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Profile the ivy hotel

 T
he experience begins upon arrival, 
which often comes via the hotel’s 
complimentary Escalade service. 
Barely have you entered the lobby 

when a glass of Champagne finds your hand, 
as refreshing as the greetings of the staff are 
warm. After check-in, an English Guild-
trained butler inquires if your wishes might 
include having your suitcase unpacked, your 
bath drawn, and your trousers pressed.  

Butlers? In iconically-casual San Diego? 
Yes—and from caviar tacos in the hotel’s 
sophisticated restaurant to an in-suite stripper 
pole, the Ivy Hotel, opened in May 2007, has 
rewritten hotel convention in this re-animated 
Navy town.

“San Diego may even have better beaches and 
weather than jet-set destinations like St. Tropez 
and Miami,” says developer and owner Michael 
Kelly, “but it never had their stylish hotels.”  

A native Southern Californian, Kelly knows 
opportunity when he sees it. Through Kelly 
Capital, the venture firm he established with 
his brother Richard in 1993, Kelly has turned 
around value investments in real estate, 
operating companies and debt to the tune of 
over $3 billion.  

Around $100 million of the Kellys’ own 
money—sister Louise is on-board too—went 
into creating the Ivy Hotel. Kelly’s goal was 
straightforward. “I wanted to introduce a 
five-star boutique hotel with an attitude that 
would put San Diego on the international 
business-leisure travel map,” he says. That was 
his motivation; his global travel experiences 
would guide his design. His calculus for the Ivy 
was simple: five-star style plus great rooms.  

Skilled at real estate rescue—the parking lots 
surrounding LAX were one investment—Kelly 
selected the historic but run-down Maryland 
Hotel, adjacent to San Diego’s hopping 
Gaslamp Quarter. Kelly turned to Powerstrip 
Studio, an L.A.-based hotel design boutique 
with movie-industry roots, to animate his 
vision. “Michael allowed us to generate specific 
design and program ideas which embodied his 
spirit, energy and business goals,” says Dayna 
Lee, one of the project’s principal designers. “It 
was a confident, collaborative process.”  

Its old bones made earthquake-ready, the 
Maryland’s brick exterior remains; inside 
awaits a strong, masculine, voyeuristic 
experience, announced by the lobby’s chocolate 
leather-wrapped columns, mahogany floors 

and abundant translucent glass. 
There’s a Victorian bordello motif 
in the ground-level nightclub Envy 
(free for hotel guests Thursday to 
Saturday), with sultry fun galore in 
Eden’s pool and rooftop cabanas. 

Inspired by New York’s Mercer 
Kitchen, the open-hearth Quarter 
Kitchen invites interaction with 
the chefs and welcomes the solo 
traveler—another Kelly idea—
with dining at the bar. Business 
negotiators and celebrants have the 
private mezzanine-level table, or 
more discretely, the glass-encased, 
working wine cellar; plus, there’s 
20,000 square feet of available 
meeting and event space.  

Then there are the rooms, 159 
in all, plus 14 deluxe suites and 
3 specialty suites. Check your 
inhibitions at the door in the Star 
Suite: a glassed-in shower that goes 
opaque or translucent at the touch 
of a button faces the king-size bunk 
bed, with a removable stripper’s pole 
and dancing cube in between.  

The people-watching includes customer 
insight and care. “Without giving away too 
many secrets,” says general manager Rick 
Gluth, a hospitality veteran who translates 
Kelly’s experiences into guest programming, 
“We are always looking to act on guest 
preferences.” It’s the art of the subtle surprise. 
Mention a favorite band and their CD appears 
in your room; one CEO arrived to find a 
framed picture of his family on the nightstand. 

The locals love it, as do adventurers from 
such locales as L.A., Vegas and Arizona; the 
word is out on the international circuit, 
too. Kelly put a Jaguar on the roof for one 
promotional launch and Rolls-Royces outside 
for another. He’s also charity-minded: hosted 
by Sarah Michelle Gellar, the hotel’s one-year 
anniversary event raised $50,000 for global 
poverty-fighting organization CARE.

Kelly says that while the Ivy’s sensuous vine 
may extend to Hollywood, London and St. 
Tropez, the first-time hotelier is enjoying his 
inaugural success. “This is an exciting time for 
San Diego,” he says, “and we are a big part of it.”

The Ivy Hotel, 600 F Street, San Diego, CA; 
tel. 619-814-1000; www.ivyhotel.com 
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