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Why book Hotel El Roblar? 

Ojai’s first hotel is back in business, and it’s offering a one-of-a-kind stay that has Hollywood’s fingerprints all over it. Hotel El 

Roblar’s longest staying guests are a pair of Aldabra Giant Tortoises named Abra and Cadabra. (They weigh more than 160 

pounds and are still growing.) It’d be easy to hang out with them all day—they enjoy gentle shell, head, and neck 

scratches—but a nostalgia-infused pool and a lush garden exploding with showy foxtail agave, bougainvillaea, and soaring 

palm trees also demand time and attention. 

Set the scene 

The Spanish Revival façade makes it clear that you’ve arrived somewhere with a story. Many stories, actually. But the 

preserved Mission-style entry archway doesn’t truly prepare you for what’s waiting when you walk inside. Dark and dramatic, 

leather sofas, Monterey furniture, and a seemingly always-burning stone fireplace encourage you to have a seat and get 

comfortable. If you take the time to really look the space over, past the assorted animal antlers and through the vase 

bursting with peacock feathers, a mural by Stefano Castronovo that wraps the room delivers a unique telling of Ojai’s history. 

Among depictions of Ojai’s founder, Edward Drummond Libbey, and the Chumash, you’ll find local landmarks and a 

Tyrannosaurus rex. The room looks old, but in reality, everything in it is new or new to the property; old photos were used to 

recreate the fireplace. Though quiet in the morning, later in the day, I saw a mix of folks ranging from their 30s to 60s 

lingering in the moody but refreshingly quiet space, often pairing conversation with cocktails from the tiny Snug Bar tucked 

off the lobby. I’d say it was a good mix of curious locals checking the place out for date night and guests stopping in for a 

pre- or post-dinner drink. 

Time spent poolside soaking up some vitamin D, is time well spent. With yellow and white striped loungers, green-blue 

vintage-inspired fringe umbrellas, and soft Turkish towels, it’s easy to settle in, splash around, and happily lose track of time. 
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The backstory 

There’s a lot to this one. In the early 1900s, Edward Drummond Libbey, a wealthy Ohio glass manufacturer, is said to have 

fallen in love with the dusty town of Nordhoff while on vacation. He hired architects and a builder, and the town got a Mission 

Revival glow-up along with the new name of Ojai. By 1917, downtown was taking on a postcard-worthy shape thanks to a 

new city park, a commanding post office with a tower, and an arcade along Ojai Avenue. Hotel El Roblar joined the lineup a 

few years later. Over the last hundred-plus years, the properties have had a lot of lives, names, and myriad owners, 

including a pair of brothers who went to prison for tax evasion. In the late 1970s, it was purchased by Sheila Cluff, a 

professional figure skater turned aerobics fitness guru, and operated as a wellness retreat known as The Oaks at Ojai until 

the Thomas fire forced its closure in 2017. Its original name’s been restored, and its doors reopened thanks to a team of 

creatives, including conservationist and filmmaker Eric Goode, producer of Tiger King and Chimp Crazy, (who also had a 

hand in creating many New York venues such as The Bowery Hotel); filmmaker Jeremy McBride, also known for his work on 

Tiger King and Chimp Crazy; Ramin Shamshiri, designer and founding partner of Commune and Studio Shamshiri, and 

restaurateur Warner Ebbink. 

During the reimagination process, all of the hotel was brought down to the studs, but McBride said the goal was to instill a 

sense of place; it was meant to feel like a restoration, even though nearly everything is brand new or new to the property. In 

a nod to the hotel’s backyard, a wall of fame steps off the lobby pays tribute to assorted legends of Ojai, including renowned 

mountaineer and environmentalist Rick Ridgeway, ceramicists Otto and Vivika Heino, and author Aldous Huxley. 

