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Introduction: Four-thirty in the afternoon in Muskegon, Michigan





I am sitting in an auditorium, watching a woman rip the lining out of an expensive fur felt fedora and dunk it into a bucket of water. I am taking notes on this; the forty-odd people around me are taking notes on this. We have come from London, New York, Los Angeles, Boston, New Orleans, Cottage Grove. We have been here since eight-thirty this morning. It is a Buster Keaton convention. We’re learning to make a porkpie hat.


The people around me are warm, gracious, and – as they will be the first to admit – unusual. They are all members of the Damfinos, the International Buster Keaton Society, some 700 members strong. They’re the kind of people who know Buster’s hat size (6⅞), people who sit around talking about projection speeds, people who have been inside the Italian Villa (Buster’s former Hollywood mansion, not open to the public), people who recall which prints of which eighty-year-old movies are missing which scenes, people who get married in Keaton-specific locations, people with Buster tattoos, people who know whether Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle’s suspenders buttoned on the inside or outside of his pants, people who will take five trains and brave two hurricanes to get to the convention, passionate people, people who take things personally. I am writing a book on Buster Keaton, and they make me nervous.


At the convention, I fail the trivia quiz miserably. They still let me attend the banquet, where we dine on Buster’s favorite foods. There is an auction, and to the highest bidder go out-of-print books, a Keaton life mask, a portrait of Buster made out of 15,000 strung beads, original postcards, rare films, and the like. Later, I gain admittance to the costumed speakeasy, where someone shows up with Roscoe Arbuckle’s actual scrapbook, full of never-before-seen clippings and photos; a huddle forms and lasts through the wee hours. 


Why we’re in Muskegon


It has nothing to do with nostalgia, or a discomfort with living in our own time, or a fascination with the esoteric. It’s because of the movies. Keaton’s films are witty, beautiful, unsentimental, moving, and – most of all – funny. As he scrambles onscreen, objects come to peculiar (yet pragmatic) ends, driven in an instant to the curious brink of comedic perfection: in his hurly-burly world, a car might serve as a sailboat, a violin could double as a paddle, and Keaton himself can turn into a monkey. Even when striking a minor key, a Keaton flick can’t help but betray an excitement, an underpinning joy – the 1920s were a heady time, film was a new art, and society was in a terrible hurry to become something else. So houses fall, cars careen out of control, locomotives plunge into rivers – everything is on the verge of collapse or collision – and Keaton is there shooting it all, flinging down films from the high-wire act of modern life. The forces that stand between a man and love, happiness, and success are tremendous and well organized. It’s all you can do but laugh.


And laugh hard. Keaton was a master of the streamlined gag. His precision, geometry, and grace register in your gut long before your mind can wrap itself around what he’s doing. He once said, ‘A good comedy story can be written on a penny postcard,’ and the remark carries more than a whiff of Keaton’s signature self-effacement.1 To him, his films were nothing more than postcards: the disposable shorthand of someone on vacation. Indeed he would not have understood the point to such a book as this. He often insisted, ‘No man can be a genius in slap-shoes and a flat hat.’2 But he was more than a genius. He was a prodigious acrobat and brilliant writer, gagman, director, and editor – a 5’6” auteur masquerading as a clown.


And so people go to Muskegon, and to theaters across the world, because Keaton’s work feels fiercely relevant. While his contemporaries wrote in strokes that today seem terribly broad, Keaton was a man who prized subtlety and understood meaning in the flick of an eye, a momentary hesitation, a shift in weight, a motion half-begun. He underscored the big-screen spectacle (cyclones, avalanches, stampedes) with the perfectly underplayed detail. His virtuosity most often is compared to that of Chaplin, but the two are birds of a decidedly different feather. Keaton put it this way: ‘Charlie’s tramp was a bum with a bum’s philosophy. Lovable as he was he would steal if he got the chance. My little fellow was a working man and honest.’3 Keaton was also the more honest storyteller – his films might be touching, but not in the determinedly sentimental mode of Chaplin. Keaton eschewed weepy close-ups, and his stories often don’t end happily, but instead with a final nod to bitterness, dejection, or death – an unexpected final twist, the kind of flawless gesture that explodes the closure it purports to bring. Luckily for us, Keaton’s little fellow had a habit of keeping his chin up, despite the fact that it seemed to attract punch after undeserved punch.


Why a book?


This book is merely a fan’s notes. It is meant to celebrate an unbelievably fertile time in American cinema that was the result of an extraordinary man working under extraordinary circumstances – with absolute artistic freedom, in the fluidity of the silent medium, infused with the bravado of the machine age, supported by a crack team, fresh in the athletic vigor of his youth.


