the lot – as luck would have 
it, the owner George Beha, and he 
was looking to sell. They struck a 
deal on the spot: $13,500, payable 
in monthly instalments of $200 

plus interest, with Beha carrying 
the mortgage. Only when it was 
paid off could the building work 
begin. Their friends told them they 
were crazy.

While they waited, Buck and 
Carlotta began driving around LA, 
eyeing the refuse piles at building 
sites. “We’d ask them, can we have 
your broken concrete?” recalled 
Carlotta, and little by little, they 
acquired enough to level the lot. 
Buck did it by hand, because they 
couldn’t afford to lease grading 
equipment. He’d been a fitness 
instructor in the Navy during the 
war, which helped – as did his day 
job, drawing movie posters for the 
likes of Howard Hughes: Buck also 
made his own architectural model, 
sculpting its curves and terraces 
out of empty beer and soda cans 
covered with clay.

Not a single architect would 
touch it, though: the glass walls 
would be too heavy; the lot was too 
small. As for cantilevering part of 
the house 18ft over a cliff? “No way 
do I want any part of this,” one of 
them said. But then, a profile of a 
bold young architect in the Los 
Angeles Examiner caught their eye.

In 1956, Pierre Koenig was 
only 30 years old, but he was a ris-
ing star. He had learnt from the best 
– the mid-century modern master 
Richard Neutra. Buck invited him 
to the lot, an experience that Koenig 
later compared to looking out from 
“an eagle’s nest”. On December 4, 
they signed the contract.

It was Koenig who applied 
for the project to be a “Case Study 

‘Mum was the only 
one who fell over the 
side. I had to get her 
out of the oleanders’

Living on the edge in a modernist icon
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House”. This influential initiative 
had been launched in 1945 by 
the  editor of the LA-based Arts 
&  Architecture magazine, John 
E n t e n z a ,  wh o,  l i k e  K o e n i g, 
believed that the materials and 
technologies that had been devel-
oped for the war might be applied 
to a residential building. In the 
name of “a new way of life, better 
living”, as the magazine had it, 
E n t e n z a  c o m m i s s i o n e d  t h e 
nation’s best architects to rein-
vent  the middle - class home. 
Between 1945 and 1968, when the 
programme ended, a total of 36 
prototypes appeared in the maga-
zine, though only 26 were built. 

As children, Bruce, Shari and their 
younger brother Mark, who died in 
2013, had no idea their home was so 
special. “When it was first com-
pleted,” says Bruce, “it wasn’t 
famous, it was just different.” 
Though, says Shari, to Buck and 
Carlotta, “it was always fabulous”.

Every room except the bath-
rooms and laundry room looked 
out on the pool. “We lived in that 
pool,” says Bruce. As toddlers, it 
was drummed into them that, 
before leaving their bedroom, they 
must strap life vests over their pyja-
mas. As soon as they could walk, 
Buck taught them to swim. He also 
taught them to dive off the house’s 
flat steel roof.

“He used to say, ‘Aim for the 
drain’,” laughs Bruce, who was six 
when he first tried it. “It was so 
scary and exciting,” says Shari, “but 

once we had done it, we just wanted 
to do it all the time.”

Buck built a chain-link fence to 
keep the children from falling off 
the hillside, where they played at 
going “on safari”. Did anyone ever 
fall over the side? “My mum was the 
only one,” says Shari, “but it wasn’t 
far down. She was bending over 
pulling weeds and she just contin-
ued. I had to get her out of the ole-
ander bushes.” 

“Plenty of people have fallen into 
the pool though,” says Bruce, “or 
run into closed windows.”

As the house’s fame grew, Car-
lotta and Buck would come home to 
find uninvited guests swimming in 
the pool. Even after Buck raised the 
carport wall, people found a way to 
sneak in.

In 2000, while giving a tour, 
Buck, then 88, slipped on the walk-
way and broke his hip. Confined to 
a wheelchair, he died of pneumonia 
in 2005. Around the same time, 
Carlotta began losing her memory. 
In 2007, Shari brought her to Idaho 
to take care of her. “We’d take her 
back to visit as often as we could,” 
Shari says, “but towards the end of 
her life it became too difficult.” In 
her final years – she died in 2011 – 
Carlotta began to confuse her sons, 
and eventually forgot that Shari 
was her daughter, but she never 
forgot her house. “She’d say, ‘I 
want to go home,’ all the time,” says 
Shari. “She never stopped longing 
to be there.”

‘The Stahl House’ (Chronicle, £18.99) 
is available now

‘I’d be surprised,’ 
yelled one old lady, ‘if 
Victoria doesn’t have 
some sort of disease!’

B ack in the swirling mists of 
time, aged about 16 or 17, I 
was a guest on Kilroy. Do you 

remember Kilroy? It was a BBC 
One daytime talk show that ran for 
nearly 20 years.

Its host, Robert Kilroy-Silk, 
began the series in 1986 as the 
epitome of charm (a former 
Labour MP, tanned and handsome 
with a smooth vocal burr), but 
finished in the new millennium all 
strange and angry, axed after he 
wrote a furiously anti-Arab 
column in the Sunday Express. He 
rattled around the chat show 
circuit for a while complaining 
that free speech was dead, joined 
UKIP, got elected as an MEP, 
branded UKIP incompetent, 
launched his own party, got voted 
out first from I’m a Celebrity Get Me 
Out of Here! and we didn’t really 
hear from him again.

