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How well do you know 
your town’s History?
By Jan Dennis

Abridged from “A Walk Beside The Sea” 
by Jan Dennis

With the resignation in 1935, of Police 
Chief E. A. West Henry Sights, who had 
served the Police Department since 1930, 
become the new Chief. The Chief had his 
hands full, with car accidents, drunk driv-
ing, and disturbances of the peace. Records 
showed for the fiscal year 1936-37, the police 
had 4,791 calls, 2,048 arrests, 923 traffic 
violations and 142 drunk drivers.

Transients invading houses, left vacant 
during the winter months, was a continuing 
problem.  Homeowners often return to their 
summer homes to find the property had been 
vandalized and in disrepair.

Like his predecessor Chief Sights, inherited 
a two patrolmen department, however he 

View looking southwest to Rosecrans Avenue along Highland Avenue in El Porto. Once an unincorporated community is now part of 
the city of Manhattan Beach.

started to reorganize. He appointed: six new 
patrolmen, installed the first fingerprint card 
machine, build a darkroom, and issued the 
first bicycle license. The two patrol cars were 
outfitted with: a first aid kit, fire extinguisher, 
highway flares, and a radio receiving set 
tuned to the Los Angeles frequency.

Cracking down on speeding through town 
was taken very seriously by the police and 
child star, Jackie Coogan learned it the hard 
way.  He was given a citation for going 60 
miles an hour in a 45 mile an hour zone.  
After missing several hearings he appeared 
before the City Judge, he pleaded guilty, and 
paid a $15.00 fine.

At this time several Hollywood personali-
ties lived or visited Manhattan Beach and 
El Porto. El Porto, located just north of the 

town’s border, had been subdivided in 1911, 
and was under the jurisdiction of the Sheriffs 
Department. This unincorporated community 
boasted of many celebrities, and had it’s 
own newspaper column in the “Manhattan 
Beach News”.

Brooks Barnes reported in the local El 
Porto column that Sheriff Gene Biscailuz, 
had picked two of his top men to patrol 
the area. One was former movie star, Tom 
O’Brien, who had starred in the “Big Parade” 
and quit his $1,500 a week job over a little 
misunderstanding with the powers that be. 
His partner against crime was Al Wolf, who 
was master of ragtime piano.

A few weeks later, Sheriff’s officers, aided 
by the district attorney’s office, raided the El 
Porto Beach Club located at 3916 Highland 
Avenue.  The Club operated on the second 
floor of an apartment building, owned by a 
Los Angeles Police Department officer.

The club had only been open two weeks, 
when the owner and his two assistants were 
arrested for making book. Owner, David 
Pienna, was also charged with suspicion in 
the shooting of Les Bruneman in Redondo 
Beach. (Read more about the history and de-
velopment of the Department in, “Manhattan 
Beach Police Department” by Jan Dennis).

On the lighter side…Film writer, Walde-
mar Young, was also profiled in the “Daily 
News”. It was reported that people were 
impressed for the way he roller skated down 
the steep hill, like “Angel’s Flight”, from his 
El Porto home.

And when Lita Gray Chaplin, former wife 
of Charlie Chaplin, married Arthur F. Day 
Jr. at American Martyrs Church, there was 
no fanfare at the wedding, attended only by 
her two sons, Charlie and Sidney Chaplin.

The actress had received a church annulment 
of her marriage to Chaplin, but as the two 
newlyweds were honeymooning in Avalon, 
it was found that she had not yet received 
her civil divorce. The couple was asked to 
return to Manhattan Beach. After a lawyer 

and Father Peter Conroy straightened out 
the mess the couple were remarried without 
further problems.

But the ordinary police news and the 
behavior of the famous was eclipsed on 
September 26, 1936, by a story that combined 
both celebrities and mystery. Was it suicide 
or murder?

To be continued…
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