And for that, I will attempt to avoid the pitfall of the Stone Face. It was Keaton’s greatest trademark, but over the years it unfortunately has served as an interpretative Rorschach for the thesis-laden biographer, an ambiguous nail on which to hang even the most ludicrous interpretation. Keaton’s blank affect has led many critics to fixate on his ‘stoicism,’ to make him over as a sort of existential hero, or weep for him as a bruised and battered soul. Making matters worse, biographers have gotten bogged down in a sort of psychoanalytical quagmire – marking with relish each absent father that appears in his work, each instance of paternal abuse. Surely his father’s alcoholism played a part in his own; certainly casting dear old Dad as a bruising monster is an act of aggression. But these approaches miss the joy in the films – they’re funny! – and fail to recognize how a man can hold dignity in his face and still say it all with his eyes.


So with thanks to the Damfinos for their hospitality (and with apologies for any errors – I’m still working on the quiz), I submit this book to the generation just discovering Keaton, who find him not only at the art house, but in the video store – people who can partake in the relatively new pleasure of rewinding the scenes, dissecting the impossible pratfalls, and wondering over and over to themselves, how did he do that? 




Notes


1 ‘A good comedy story …’; Blesh, p. 133.


2 LAT, October 29, 1995.


3 Keaton & Samuels, p. 126.






















CHAPTER ONE


Cyclone Baby







Our hero came from Nowhere – he wasn’t going Anywhere and got kicked off Somewhere.


The High Sign (1921)





Friday, October 4, 1895. In Egypt, the Nile runs unusually high; Great Britain is experiencing uncommonly cold weather after a period of uncommon warmth; somewhere in Canada, a railroad superintendent on the Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy Line mysteriously disappears between stops; four men fall off a rope bridge some forty feet into a riverbed in Sing Sing, New York; two Massachusetts balloonatics are stranded aloft when their guide suddenly collapses. And in Piqua, Kansas, population somewhere around 200, Joseph Frank Keaton is born. His proud parents Myra, a 4’11” ninety-pound whiskey-drinking bull-fiddle player, and Joe, a brawling self-promoter with a prodigious high kick, are traveling the vaudeville circuit with the Mohawk Indian Medicine Show. When the show moves on, so does Joe, leaving his wife and child to catch up with him some two weeks later. Throughout his life, Joe Jr. would claim that Piqua was blown off the map shortly thereafter by a cyclone – a fictitious yet fitting bit of theatrical kinetics for the boy who would weather tremendous storms, both real and imaginary, as comedy’s Great Stone Face.1


Myra and Joe were star-crossed lovers from the start. She was the Iowa-born daughter of Frank L. Cutler, owner of the Cutler Comedy Company, one of the Old West’s many roving ‘medicine shows.’ A traveling nineteenth-century infomercial of sorts, the medicine show was a marriage of entertainment and commerce, offering the public free outdoor variety acts while deriving revenue from the boozy tonic it aggressively hawked. The son of a miller, Joe Keaton hailed from a sober line of Indiana Quakers, but – as his self-styled legend has it – he lit out for the territories at age twenty-six with eight bucks and a Winchester rifle.2 Somewhere in the great Oklahoma Territory, a landless and penniless Joe crossed paths with the Cutler Company, which was busy spreading the gospel of its ‘Kickapoo Elixir.’ He signed on with the show for three dollars a week as a bouncer, laborer, and ‘eccentric dancer.’ Thus Joe met sixteen-year-old Myra, and though he was a foot taller and ten years her senior, he began to woo.3 ‘Doc’ Cutler was not eager to have a yarn-spinning drifter for a son-in-law, and he sent Myra to live with relatives in Lincoln, Nebraska. But willful Myra was not to be denied; one day she showed up at Joe’s boarding house, and on May 31, 1894, a Justice of the Peace married the young couple, even though they were a dime short of the two-dollar wedding fee.4


The Cutler Company had no place for its wayward daughter and her shiftless husband, so Myra and Joe were forced to find work with other outfits. It was a hard, vagabond life lived for paltry pay. Myra played three shows nightly while Joe pitched tents, canvassed the town to drum up business, and kept an ear out for the cry, ‘Hey, Rube!’ – the carny distress signal, used when being set upon by resentful locals.5 Rambunctious Joe was handy in a fight; his favorite on-stage bit was also his best brawling maneuver: a particularly nasty and sudden high kick. From a standstill he could whip his foot eight feet in the air with enough precision to knock a man’s hat off his head – with or without harming the head. Joe was a bar-room braggadocio, an outgoing soul whose frequent black-eyes earned him the nickname ‘Dick Deadeye,’ after the scoundrel in Gilbert and Sullivan’s HMS Pinafore.6 Myra soon grew accustomed to her husband’s scrapes with the local constabulary; she was a woman who rolled her own cigarettes and played a ruthless game of pinochle.


Then, eight months into her unruly union, in February 1895, Myra became pregnant.7 That fall, in the whistle-stop town of Piqua, Kansas, she gave birth to a baby boy.


Most likely it wasn’t until he was eighteen months old that Joseph Frank Keaton took his first pratfall, an ill-fated tumble down a full flight of stairs in a theatrical boarding-house, from which he emerged unscathed – though he himself would later maintain he was aged just six months on the auspicious day.8 Regardless, the act was witnessed by another guest, who picked up the infant and proclaimed to Joe something along the lines of, ‘My, what a buster!’ The name – show-biz slang for a fall – stuck. In early versions of the story, the witness is George Pardey, a vaudeville comedian; a later, and less likely, account has the great Houdini himself unwittingly baptizing the lad.9 The moniker even precedes the work of R. F. Outcault, originator of the ‘Buster Brown’ comic strip.10 This boy Buster was clearly an original.


