The Revival of a Classic
The Return of the Fairfax at Embassy Row and the Jockey Club

Washington Insiders appreciate a good story.  The nation’s capital is a place where many people’s work and play revolve around spinning a tale.  Talk is sport and a highly competitive one at that.  Washington, D.C. is a city with a rich folklore that speaks to political power and its colorful and varied sources—money, society, fame, charisma, pedigree, and education.  Legions of powerful people call Washington home—from prominent national politicians, to the armies of staff who support them, and the lobbyists who court them. Washington, D.C. is also home for powerful people from every corner of the globe.  From far reaches of the world, nations big and small send their most talented diplomats and delegates to power broke in Washington, D.C.  This is the complexion of the powerful in Washington; it is both local and global.  
Washington Insiders know that information is power, and they trade that currency daily in the office, over lunch, at the bar, and anywhere else the day may take them.  In a city where fiction can be perceived as fact and perception can become reality, it is critically important to be seen in the right places with the right people.  For decades the place to be in Washington, D.C. was the Fairfax Hotel and its storied Jockey Club. 

The History of the Fairfax
The Fairfax is a Washington, D.C. landmark, a hotel with a rich history that spans more than seventy-five years.  The hotel was built in the 1920s along Embassy Row, the illustrious neighborhood where many of the world’s diplomatic leadership resides.  With its brick exterior, ornate stone façade, and stately columns embellishing the front entrance, the Fairfax epitomizes the federal style of architecture.  Its architecture makes it noteworthy within its distinguished neighborhood, yet at the same time the design blends seamlessly with the embassies and elite, private residences that surround it.  
The rich history of the Fairfax begins with the Gore family’s purchase of the property in 1932.  Cousins to the Gores whom for decades have played a starring role on the American political stage, this Gore family was high society, well-connected, and generous in mind and spirit.  Colonel H. Grady Gore was a Southern gentleman who served in the Army before beginning a career as a lawyer in his native Tennessee.  His passion was real estate, however, and through the Great Depression he accumulated a fortune in properties within the Beltway and beyond.  Colonel Gore was a family man who made time to network with powerbrokers and high society in the nation’s capital.  He was a colorful character—interestingly, a staunch Republican—who was driven daily to the Fairfax in the back of a black Cadillac en route from his sprawling mansion, Marwood, in Potomac.  Marwood had a rich pedigree of its own having housed both Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt’s family and Joe and Rose Kennedy’s family before Colonel Gore purchased it.  The Gores introduced their hospitable Southern charm to the Fairfax, and the legend began.    
The Fairfax was a residential hotel and child friendly to a surprising extreme.  At a time that precedes Kay Thompson’s popular series about Eloise’s exploits at the Plaza, the Gores were so committed to making the Fairfax child friendly that they converted the laundry room into a deluxe playroom.  The Fairfax’s stationery was inscripted with, “Washington’s Family Hotel.”  That reputation persisted for decades.  Al Gore, Jr. spent his childhood years living at the Fairfax in Suite 909 while his father served in the United States Senate.  Apparently he had no difficulty embracing the concept of hotel as home.  Folklore tells a tale of a young Al Gore making mischief throughout the hotel’s property—dribbling a basketball incessantly on the hard wood floors much to the dismay of Senator John McClellan residing below in Suite 809, and even dropping water balloons from the Fairfax roof onto the hoods of cars idling at the intersection of 21st Street and Massachusetts Avenue.
Colonel Gore and his wife and four children were passionate in their commitment to serving those who served our country.  And it was more than a commitment, it was a lifestyle: Colonel Gore’s two sons followed their father’s path and served in the military.  A review of the archives of The Washington Post through the 1940s and 1950s chronicles a theme: the Gore family hosting functions and parties for servicemen on holiday both at the hotel and the thirty-three room Marwood mansion.  During World War II, the Fairfax earned the reputation of a sanctuary for soldiers visiting the nation’s capitol.  The Gore family adopted a policy of never turning away a man in uniform, even when their arrivals became a daily occurrence.  When the hotel was fully occupied, the Gores converted large public areas such as the lobby, dining room, and playroom into makeshift sleeping quarters with fold-away cots.  All efforts were made and all expenses were paid by the Gore family to host our country’s soldiers.
Since the Gores themselves were Washington Insiders, it was logical that other Washington Insiders followed them to their property and assumed residence.  There were many prominent tenants over the years, many whose lives were intertwined with high society and politics—Mrs. Henry Cabot Lodge and Admiral and Mrs. Chester William Nimitz, to name a few.  The Fairfax became the Washington residence for another family dynasty in the making, the Bush family.  Just as young Al Gore Jr. lived at the Fairfax while his father served in the Senate, a young George H. W. Bush resided at the Fairfax while his father served in the same capacity.
Through the 1930s, 40s and 50s, beyond establishing a reputation for elegant residential quarters, the Fairfax developed a reputation as the preferred locale for parties frequented by Washington Insiders.  In 1953, the Fairfax had an opportunity to take entertaining to an unprecedented level when the hotel hosted President Eisenhower’s post-inaugural breakfast.  In Washington, D.C. the pomp and circumstance that surround each presidential inauguration make these events the city’s ultimate social occasions.  In the years that followed the Eisenhower inaugural breakfast, the Fairfax would continue to mark presidential inaugurations with festivities through the Reagan years.  