He’ll be 80 in a couple of 
months. I wonder how he is? 
Perhaps he calmed down again 
with age and is now a chuckling 
grandpa, enjoying country walks 
and a bit of Radio 4. Or perhaps he 
sits ranting at bus stops. We can’t 
know. But I’m not one to judge; 
Only Connect is bound to be 
cancelled one day and I expect to 
follow a similar trajectory. I don’t 
know who I’ll be racist about, but 
I’m thinking perhaps the Danish. I 
like a challenge.

Anyway, it was a harrowing 
appearance on Kilroy for the 
teenage me. I thought 
about it this week as I 
watched Channel 4’s 
gripping two-parter about 
the ghastly rise and fall of 
The Jeremy Kyle Show.

Robert Kilroy-
Silk must have 
been baffled by 
The Jeremy Kyle 
Show. As he 
railed against 
cancellation 
and wokery (or 
whatever they 
called it back then), 
he will surely have 
been told that his 
show couldn’t 
work after he’d 
shown so much 
rage. Kilroy-Silk 
was the housewives’ 
favourite; daytime 
viewers had been 
reassured by his 
soothing voice and 
sympathetic orange 
face. How could it 

Vıctoria Coren Mitchell
How I See It

 Furious from the  
off: Jeremy Kyle

A gripping exposé of Jeremy Kyle brought back my own teenage humiliation

continue when he’d said such 
horrible things? You wouldn’t 
get that with Lorraine Kelly! 
Richard and Judy were nice about 
everyone!

But within months of Kilroy 
going off air, along came Jeremy 
Kyle. Furious from the off. 
Shouting at everyone, nose-to-
nose with his own guests as he 
flecked them with spittle while 
pouring scorn on their life choices.

How can this be, Robert 
Kilroy-Silk must have bitterly 
thought, when he himself couldn’t 
even say rude things about people 
in a faraway country? Was it just 

the cringing lefty BBC, Kilroy-Silk 
must have wondered, who 
clamped down on free speech, 
while open-minded ITV had 
sufficient vision to hire the really 
venomous talk show host that a 
jaded world was waiting for?

We can’t know. At any rate, 
Jeremy Kyle was different. How 
different? First: here’s what 

happened when I went on Kilroy.
At the time, I wrote a weekly 

column in The Daily Telegraph. 
This meant that I was 
occasionally asked to speak 

“on behalf of teenagers” 
about sex and acid 

house parties, 
although you’d 

think that writing  
a column in The 
Daily Telegraph 
wasn’t much of a 
qualification. If 
my life was full 
of sex and 
raving, I very 

much doubt I’d 
have bothered to 
do that as well.

Nevertheless,  
I tried my best 

to speak up. 
When Kilroy said 
they were having 
a debate on 
abstinence for the 
young generation, 
inviting me along 
to be a voice 

against the notion, 
I said OK. I myself 

was abstinent through 

social awkwardness rather than 
principle, but I was happy to speak 
for those who had a bit more fun  
at weekends.

Robert Kilroy-Silk himself sat 
next to me at the top of the show. 
The cameras rolled and he 
indicated the woman on his other 
side. I forget her name, but let’s 
call her Helen.

“Helen,” declared Robert 
Kilroy-Silk, “is 27 years old and  
still a virgin. She’s waiting for 
marriage. Victoria, on the other 
hand, thinks this is completely 
unnecessary”.

Or words to that effect. Well, 
you can imagine what the 
audience assumed. For the next 
half hour, this other lady and I 
were held up as the opposing poles 
of sexual habit. She, abstinent.  
Me, having it away with half the 
Home Counties.

“I’d be surprised,” shouted an 
old lady in the back row, “if 
Victoria doesn’t have some sort  
of disease!”

Look, I survived. This was by  
no means the worst thing that 
happened to me as a teenager,  
and blessedly there was no 
internet – but it was an infuriating, 
frustrating and humiliating 
experience. Anyone on those 
shows was cannon fodder. If  
that’s what it was like for me, 
invited on as a guest newspaper 
columnist, what on earth was it 
like for those who had no other 
voice, no other power, and who 
had gone to Jeremy Kyle in the 
forlorn hope of overcoming 
addiction, saving a marriage or 
reuniting with children?

Jeremy Kyle: Death on Daytime 
showed us what it was like. Savage, 
exploitative and cruel. We saw 
how vulnerable guests had been 
pushed and provoked, wilfully 
misled and misrepresented, 
spuriously and publicly accused  
of lying, driven to terrible misery 
and shame. In at least two cases, 
suicide followed. This is a 
heartbreaking and brilliant 
documentary, worth seeking out 
on All 4: it’s pacy, enthralling and 
important. Its scope is wide and 
deep, even raising – as 
Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night does 
– big, complex questions about  
the viewers’ responsibility for 
what happens.

Thank God for the calm morality 
of MP Damian Collins, district 
judge Alan Berg and the 
anonymous production whistle-
blowers, all of whose presence in 
the documentary acted as vital 
reminders that humanity does 
exist. Even in television.©
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 ‘Eagle’s nest’: 
(clockwise from 
far left) the Stahl 
House kitchen; 
Julius Shulman’s 
celebrated 1960 
photo; Bruce and 
Shari Stahl as 
children; their 
parents Buck and 
Carlotta in 1951; 
young Bruce 
diving from the 
roof into the pool
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