Buster’s tumble was a brisk introduction to what would amount to a lifetime of odd occurrences, fantastic mishaps, and propitious near-calamities. One summer day before he was three, young Buster sat behind his family’s current boarding-house, watching a washerwoman dry the laundry with an old-fashioned clothes wringer. The woman had turned her back on Buster, and he was gamely poking at the mysterious contraption when suddenly it sucked his right index finger into its solid-rubber maw. The machine was taken apart, but the finger couldn’t be saved – a local doctor sliced it off at the first joint. Then, as legend has it, the day went from bad to worse. Baby Buster slept off the pain, and awoke that afternoon to toddle out into the yard. There he spied a peach, hanging from a tree, and attempted to dislodge it by tossing a brick. The projectile came down squarely on his head, resulting in another visit from the doctor and three stitches in the boy’s scalp. Down but not out, Buster took another nap. This time he awoke to a howling wind. Curious, he went to the window, where he was immediately picked up by a raging Kansas twister which carried him for about a block before a local man could nab the flying youngster and deposit him in a storm cellar.11 The boy was indestructible.


Such tall tales were surely the work of Joe Keaton, a one-man PR firm, who churned out countless dispatches from the Keaton family front on his great Blickensderfer typewriter, sending them off to any newspaperman who would take the time to read them.12 From Joe, Buster learned the value of a good story; given a chance to set the record straight in his 1960 autobiography, he perpetuated many a family myth, including the one about his very bad day.


But if Buster developed an early taste for embellishment, perhaps it was because the vaudeville stage was populated by people who truly seemed larger than life. While Harry Houdini probably wasn’t on hand to name the boy, the great magician and escape artist struck up with the Keatons shortly thereafter in Pittsburg, Kansas. Harry and Bess Houdini quickly became close friends of Joe and Myra. In December of 1897, the four of them – all fledgling vaudevillians – took on with the California Concert Company, a medicine show run by Doc Thomas B. Hill. The company didn’t last the winter.13 But Houdini stayed in touch with Joe, and Buster later would learn sleight-of-hand from the master.14


Joe and Myra were having a hard time making a go of it in the small-time world of medicine-show theatrics. The towns were poor, the audiences small, and the money scarce; when the show moved on, Myra and the baby would take the train, leaving Joe to cover the distance on foot.15 Joe grew tired of tents, walking, and selling elixirs – he dreamed of a life in legitimate vaudeville. No more Kickapoos for them. The East beckoned.


So in November of 1899, the Keatons arrived in New York City. And like others before them, they found the streets didn’t flow with milk and honey. The vaudeville season was booked in advance; there was little work to be had, even had Joe possessed an ‘act’ – which he didn’t. Joe underwent a period of self-invention. ‘The Man Who Broke Chairs’ failed to win anyone over, and eventually he came up with a billing that left more to the imagination: ‘The Man With a Table.’ In this more realized act, Joe, in a clown suit, performed acrobatics on and around the eponymous table, managing to do damage to a chair, the floor, and his shins. Myra played the cornet and had her hat kicked off.16 ‘The Two Keatons’ passed a bitter month.


Then, as luck would have it, Joe ran into Tony Pastor, a vaudeville producer who gave him an audition. Remarkably, on December 18, 1899, Joe and Myra took the stage as the penultimate act at Pastor’s Union Square Theater. The duo was the final human act; they were followed by a Vitagraph projection, a short film novelty that signaled the end of the show. By then, the audience usually had cleared out. It was the lowest rung on the ladder, but they had made it.17 These were paying customers. The Keatons were in vaudeville.


At Pastor’s, Joe and Myra performed three or four shows a day. Joe talked up the act, and soon they got other gigs. On the first day of 1900, when the Keatons played the Pleasure Palace, they must have felt they had reached the big time – the enormous theater, at 58th Street and Third Avenue, seated 4,900. That spring and summer, they took their routine beyond Manhattan to Brooklyn beer gardens, New Jersey theaters, the pier at Atlantic City.18 Their act, while perhaps generic, was passable. Then, one week in mid-October, everything changed.




*





No one really cares much about a matinee. It’s a good time to exercise the muscles, vary the routine, keep things fresh. The Keatons were in Delaware, starting a week at William Lee Dockstader’s Wonderland Theater, when Joe got an itch. He put his boy, just turned five, in a red wig, vest, big shoes, and baggy trousers – a miniature version of his own theatrical costume – and set the kid onstage. No one laughed. Later that week, Joe tried again at the kiddie matinee, and this time there were titters – from the adults. Dockstader offered the Keatons an extra $10 a week to keep the boy in the act, day and night. The Keatons allayed their concerns over Buster’s bedtime by letting him sleep through the morning, and thus ‘The Two Keatons’ became three.19


Buster’s official vaudeville debut owed less to good showmanship than simple pragmatism, for in fact the boy had been wandering onstage and interrupting his parents’ act for years – since he was nine months old, if vaudeville legend is to be trusted. His distressed parents were forced to corral him into a stage trunk, which caused them further worry when an inattentive stagehand shut the lid and almost suffocated the child while his parents were performing.20 As Buster grew older, Joe and Myra resorted to tying him to an offstage pole.21 Eventually it seemed the best way to keep an eye on the boy was to put him in the act.