The rooms 

Have personality. Hotel El Roblar’s 50 accommodations are divided among the Main Building, 11 private bungalows, and the 

newly constructed Sycamore House. You’ll have a different experience depending on where you stay. Rooms in the main 

house and the bungalows are bright and vibrant, with colorful artwork and patterned tile work, and ample natural light. All of 

the bungalows have garden patios with water features—bungalow 11 has a pond studded with koi—and many of the rooms 

in the Main Building have balconies or terraces. The cabin-style rooms in the Sycamore House, with board-and-batten 

exteriors and interiors, are unexpectedly dark and moody. (Applying makeup is not an easy task.) All rooms have Pendleton 

blankets, personalized with the hotel’s name and the year it opened, soft and fluffy, green-and-white-striped organic-cotton 

bathrobes from Autumn Sonata, and turndown service that includes chocolate chip cookies. Another fun room find is a plush 

California Condor stuffed animal that’s available for purchase, with proceeds going to the conservation group, Condors Rest. 

Why a condor? It goes back to ensuring a sense of place and to honoring local history and native wildlife throughout the 

property. The largest bird in North America, the condor, numbered fewer than two dozen in the wild in the 1980s. Today, their 

numbers are slowly rising; the nearby Sespe Condor Sanctuary plays a key role in ongoing recovery efforts. 

Food and drink 

The celebration of California’s endangered condor extends beyond Hotel El Roblar’s guest rooms. Located just off the lobby 

in the Main Building, the low-lit Condor Bar serves California-Mexican dinner fare ranging from Baja fish tacos to duck leg 

carnitas. Standouts for me included the jicama salad, the pork ribs al pastor served with tortillas so you can enjoy the dish 

taco-style, and the passionfruit soft serve with candied macadamia nuts and coconut. Wall space is dedicated to everything 

condor, from National Geographic magazine covers to Argentinian banknotes to bird skulls mounted in shadowboxes. 

Overlooking a stretch of the hotel’s striking garden, La Cocina is the go-to for breakfast and lunch. A European-style 

breakfast buffet, including yogurt, fruit, meats, cheese, and chocolate crème-filled conchas, is included with every stay. 

(Somewhat oddly, drip coffee is included, but hot tea is not.) An à la carte menu offers additional breakfast selections such 
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as chilaquiles verde, blue corn pancakes, and avocado toast, for an additional fee. Both dining venues are led by chef 

Brandon Boudet, co-owner of SoCal eateries Little Dom’s and Little Dom’s Seafood. 

The spa 

There are plans to open a spa in late 2027. 

The neighborhood 

Just a 90-minute drive from Los Angeles, Ojai has long lured Angelenos looking for an easy escape from the hustle and 

bustle. Hotel El Roblar is set on two acres on Ojai Avenue, so it’s an easy walk from a long list of restaurants, boutiques, and 

vintage stores. The Ojai Playhouse, one of California’s oldest single-screen cinemas, is just across the street. (Fresh off a 

full restoration, the theatre was added to the National Register of Historic Places in January 2026. Originally opened in 1914, 

the venue predates Ojai being named Ojai.) Hop on one of the hotel’s courtesy bikes to explore the neighborhood, or go for 

a stroll to Bart’s Books, said to be the world’s largest outdoor bookstore. No matter how you move about, one thing you 

won’t find in Ojai is chain stores. 

The service 

Laid back and relaxed. If you seek something formal, this isn’t the place for you. Many of the staff I spoke to were Ojai 

natives, excited about shining a spotlight on their hometown. 

For families 

Families are welcome, but unless you have teens, they likely won’t appreciate or embrace the vibe here. I would leave the 

kids at home and enjoy. 

Eco effort 

Nothing notable here; the animal conservation angle is spread throughout the review. 

Accessibility 

There are three adapted accommodations (one in the Main Building, one in the Sycamore House, and one bungalow) for 

guests with mobility disabilities. Assistive listening and sight-impaired devices are available on request. A portable pool 

elevator is also offered on request. 

Anything left to mention? 

Guests of Hotel El Roblar can book a private, complimentary tour of the Turtle Conservancy. Don’t sleep on this opportunity. 

Home to about 500 turtles and tortoises, the nonprofit (founded by Goode) is only a 10-minute or so drive away in Ojai’s 

East End, and it just might change how you feel about reptiles. Tortoises have a softer side that shines through when you 

offer up a good back scratching. And how you came to hand-feed 300-pound Galapagos Giant Tortoises celery ribs in Ojai is 

a story I bet you never thought you’d get to tell. 
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