The Jockey Club

It was a presidential inauguration in the 1960s, however, that marked the redefinition of the Fairfax forever.  On the eve of President Kennedy’s inauguration in 1961, Colonel Gore’s grown children, Louis and Jimmy Gore, opened a restaurant in the hotel, the Jockey Club.  From the moment it opened, the Jockey Club was a place where legends were born.  It was quite appropriate that the presidency and this iconic restaurant launched simultaneously.  That idealized time in American history is remembered as Camelot, when a young and charismatic couple resided at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue and the future seemed open to possibilities as broad in scope as the reach to the moon.  The President and his First Lady seemed the epitome of style and substance, and the choice place for their inside circle became the Jockey Club.  
Entertaining and dining in Washington, D.C. in the 1960s was very different from today.  Washington Insiders hosted private dinner parties in their luxurious homes or dined in their private clubs.  There were few exceptional restaurants in the nation’s capital.  Louise and Jimmy Gore decided that they would open a restaurant with the feel of a private club, and they modeled it after New York’s infamous 21.  The concept and look were the same.  The restaurant offered an intimate setting with low lighting.  The décor was masculine with equestrian accents--dark mahogany wood, red leather banquettes and the signature white and red table clothes that diners would also find at 21.  The menu showcased classic French cuisine and what became known as regional Jockey Club classics—Steak Diane, Pommes Souffles, and Crab Cakes Jockey Club to name just a few.

Soon after its grand opening, the Jockey Club became “The Place to Be” for Washington’s A-List.  The Gores had intuitively understood what concept would generate success—the rich, powerful, and fabulous would dine out in a restaurant, if the restaurant made them feel like they were in their home or in their private club.  The place had panache.  The service was impeccable.  The maitre d’ knew how to seat the crowds who lined up at the entrance daily.  There were those diners who wanted to see and be seen.  There were others who required a discreet quiet corner to solve the nation’s latest crisis.  The clientele from the neighborhood’s embassies could have learned advanced studies in diplomacy from the staff at the Jockey Club who was responsible for seating the room.  Everyone who experienced the restaurant was buoyed by the extraordinary service that was always gracious and personalized.