The routine started out as an improvised bit of familial roughhouse, but quickly evolved into an unscripted, helter-skelter drama concerning a father’s epic battle to discipline his rambunctious son – the action consisting mainly of Buster being tossed about by a hidden suitcase handle strapped to his back. ‘The Man With a Table’ was father to ‘The Human Mop,’ a boy whose many uses included wiping the floor and getting thrown through backdrops, into the orchestra pit, and off the stage.22 Buster would earn this punishment with his insolent tongue and repeated disruptions of Joe’s stage sermon, which instructed the audience in the best ways to make their children mind. Buster would flatten Joe with a basketball; Joe would throw him to the wings; Myra would play the alto sax.23 Audiences squirmed, then laughed to see the impish boy reappear, unharmed. ‘The Three Keatons’ had their gimmick.


To modern eyes, the act might seem to border on abuse, but Buster always denied such allegations. He was born a ham; such demonstrations came instinctually to him – and what boy doesn’t enjoy playing rough?24 Furthermore, Buster was a natural acrobat who grew up surrounded by professionals. His innate talent, his elastic, durable young bones, and the boldness of being under four feet tall made him an early, quick study of the comedy pratfall. Before he knew it, Buster was cultivating a stage personality. Buster and Joe got the biggest laughs when the boy didn’t react to his success or failure. Realizing there is nothing funny about a comedian who laughs at his own jokes, Joe instilled in his boy a deadpan expression, hissing ‘Face! Face!’ under his breath if – amidst the hilarity – Buster began to crack a smile.25 Thus was born the impassive stone face, a Buster Keaton trademark that he would put to comedic effect for the rest of his life. He came to assert that it wasn’t an act, that he was wholly incapable of laughter. To the public, this seemed true; Buster learned the discipline of comedy young, and he learned it well.


‘The Little Boy Who Can’t Be Damaged’ was unique among his peers. The vaudeville stage saw countless cute and well-mannered ‘Little Lord Fauntleroys,’ but few irascible hellions. There was good reason for this. Few children could pull off what Buster did: the act was physically grueling, and he and Joe took some hard knocks. Once, Buster was thrown into a backdrop that happened to be hiding a brick wall; later, when Buster was about eight, Joe knocked him out for eighteen hours with a high kick. (With a showman’s pride, Buster later remembered it as the only time the Keatons missed a performance due to an onstage injury.) Many vaudeville stages were rough-hewn affairs, and one day Joe – falling from a table – took a four-inch splinter to the head that speared his wig to his scalp.26 Audience members, too, could be at risk. The Keatons were playing to a packed Syracuse house when Myra’s saxophone solo aroused the ire of a particularly vociferous critic. Joe immediately hoisted Buster by the handle under his overcoat and threw him – feet-first – at the heckler, breaking three of the offender’s ribs and smashing two of the adjacent man’s front teeth. Buster, naturally, was just fine.27


After their historic Delaware engagement, The Three Keatons took a brief tour of the Midwest. By early spring they were back East, and on March 11, 1901, Buster made his triumphant New York debut at Proctor’s 125th Street Theater. The family then signed on for a stint at Tony Pastor’s, where it had all begun for Joe and Myra. But this time things were different: the act was held over after its initial run; the Keatons had to go on only twice a day; their weekly salary more than quadrupled, to about $225; the family was able to take an apartment on 21st Street.28 Under a good-sized picture of Buster, a page-two story in the New York Clipper proclaimed, ‘The tiny comedian is perfectly at ease in his work, natural, finished and artistic, and his specialties have proved a fetching addition to the favorite act of the Keatons that is known all over the land by its title, “The Man With the Table.”’29 The kid was a hit.
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1 ‘The Man With a Table,’ with wife and child, San Francisco, 1901.
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2 A dapper young Buster, dressed to fool the Gerries, date unknown.
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CHAPTER TWO


Meet the Keatons







All of my life I have been happiest when the folks watching me said to each other, ‘Look at the poor dope, wilya?’1


Buster Keaton





The article in the Clipper contains an interesting detail. It puts the tiny comedian’s birth on October 4, 1893 – two years before Buster’s actual birthday. Chances are, Joe planted the misinformation. The willful error seems counterintuitive; why downplay the precocity of the boy’s debut? The reason was simple: the Gerries had caught wind of the Keatons.


