
In what seems like a scene from a TV series, 120 
investigators from the Los Angeles police department 
have just completed (Jan 21, 2012) an intense search 
across seven acres of hills surrounding the famous 
Hollywood sign, looking for body parts. Three days 
earlier hikers had found a severed head, hands and 
feet of a man identified as Hervey Medellin. No other 
body parts were found.
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In 1920, 40 million Americans were going to the movies each week. Hollywood was already an 
aspirational industry of magic, and it became a lifestyle. Many came to this new frontier drawn 
by the dry, mild, sunny weather. But most who came were inventing a new industry. 

Thomas Edison, the famous inventor and early movie tycoon, indirectly contributed to the 
transformation of Hollywood from underdeveloped farmland to the mecca of the film industry. 
In 1897 he started suing rival producers in New Jersey, home of his Edison Company, who were 
using film-making projection devices which he claimed were based on his Kinetoscope 
technology. Edison owned most of the major American patents relating to motion picture 
cameras. These lawsuits drove his competitors away, and they set up shop in Hollywood, where 
it was more difficult for Edison's Motion Picture Patents Company (a trust of movie studios) to 
enforce its patents. As the industry matured, many of these small independent studios merged 
and formed the big studios that would shape the future of Hollywood. 

The film industry became a promise, and the new American dream. Hundreds of aspiring actors 
and actresses flocked to Hollywood, captivated by its aura of glamour. This migration boosted 
the real estate business, which became the main driver of Hollywood's economy. 

The famous Hollywood sign was erected in the hills north of Los Angeles in 1923. The original 
sign actually read “Hollywoodland” and was conceived as an outdoor advertising campaing for 
a suburban housing development by Los Angeles Times publisher Harry Chandler. It cost him 
$21,000 back then. Each letter of the epic billboard was 9 meters wide and 15 meters high. The 
whole sign was studded with 4000 light bulbs. It was not intended to be permanent. Rather, it 
was supposed to stay in place for about year. But with the rise of American cinema it became an 
internationally recognized symbol and was left there.

The Hollywood sign has appeared in hundreds of movies, ads, photographs and postcards. It has 
become a popular American icon, representing both greatness and broken dreams. Its 
symbolism is so strong that when the sign has been threatened by neglect or ruin, hundreds of 
people have stepped forward to save it. Most recently Hugh Hefner, publisher of Playboy 
magazine -an American icon himself- together with The Tiffany & Co. Foundation, Aileen Getty 
and a host of Hollywood leaders and fans around the world, have raised the funds to purchase 
and protect the 138 acres behind the sign. The symbol lives on.

One person who certainly understood the symbolism attached to the sign was Peg Entwistle. 
Peg was a young aspiring stage actress from New York, where she had had some success in 
Broadway. She packed her bags and went to Los Angeles, hoping to become a movie actress. She 
lived at her uncle's house, on Beachwood Drive. From that street the sign is always visible. 
Unfortunately Peg failed to get any roles in films and decided to commit suicide on the evening 
of September 18, 1932. She hiked all the way up the hill to the sign, climbed up a workman's 
ladder to the top of the “H” and from there she jumped to her death. The day after her death a 
letter arrived to offer her a role in a play. Sadly and ironically, the offer was to interpret a 
woman driven to suicide. Peg was only 24 years old when she died.