Wyatt Dickerson was a Washington Insider and a Jockey Club regular.  He recalls those early days of the Jockey Club as a civilized time and said, “There was a style and way of life that the restaurant captured. It was what people wanted; it had a graciousness about it.”  Dickerson remembers a time sitting in the restaurant with friends when a phone call came from the Oval Office.  President Kennedy told Dickerson, “When I need to find someone, Wyatt, first I try their office, then their home.  My third call is always to the Jockey Club.”  
There were always famous faces from within the Beltway and beyond, and that continued for decades.  Jackie Kennedy was a regular and generated a frenzy of diners jockeying for position to observe the young widow when she came with Marlon Brando.  You could forget which coast you were on by the crowd in the room--Eva Gabor, Lauren Bacall, Joe DiMaggio, Kirk Douglas, Jimmy Stewart and Burt Reynolds.  The Jockey Club was at the top of Hollywood’s “To Do” list whenever movie stars and celebrities came to the nation’s capital.  Warren Beatty and his sister Shirley MacLaine sometimes supped simultaneously, the two holding court at different tables.  Frank Sinatra loved the place and put on quite a show on one occasion, although not his typical type of performance, when he almost came to blows with a gossip columnist who had been giving him too much ink of late.  
During its four decade reign as the place to be, the Jockey Club hosted eight different presidents and their first ladies.  The restaurant found a way to diplomatically appeal to all sides of the political spectrum--Bob and Liddy Dole, Jack Kemp, Henry Kissinger, Charles Wick, Katharine Graham, Bob McNamara, George Will, Pamela Harriman, and Nancy Reagan.  Nancy Reagan became such a regular that the restaurant named a menu item after the First Lady which became very popular: Nancy Reagan’s Chicken Salad.
The Coleman Era
In 1977 a visionary hotelier bought the Fairfax and legendary Jockey Club.  John B. Coleman had been accumulating a hotel empire throughout the country.  He saw opportunity and potential with the Fairfax.  Coleman implemented many changes, including a name change.  The Fairfax became a Ritz Carlton, a prestigious brand that mirrored the style of hotel that the Fairfax had become over time and the elite clientele to which it catered.  Coleman rejuvenated the property, shutting it down completely and embarking on an extensive renovation.  He had a grand vision and expanded the hotel’s size significantly.  By buying the property next door, gutting it and redesigning the space, Coleman added one hundred guest rooms, meeting space, and a grand ballroom.
Coleman’s leadership was critical.  He focused on building key relationships within the community.  Coleman started Washington, D.C.’s Economic Club, and the hotel began hosting a network of leadership whose membership numbered close to a thousand.  In addition, he cultivated another set of desirable clientele when he initiated the hotel’s involvement in the prestigious Kennedy Center Honors.  The hotel partnered with the annual gala and hosted many of the visiting celebrities in town for the event, including Harry Belafonte and Julio Iglesias.  One year legend had Sammy Davis Jr. instigating a post event celebration, breaking out in song in the hotel bar in the early hours of the morning.
Coleman also understood how critical it was for the Jockey Club to be authentic.  Aware that the Jockey Club’s design and style mimicked 21, Coleman focused on the details and upgraded the design to ensure that it authentically mirrored the prestigious New York restaurant.  In the 1980s the Jockey Club was even showcased in an issue of Architectural Digest.

Above all else, the Jockey Club exemplified exceptional service.  Coleman understood that this was the most critical element of the success of the Jockey Club, so he recruited a gentleman to run the staff who would become legendary.  Martin Garbisu served as maitre d’ from 1979 until 1993.  “It had tremendous fire,” Garbisu told The Washington Post ten years after he had left his post at the Jockey Club. “It was the heart of Washington—everything was beating, everything was alive.  People knew when they came to the Jockey Club there was someone to see.  At one point, it was almost like the Oscars.”

Managing the reservation list was a Herculean task.  The VIPs perceived the Jockey Club as their personal dining room.  And so, they treated it as such, often showing up at the entrance without a reservation.  Every day Garbisu had to block thirty percent of the room just to accommodate the A-Listers who would show up without advanced warning.  Then there was the challenge of seating each regular at his or her particular table.  Garbisu’s job was a continual study of both geometry and diplomacy.  Every day Garbisu would have to arrange for complimentary meals and gift special offerings to diners who had to be moved to other tables to accommodate VIPs who would only sit at their special tables.  Garbisu reviewed the headline news, society pages and gossip columns in the newspapers daily.  His tremendous success was largely derived from this innate and studied talent to anticipate who and what each day might bring to the Jockey Club’s front entrance.
The Jockey Club’s heyday endured for decades.  After more changes in hotel ownership and management, in 2001 the decision was made to shut the doors of the restaurant that had become a Washington landmark.
Pyramid Sets Its Sights on a Landmark Hotel