The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children was known – in some circles less than affectionately – as The Gerry Society, after its founder Elbridge T. Gerry.2 The well-intentioned, somewhat radical (for its time) group crusaded to rescue minors from New York City’s streets, sweatshops, and theaters. By the time of Buster’s debut, child-labor laws strictly prohibited a child under the age of seven from stepping foot on a stage, and in order to do anything – sing, dance, strum, tumble – a youth had to be at least sixteen. So Joe ‘aged’ Buster by two years to make him stage legal, and then took the rather weak line of argument that what Buster did didn’t really constitute a performance – he was merely a prop being thrown about. Various theater managers would further obfuscate things by spreading word that Buster was in fact a midget, a rumor that Joe did little to quell by dressing his son in pint-sized suits, accessorized with cane, case, and derby.3


And so the Keatons began a nine-year game of cat and mouse with the various agents of the Gerry Society. A typical week’s engagement would begin with a Monday matinee, during which Joe and Buster – under the watchful eye of the Gerry scout planted somewhere in the audience – would keep the mayhem in careful check. The inspector would rarely come by again, and suffice it to say by the weekend the show was another thing altogether.4 The routine worked more often than not, yet there were times when the society thought it had gotten the better of the Keatons. Buster rather fondly remembered being hauled into the office of more than one New York City Mayor to be stripped and searched for bruises. None were ever found.5 The theater was a game the Keatons were winning.


Not that the Gerry Society didn’t have reason to come calling. Buster was becoming the family breadwinner, and he wasn’t exactly like other children. For one thing, he didn’t go to school. He had tried it once, at the age of six, but it didn’t take. Buster had been indignant to be woken at 8 a.m. by his father, and packed off to school with the other children, but he found his Jersey City classmates to be a generous audience for his wisecracks, which he lifted from a schoolroom comedy routine he had seen more than once at the theater. The poor teacher was no match for Buster’s borrowed wit, and the principal sent the young comedian home with a note asking that he never return. It was the only day of formal schooling he would attend in his entire life; after that, Myra took up the boy’s education.6


The Keatons’ act was getting bigger, and what was attracting the attention of Gerry and non-Gerry alike was its particular brand of bedlam – fast gaining fame as the roughest roughhousing in vaudeville. In 1900, America could still be a pretty polite place; theatergoers delighted in a good beaning, and the Keatons were happy to oblige. While the sequence of events differed from show to show, the act was a variation on the theme of mutual abuse. The boy picks up a broom and starts to pester his dad, who lightly swipes back. An exchange of playful little taps soon escalates into full-on whacks, which suddenly fall in time with the band, now blasting ‘The Anvil Chorus.’ Later, Myra toots on her sax while, in the background, Joe begins to lather up his face for a shave. Buster wanders in with a basketball attached to a rubber tube. He surreptitiously fixes one end above the mirror Joe is using, and walks across the stage, stretching the tube taut. When the long blade of the straight razor is poised above Joe’s neck, Buster releases the basketball, which whizzes towards the back of Joe’s unsuspecting head. The audience gasps. Joe’s face smashes into the mirror. Myra plays on.7


Thus the abuse clearly went both ways, and as Buster grew older, Joe took to wearing a steel cap underneath his wig to shield his pate from Buster’s ever-stronger blows. One night, after a few too many drinks, Joe forgot his cap, and Buster knocked him unconscious with a broom handle; another time, Buster accidentally shot Joe in the face with a blank, leaving him lacerated and powder-burnt (but all right).8 Each performance had its surprises, and Buster learned to be on the lookout for anything – especially once Joe began to channel all of his parenting, real and make-believe, through the family act. Offstage actions could earn onstage punishment, such as the time, years later, when Joe – himself a smoker – discovered a pipe in Buster’s jacket. Buster knew he was in for it, but he went down swinging, and that night the duo broke three brooms, two chairs, the house set, and a table.9


When Buster was still little, the stage combat was punctuated by a rather humdrum, not-so-witty repartee:


‘Son, can you read your A, B, C’s?’


‘I have never read them.’


‘What have you read?’


‘I have red hair.’10


Still, the kid was a charmer. Joe proudly advertised his boy as ‘the cutest little bundle of jollity that ever wriggled into the hearts of audiences.’ 11 A 1903 article in The New York Times begins, ‘Buster Keaton, who assists Papa Keaton and Mamma Keaton at Keith’s this week, says that on the trains he is four years old, but in New York he is ten.’ (In reality, he was seven.) The pint-sized comedian goes on to relate, ‘When we travel daddy puts a short skirt on mamma. He buys a full-fare ticket for himself, a half-fare for mamma, and as for me – well, it’s into the dog basket.’ The well-smitten reviewer brands Buster an ‘excruciatingly funny little chap.’12


Soon, the little chap got some company. Despite what Buster said on the record, the family could now afford to travel by sleeper car – Mom and Dad below, with Buster relegated to the top berth (beside Myra’s saxophone).13 And so, in his words, ‘the Pullman babies began arriving.’14 On August 25, 1904, Myra gave birth to Harry Stanley Keaton. The baby was named after family friend Harry Houdini, but quickly earned the nickname ‘Jingles’ for the ruckus he made with his toys. On the day before Halloween 1906, Buster and Jingles got a sister, christened Louise Dresser Keaton, after the vaudeville and silent film actress of the same name.15


