Alex Hitz on Designing a House for Hosting

Lisa Romerein
DAVID A. KEEPS: What!? How many?
ALEX HITZ: Around 900.

You've entertained 900 people so far this year?

And still counting. | have two buffet parties a year for 150 people each, and dinners for 12 to 20 several
times a month when I'm in L.A. Also, a seated Christmas Eve dinner for 40. | love food and | love people,
so putting the two together is really gratifying for me. And a big, pretty silver bowl with roses never hurts
anything.

Your house is certainly made for entertaining.



That's deliberate. | designed it so that all the rooms flow into each other, and that's important to me. When |
have a big party, guests can move through the house easily and freely. For smaller dinner parties, it suits
the stages of the evening: cocktails in the library, dinner in the dining room, coffee in the living room.

You designed the house?

That sounds much more grandiose than it is. I'm not an architect. | had an engineer figure out how to keep
it from falling into the canyon. All the rooms are the exact same size: 12 feet wide, 18 feet long, 12 feet
high. The proportions and the symmetry and the balance feel magical to me.

Were you also your own decorator?

For better or worse, | know what | want and how | want things to look, so | wouldn't have been happy letting
anyone else do it. I'm OCD and a control freak, can't you tell? I'm not proud of it, but you have to tell the
truth!

So you chose all the furnishings and the artwork?
There are a few things that were brought in by Pierre Durand, who owns the house with me—he also owns
the most beautiful antiques store, the Chinese Porcelain Company, in New York City. He bought that huge

painting of the swimmer, on the Hudson River piers. It's a nice counterpoint to all the antiques. And | have
pieces | inherited. The house | grew up in, in Atlanta, had traditional French furniture and lots of English
pieces, but also a collection of modern art. So | have always loved that mix.

How would you describe the mix here?

It's what I'd call Continental Mongrel, but it works. The house has a clean, restrained, relaxed elegance that
seems appropriate for a hillside in California. Interestingly, my publishers at Knopf told me that America is
craving a return to elegance and tradition. Casual entertaining is something | don't want to know too much
about. It implies that nothing went into it, that something is slapped together. If you're having people over
for a casual dinner, it's like you didn't put any effort into it. | might serve chicken potpie, but I'll set the table
formally.

Tell us about your new book.
It's called My Beverly Hills Kitchen: Classic Southern Cooking with a French Twist. It's what they're calling a

literary cookbook.' There are 175 recipes and a lot of stories and anecdotes with a memoir aspect to them.
And lots of tips about entertaining.

If you had to choose just one tip for giving a great party, what would it be?

Give guests what they really want: comfort food. Nothing pretentious, trendy, or precious. | hate nouvelle
cuisine. | know that's not what it's called anymore, but that's what it is. All that experimental cooking, all
those foams and dusts. Going to a restaurant and hearing about a dish that has 411 ingredients just wears
me out. | don't do anything fussy. Anything worth doing is worth doing well, but fussing isn't going to make
anything better. Like most things in life, simple is best. You'll never go wrong with mac-and-cheese.

You don't just cook for guests now—you cook for America.



America needs me! It needs more full-flavored foods! | started a food line, The Beverly Hills Kitchen, and it

has been a big success on HSN.

So now we know we should serve comfort food at parties. What else should a host know?

Make a schedule; stick to it. Do everything ahead of time—do not leave anything till the last minute. Parties
are about people, not about bustling around in the kitchen when they come. Don't punish the guests who've
arrived on time by waiting for the ones who didn't. And never stop smiling, no matter what falls apart.
There's a great quote from Horace: 'A host is like a general; calamities often reveal his genius.' What you
can be guaranteed of is that some sort of calamity will happen. The only time a party will be ruined is if you
stop smiling.

Should we have oversize front doors like yours, so that everyone can make a grand entrance?
Doors are an announcement. Why squander the opportunity? I've always loved John Woolf and the
Hollywood Regency style —the simple facade with the big statement doors—so | thought, 'Wouldn't it be
fun to do my version of it?' From the street, you have no idea what the house is. You think, 'What is this
little nothingburger? A pair of doors and that's it." And you walk in, and the house begins to unfold—three
floors of open spaces cascading down the hill. My favorite thing anyone ever said was, 'Drama, drama,
drama at every turn.' It wasn't intentional, but it sure makes it fun to see.



