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Shot on location
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It’s 7.30am on Thursday at the Hotel Bel-Air and Nancy Kihm, head
of housekeeping, is walking through the grounds. everything appears to
De in order — the swans are ghding around on the pond, her qirls are oul
with their trolleys, and it's silent but for the sound of DIrds and the musical
trickling of the fountains. Perfect

But wait — who's that in the terrace restaurant lUCKING INto a bow! ol
fruit? Is it... Yes, it's Oprah Winfrey :

"The sheets!” remembers Nancy, a little louder than intended, and
iImmediately dashes into the alley where the deliveries arrive, along a
sweeping pink wall, and disappears through a little white door From the
picturesque tranquillity of the gardens, she plunges into a tube-lit clamour
of Hispanic maids, ringing phones, Post-it notes and Dleeping pagers
— housekeeping’s mission control

"The sheets, the sheels...” She ploughs through boxes and rails of dr
cleaning and arrives al her cubbyhole office at the back “Here thev arel”
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worried we didn’t have the full five sets” The Italilan-made sheets were
oraered especially for Oprah, a hotel reqular, from the Anichini company
= the Louis Vuitton of linens. It's not that Oprah insists on them as such,
but the hotel knows how she likes personalised sheets, so they rustled up
d surprise — her very own Bel-Air design in citrine (somewhere between
lemon and lime, this is Oprah’s favourite colour), decorated with an
embossed peacock feather pattern.

Nancy folds out one of her top sheets and reveals a large ‘Oprah’ sewn
INto the f3bric. “It's done so when her bed is made, her name goes right
across, she says, proudly. “Usually she just has ‘O’ so we went one better”

This is a typical Bel-Air touch. Few hotels would even consider
personalising linens and robes for their quests, let alone doing it for free,
but the Bel-Air 1s famous for going the extra mile for VIPs and long-term
quests. It's one reason why the likes of Oprah, senator John Kerry and
Tom Cruise keep coming back to this secluded idyll, sprawled over a
gorgeous 12-acre garden. Another is the hotel's old-money, country club

Feeding frenzy: (this picture) preparing
for lunch. Opposite: the Bel-Air’s
external serenity belies the frenetic
activity behind the scenes.

feel, a place of privacy and privilege. And it 1s a club of sorts. The
neighbourhood of Bel-Air has no shops, restaurants or cafés, so the hotel
Serves as a hyphenate hangout — a bar, spa, lunch spot and meeting
place — for the locals. It plays host to a wonderful menagerie of tycoons
and celebrities including the likes of Mr Spock (Leonard Nimoy) and the
/'2" ex-basketball player Kareem Abdul-Jabbar

But it I1s personal service that most distinguishes the Hotel Bel-Aur,
particularly under the charismatic leadership of its Portuguese managing
director, Carlos Lopes. Over 300 staff attend only 91 suites — each of
which is unique. This is why the tariffs are 20 per cent higher than those
Of Its competitors (rooms start at $395, suites at $775 ), but also explains
why at the Hotel Bel-Air, almost every wish — however outlandish = can
De accommodated immediately and without fuss. This aura of POSSIDIlity,
combined with the location and sheer beauty of the gardens, lends the
Notel a rare, otherworldly quality.

"Oh, we always try! says Nancy. A maternal, chuckling lady of 41, she »