To be fair, Joe displayed an evenhanded parenting style, playing it equally cavalier with all of his children. With Myra out of the act (pregnant with Louise), Joe was desperate to keep the Keatons in the headlines, and he cooked up a publicity stunt in Portland, Maine, which involved having a local prop man kidnap eighteen-month-old Jingles outside of a grocery store. The stunt went awry when a gang of day laborers witnessed the baby-snatching and gave chase. Eventually Jingles was found at the train station, alone and eating candy.16


So The Man With a Table now had a wife and three kids, and, as was to be expected, strange and fascinating tales began cropping up about the unlucky family’s miraculous resilience. Buster enthusiastically recalls the many fires, train wrecks, and freak accidents that plagued the Keatons’ vaudeville days. Baby Louise walked through a French window. Jingles’ pram rolled down the street, unmanned. So many boarding houses burnt down that Joe instituted fire drills. The family always came through without a scratch.17


During Myra’s absence from the stage, Buster’s career had taken a brief dramatic detour, and The Little Boy Who Couldn’t Be Damaged took on additional straight roles in melodramas such as Little Lord Fauntleroy and East Lynne.18 Buster, tired of playing tragic, prematurely doomed children, was anxious to get back to the family’s bread-and-butter act. True to form, it wasn’t long before The Three Keatons became five.


The new members weren’t much good in the knockabout game, so Jingles and Louise only appeared onstage at the very end, a cute coda to an act that professed to have its heart in family values. It was a bold move for a troupe on the Gerries’ short list, but for the most part Joe kept the littlest ones off the stage in New York, and the family was left alone.19 Then, one November day in 1907, Joe went too far.


The ultimate irony to the story is that it was all done for the children. The Keatons were in New York City, and Joe had agreed to exhibit all five of them at a concert at the Grand Opera House on 23rd Street and Eighth Avenue. The theater manager had promised no trouble from the Gerry Society – after all, it was a Thanksgiving benefit for the city’s needy children. The acts were performing gratis. Joe was pitching a feature story about The Five Keatons to the Dramatic Mirror, a leading theatrical trade, and the paper was sending someone to the show. The family seemed on the verge of another breakthrough. That night Joe, Buster, and Myra did their usual routine, then Buster chased Jingles, and Louise, twelve months old, tried to ‘dance.’ The next day, the entire family made an encore appearance – in New York City court. The New York Times reported a sad tale of repeated offense: ‘The Keaton children, Joseph, Jr., fourteen years old, George, three, and Vera, one, have performed in several theatres in this city. The father has been arrested a number of times, and on each occasion has been fined.’ In his testimony, the theater manager refused to confirm that he was the theater manager, on the grounds that it ‘might tend to degrade and incriminate him.’ And so, while confused about Buster’s age and his siblings’ names, the paper did get one thing right: the Keatons were in trouble. Joe was fined and the family banned from appearing on the New York stage for two years – when Buster supposedly would turn sixteen. The Gerry Society had finally won.20


The sentence dealt the act a serious blow, for it kept the Keatons out of the country’s most important vaudeville houses, such as Hammerstein’s Victoria, Tony Pastor’s, and the Palace. It put the family back where they had started: on the road, touring the theatrical hinterland of America and dreaming of a triumphant return East.




*





In exile, Buster gained something he’d never had before: a home. As the Keatons swung up, down, and through the country, they would return each summer to pass the vaudeville off-season in a modest upper-Michigan settlement sandwiched between two lakes – one Great, one small – called Bluffton.


Years earlier, the Keatons had played an amusement park outside of Muskegon, Michigan, a former logging town whose lake fed into Lake Michigan. The area’s sandy beaches, deep woods, and fresh waters took fervent hold of Joe’s imagination. In 1908, Joe and some of his associates founded what would become known as the Bluffton Actors’ Colony. Across the lake from the town of Muskegon, it was a haven for the songwriters, musicians, comedians, comic heavies, performing dogs, educated zebras, and bowling elephants that kept the rest of the country in perpetual delight. By the cool, blue waters of Muskegon Lake, a handful of vaudeville’s favorite sons and daughters settled down to while the summer away gossiping, trading secrets, retouching routines, playing pranks, one-upping each other, relaxing, cutting loose. Word of the colony spread, and soon Bluffton claimed over 200 residents.21 It was vaudeville’s bucolic playground, a vibrant fellowship of the performative spirit that lasted the span of a summer, and it was one of Buster’s favorite places in the world.