As the Jockey Club was disappearing from the culinary and societal landscape of the nation’s capital, a new hotel company was beginning to amass a network of distinctive, impressive properties throughout the country. The leader of this new venture, Rick Kelleher, has a reputation as one of the most dynamic and accomplished executives in the hospitality industry.  With more than twenty-five years’ experience running established national hotel brands such as Doubletree Hotels Corporation and Promus Hotel Corporation, Rick Kelleher founded a new hotel company, Pyramid Hotel Group, in 1999.  From its beginning, Pyramid has grown at an exponential rate, building a network of properties throughout the United States.  Although a forward-thinking company, Pyramid has a reverence for properties with history and in quick time became manager of or acquired an ownership interest in seasoned and elite properties such as the Boston Harbor Hotel, the Arizona Biltmore Resort and Spa, and Doral Golf Resort & Spa.  
In January 2006 Pyramid bought that charming hotel on Embassy Row in Washington, D.C.  At the time of purchase, what had once been the Fairfax and then had become the Ritz Carlton was now a Westin.  Kelleher’s vision for the hotel did not look forward but instead embraced the rich history that had glorified the property and the Jockey Club.  Kelleher and his team made a decision to invest in the future by bringing back the past, and they would bring back the past with high style.  The Fairfax at Embassy Row would become an elite member of the Luxury Collection by Starwood Hotels & Resorts.
The first step of this grand scale revitalization was to embark upon an extensive renovation that would marry old elements with new.  Pyramid’s plans for the property spanned inside and out.  There was an ambitious plan for the front entrance which included an elegant porte-cochere and wrought iron gate that would provide guests with a grand sense of arrival.  The design team incorporated signature pieces of furniture that had played a role in the history of the hotel.  A large round table could be found on most guest floors that had the letters of the alphabets engraved along its perimeter.  These vintage tables had served as the mail receptacles for the residents of the Fairfax in its early days.
All 259 guest rooms were renovated in a traditional and elegant style.  The guest rooms featured a soothing color scheme of tan and sage green tones.  The elevated beds were dressed in crisp white duvets and linens adorned with rich gold embroidery.  The classic wooden headboards were painted black with gold accents.  Beautiful fabrics dressed the rooms—a throw at the foot of the bed and luxurious window treatments.  The bathrooms were updated with sleek marble. The traditional décor was enhanced with modern amenities—flat panel televisions and in-room digital safes that accommodated the corporate traveler’s ever necessary laptop computer.  

The renovation also marked the return of the Jockey Club.  Nina Campbell, the internationally celebrated designer, directed the revival.  Campbell had designed the interiors of other world renowned classics such as Harry’s Bar and Annabel’s.  In its heyday, the Jockey Club had evoked folklore, and it was time for the next chapter in the legend.

In keeping with the Fairfax’s renovation, the design plans for the Jockey Club incorporated signature elements that had historic value.   The original bar, a gorgeous piece of carved walnut that was storied to have decorated a church once upon a time, was found and refinished.  The art nouveau lighting fixtures were also a throwback.  From each coffer hung a gorgeous ceiling pendant crafted from onyx and amber, casting the room with a rich glow.  Through the seating structure, the room was segmented into smaller separate dining areas, which conveyed a sense of intimacy even when crowded, but still offered seats to see and be seen.  Back again were the signature red and white tablecloths and the red leather banquettes.  Campbell’s team understood that for the Jockey Club to be successful upon its grand reopening, it would require a stamp of approval from the Washington Insiders who remembered it well, and it would require approval from the younger generation experiencing it for the first time.  
Throughout its history, the Jockey Club always had a synergy with the adjoining space, the Fairfax Lounge.  The Fairfax Lounge had served as the hotel bar, the perfect setting in which to wait for a table at the Jockey Club or finish the evening with a nightcap.  The two rooms functioned together; crowds circulated between the two.  In fact, the bar at the Jockey Bar never had included seats deliberately, because guests were encouraged to patronize the bar next door, the Fairfax Lounge.  