A year after creating the Actors’ Colony, Joe purchased his family a bona fide residence. Christened ‘Jingles’ Jungle,’ the clapboard summer-house had three bedrooms, a porch, and a gas stove.22 In Bluffton, Myra played endless games of pinochle, Joe spun yarns at Bullhead Pascoe’s saloon, and Buster took to being a kid.23 In the more than seven summers the family lived in Michigan, Buster became an avid outdoorsman, spending the long days swimming, duck hunting, and fishing. He also began a lifelong devotion to the game of baseball, and Buster introduced many of his stage acrobatics to the sandlot, flipping head over heels before catching an infield fly, or traveling by cartwheels to pick up a lazy grounder. He was the flashiest if not the most enthusiastic shortstop Bluffton had ever seen.24


While surely a serene, idyllic retreat, underneath Bluffton’s resort-town composure beat a wildly anarchic heart. Its inhabitants were free to fill their days with rocking-chair philosophizing and cards before dinner, but it was more likely that they were feverishly dreaming up the next big gag. Life was something performed for and on your neighbors, and Buster was fast becoming the town’s clown prince of practical  jokes. Some were simple sight gags: for instance, if Buster was riding his bike by the colony clubhouse and spied a stranger sitting on the porch, he would immediately barrel down the dock and launch himself into the water, bike and all. Other hapless visitors would row past the Keaton house and suddenly find themselves in the midst of an astonishing domestic scene. Pots and pans were being tossed off the porch with wild abandon – then came the children: first a boy, then a little girl, then the oldest would come flying off the porch, high, arms-flailing, and upside down. The poor sap would row madly off to report the abuse to the nearest authority, never aware that Buster had thrown his siblings and then himself off the porch, where they had landed safe and sound on the sand hill that sloped down thirty feet, perfectly soft and perfectly invisible from the water.25


While Buster’s stunts were always shrewd, visually eloquent affairs, the ones that gained him the most fame came to involve increasingly intricate mechanics. It all started with the Clown Pole. A bamboo fishing pole stood wedged between two boards in the town pier, as if momentarily abandoned. The line was attached to a red cork, which bobbed innocently on the lake. Underwater, the line ran along the dock and through a pulley; it surfaced out of view and stretched all the way up to the clubhouse, where it came in through a window. An outsider would stop to puzzle at the unmanned pole, when all of a sudden the bobber would take a monstrous dive. Invariably the man would leap for the pole and begin a heroic battle to land the ‘fish,’ which would be one or more of the actors laughing – and tugging – from above. A crowd would materialize to cheer on the victim. The gag ended with the pole being wrenched out of the hands of the stranger, who eventually would get wise to the prank and come up to the clubhouse, where he received a medal and was encouraged to buy drinks for the house.


The Clown Pole was Buster’s gift to the community. But one of his neighbors had difficulties of a very personal nature, and Buster next put his skills in the service of a friend. Ed Gray was an overweight, lethargic monologist who was plagued by two afflictions: an inability to get up in the morning, and a steady stream of picnickers and hikers who used his outhouse. To solve the first difficulty, Buster rigged Gray’s entire house to his alarm clock. At ten o’clock every morning, the alarm went off and, if left unanswered, put into action machinations of devilish sophistication: the stove was lit, the covers rudely snatched off the late-riser, the bed canted abruptly by means of cams and an electric motor. The waking of Ed Gray became a popular daily attraction, much like Old Faithful, and, after a period of behavioral conditioning, Gray learned to anticipate the machine.26


The aggressive alarm clock was received with great fanfare, but Buster’s pièce de résistance was Ed Gray’s hilltop outhouse. The facility was being strained to the limits of its capacity by uninvited visitors too prim to do their business in the woods and too rude to knock and ask permission. So Buster dismantled the wooden structure and attached spring hinges to each of the four walls. He split the roof down the middle, nailing the halves to opposite walls. He then buried a pipe under the outhouse. What appeared to be a clothesline emerged from one end of the pipe and stretched to Ed Gray’s kitchen window; underwear and shirts hung on the line. It was an inspired setup. When someone was bold enough to make himself at home in the outhouse, all Gray had to do was tug on the line and the roof and four walls fell outward, revealing the interloper, in all of his enthroned glory, to the town below.27


Buster was a practical help to his father as well. He fiddled endlessly with the innards of the family car, and when Joe – deciding he was in need of nautical transport – bought a used twenty-five-foot cruiser (which he dubbed Battleship), Buster converted the steam engine to a gasoline-powered two-cylinder. Joe fished from the boat in an admiral’s hat; he kept his son onboard as helmsman and mechanic.28 The boy displayed a keen aptitude and appreciation for tinkering, and in his autobiography, Buster muses, ‘I was so successful as a child performer that it occurred to no one to ask me if there was something else I’d like to do when I grew up. If someone had asked me I would have said, “Civil engineer.” I imagine I would have been a good one. But even fifty years ago you could not qualify for a degree with a one-day school education.’29 As it turns out, Keaton would develop his natural mechanical inclination by trial and error, and his engineer’s mind would serve him remarkably well in his career as a filmmaker.