The Nina Campbell team also oversaw the renovation of the Fairfax Lounge.  Again the theme was revitalizing historic elements and creating a space that evoked memories.  Rugs were stripped away, and the original floorboards were restored.  Much enthusiasm was generated over the return of the original Steinway piano that had been a gift from the Kennedy clan.  Bobby Short was just one of the many famous musicians who had been known to strum its keys.  Whereas the décor in the Jockey Club included equestrian accents, the artwork in the Fairfax Lounge embraced a maritime theme.  Tartan plaid and chenille dressed comfortable sofas and upholstered chairs.  
The Fairfax Lounge also included a separate room in the back of the space that was designed to look like a living room.  The focal point of this back room was the fireplace.  This space had been utilized throughout time as a private area for small functions.  Like all elements of the Fairfax and the Jockey Club, its history was intermeshed with politics. With the fireplace behind her, Hillary Rodham Clinton had utilized the private room in the Fairfax Lounge as the place where she announced that she would be the first woman to run for President of the United States. 
A New Leadership Team
While the renovation was underway, Pyramid selected a new leadership team for the Fairfax.  This team would need to successfully court Washington Insiders old and new and impress them with an elegant property, gracious service, and outstanding cuisine.  Not only would this leadership be critical for the “front of the house,” it would also be paramount in inspiring the “heart of the house.”   The “heart of the house” is a hospitality term that refers to the many layers of hotel workers who, behind the scenes, make a hotel run successfully.  The staff of the Fairfax would need direction in how to elevate service standards and perpetuate a culture that prioritizes the needs of the guests every day in every possible way.
In Klaus Peters, Pyramid identified a leader who is a Washington Insider with a wealth of international experience that is particularly pertinent when networking in the nation’s capital, especially on Embassy Row.  Klaus assumed the role of general manager of the Fairfax after serving in that capacity at another Washington landmark, the Watergate.  Before running that iconic property, Klaus’s career managing hotels had taken him on a path that traversed the United States and beyond to some of Europe’s most exclusive hotels.   The consummate gentleman, Klaus has spent more than fifty years professionally embracing the luxury service standards that define the world’s best hotels.  Now he can share his expertise with the staff of the Fairfax at Embassy Row.  Klaus literally lives and breathes the Fairfax at Embassy Row.  Indeed, Klaus and his wife, Christa, reside at the hotel.  He is omnipresent and always available to staff.  By living on property, Klaus is gifted with a unique perspective that becomes invaluable in meeting the needs of the hotel’s guests.  
To facilitate an authentic return of the Jockey Club, the Pyramid team recruited a renowned chef from another of their properties to lend his expertise and experience.  Daniel Bruce has served as executive chef of the Boston Harbor Hotel for twenty years.  Before he assumed culinary leadership of the Mobil five star rated hotel, Chef Bruce had developed a reputation as one of the nation’s most promising talents while serving as executive chef of 21 in New York.  In fact, Chef Bruce was the youngest person to ever serve as executive chef throughout that iconic restaurant’s history.  In his two decade tenure running the kitchens and restaurants of the Boston Harbor Hotel, Chef Bruce has surpassed the expectations of even the most discerning industry critics.  His outstanding cuisine and unrivalled talent in pairing food and wine have earned national accolades and attention.  
Chef Bruce also is the founder of the Boston Wine Festival.  Spanning three and a half months and including multiple events each week, the Boston Wine Festival will celebrate its twentieth anniversary season at the Boston Harbor Hotel this winter.  For each Boston Wine Festival event, Chef Bruce invites a world renowned wine maker to share his most exclusive wines, and Chef Bruce prepares a unique multi course meal that complements the flavors of the wines being showcased.  This wine festival has been so successful at the Boston Harbor Hotel that Chef Bruce is expanding it.  The French Quarter Wine Festival at the Maison Dupuy in New Orleans will celebrate its third season this spring, and the Fairfax at Embassy Row will welcome the Capital Wine Festival for the first time in spring 2010.  With his experience running 21, a restaurant so similar to the Jockey Club in its classic cuisine, style and service, and his knowledge of the Fairfax at Embassy Row from developing the Capital Wine Festival, Pyramid selected an ideal consultant in Daniel Bruce.
After creating the menus and wine lists and directing the culinary team through the grand reopening of the Jockey Club, Chef Bruce will return to the Boston Harbor Hotel.  Another seasoned chef will assume responsibility for the kitchens and restaurants at the Fairfax at Embassy Row, and that chef is Richard McCreadie.  Chef McCreadie has more than three decades experience running restaurants in luxury hotels.  A Scotsman, Chef McCreadie spent the first ten years of his career working in luxury boutique hotels throughout the United Kingdom.  These boutique hotels, known in the UK as “country houses,” have their own gardens and greenhouses where Chef McCreadie was able to “get his food from the ground,” as he likes to say.  From this experience a passion and commitment developed for Chef McCreadie to make fresh food his top priority.

An opportunity to train in some of Hyatt’s most reputable hotels and have the experience of opening new resort properties took Chef McCreadie to the United States where he developed a reputation as a chef who is always calm, confident and competent whatever the crisis of the day may be.  Chef McCreadie has shared his culinary principles with his kitchen team every step along the way, educating them on the supreme value of fresh food.  Chef McCreadie has realized that in these modern times of take-out restaurants and giant supermarkets chains even those people who have chosen the culinary arts for a profession do not always know what a fresh tomato looks like and taste like.  He teaches them.
Chef McCreadie brings this commitment of providing the freshest food possible to the Fairfax at Embassy Row and its Jockey Club.  Married to a native Washingtonian makes the transition smooth for Chef McCreadie.  Making it even smoother is the fact that Chef McCreadie is coming to the Fairfax at Embassy Row from a short duration of running the kitchen of another Washington classic, the Georgetown Club.  Chef McCreadie is ready to welcome the crowds to the return of a legend.  Chef McCreadie and the culinary team at the Fairfax at Embassy Row face a great challenge in reviving the Jockey Club.  To be successful, they must exceed high expectations that are one part fact, and one part idealized fiction.  That is the price that one pays to be part of something that is legendary; the proportions of legends grow with the passage of time until they are larger than life.  
A top priority is for the cuisine of the Jockey Club to be authentic.  It must be the classic fare that decades of diners enjoyed.  Equally paramount for the culinary team is to elevate the artistry of the menu.  The menu reinterprets the Jockey Club’s classic cuisine with a modern presentation and innovative ingredients.  A new and improved feature of the revitalized Jockey Club will be the wine list.  With his passion for food and wine pairing, Chef Bruce found an imaginative way to celebrate the international flavors of the neighborhood--the Jockey Club wine list will emphasize wines of Embassy Row.  These international selections, thoughtfully reflecting the neighborhood that surrounds it, will enhance the Fairfax’s reputation of being a home away from home for delegates and dignitaries from the far reaches of the globe.
While the culinary team works in the kitchen focusing on creating cuisine that can surpass great expectations, there will be one living legend working the other side of the wall.  Martin Garbisu, maitre d’hotel, has returned to the Jockey Club.  The man whose class, style and showmanship epitomize the Jockey Club is back in his leadership role.  Martin has been a central character in the folklore of the Jockey Club that has passed from one generation of Washington Insiders to the next.  Now he will feature in the next chapter.
Looking back, the Jockey Club and the Fairfax at Embassy Row served as center stage for many scenes to be played out in the theatre that is the American political system.  Both Camelot and the Reagan years are remembered and recycled today as idealized times in American folklore; the Jockey Club and the hotel were enduring features of those stories and times.  So now there is no more need for nostalgia.  The timing is prophetic.  The Jockey Club was born on the eve of President Kennedy’s inauguration and now the Jockey Club and the Fairfax at Embassy Row are being revived in the midst of a presidential election that is epic.  At this time of new beginnings, let us embrace a classic.  