Bluffton was also where Buster became a teenager; there he took his first drink of whiskey, with fellow actor and life-long chum Lex Neal, and together the boys began to tackle – with mixed success – the mystery of girls. Buster’s life fell into a comfortable rhythm: summer idylls by the lake, winter performances on the circuit.30 Throughout his years, Buster would re-create the fried fish he ate those summers at Pascoe’s: lake perch hand-rolled in cornmeal and flour and fried in half-butter, half-lard.31 Buster was ever at heart a country boy. 
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CHAPTER THREE


Steamships, a Corpse, and Broken Furniture







The empty seats get you.1


Buster Keaton





In the summer of 1909, with the Keatons nearing the end of their two-year exile from New York, Joe received a unique offer, one that would allow the family act – in its entirety – to return to a legitimate vaudeville stage. Alfred Butt, the manager of London’s Palace Theatre, invited the Keatons for a week’s engagement, with the possibility of an indefinite extension should the act prove popular. The salary, £40 or roughly $200, was below average, but the prestige of the music hall and the convenience of the situation more than compensated.2 The booking seemed a pleasurable way for the family to pass the remainder of the Gerry sentence, and a stint at the famed Palace was the perfect preface to a proud return to their native boards. On July 1, 1909, the entire family set sail on the SS George Washington.3 The Keatons were going international.


The trip quickly became a cross-cultural comedy of errors, which Joe – a staunchly boorish patriot – lovingly detailed in a long, pointed sermon in Variety. Immediately upon booking his passage, Joe began to regret the decision to take his family abroad. Friends told horror stories about life in the British Isles, and Joe’s cultural unease manifested itself promptly. The Keatons had only just boarded the ship when Joe picked up Louise and bellowed, ‘Before the boat sails I am authorized to sell this orphan child. What am I offered?’ The girl went to an entrepreneurial little boy, for seventy-five cents, but the stunt failed to get the family thrown off the boat. Joe was simply barred from holding any further auctions. On landing in London, Joe claims he was set upon by hordes of opportunistic cabbies, footmen, Sherpas, and such – to the point that he had to employ a man simply to handle the tipping. The first night, the family was put up in a brothel. The following day, Joe reported to the Palace to find the Keatons unbilled and, adding insult to injury, without props. The theater expected them to supply their own incidentals: brooms, guns, chairs – but all the Keatons had brought was a table. It was a case of cultural misunderstanding – British acts carried all of their own props – but Joe took it personally.4 Still, the show had to go on and, according to Joe, the family surmounted this and other obstacles – warm beer, an uneven, splintery stage, poor billing, an orchestra that balked at the idea of a woman on a saxophone. Then the impossible happened: the act bombed. Joe figured something was getting lost in the translation, but the fact was that the English assumed he truly was abusing the boy.5 The next night, the Keatons were bumped earlier in the line-up and played to an essentially empty house. In the morning, Alfred Butt asked Joe if Buster was adopted; he presumed no father could treat his own son like that.6


Joe’s cautionary tale ends with the family sailing off on the next available ship, exasperated, humiliated, anxious to get home to a country with a sense of humor. Buster, not half as pernickety as his father, mentions how he enjoyed seeing new acts, including the celebrated Peter the Great, a headlining chimpanzee whose behavior was perfectly human: he ate with utensils, rode a bike, and undressed for bed.7 Joe avowed no such appreciation for the simian superstar; for him, the trip only served to make him a better Yankee.8


In October of that year, newspaper ads trumpeted, BUSTER IS SIXTEEN!9 Truthfully he was fourteen, but in a birthday announcement in Variety, Buster bid adieu to the Gerries.10 In the eyes of the law, he was finally fully stage legal. As for Jingles and Louise, Joe wasn’t going to take any more chances; as soon as the children could handle it, they were put in Michigan boarding schools.11 This time there would be no interruptions.


Naturally, The Three Keatons’ routine had evolved over the years. Buster grew too heavy to serve as a human projectile, and he took to interspersing the slapstick with wicked burlesques of other acts on the bill. For him, it was the most enjoyable kind of comedy.12 He parodied the popular songs of the day, and the facility with which he did so made him a constant source of amusement, on and off the stage.13 Vaudeville was fueled by a showman’s good will, and the Keatons’ victims understood the satire to be a warped form of flattery. Still, they often felt a need to settle the score – or start a fresh rivalry – all in the name of fun.


In a new routine, Joe comes downstage to recite a ‘beautiful poem,’ while his son appears in the background, sweeping. Soon Buster spots something on the floor, which he begins to stab at repeatedly with the broom handle, effectively drowning out Joe’s poetry. Suddenly Buster strikes his target – a knothole – and the broom is hilt-buried in the stage, sending Buster’s feet where his head was. Joe halts his recitation and comes to the aid of his son, and together they extricate the broom. Thus ends the skit – or so they thought. At the time Buster and Joe were still polishing the routine, The Three Leightons, whose stage trunk Buster had filled with wild cats, were demanding satisfaction. Buster waited and waited for the retribution, but none came. Then one day in New York City, at the end of the broom routine, the handle came up with a rope tied to it. After 175 feet of ad-libbing, Joe and Buster finally cleared the rope from the hole. At the end was tied an American flag; the band burst into ‘The Star Spangled Banner.’ Word of the gag spread, and soon the broom was surfacing with the strangest attachments – an eel, some mustard, the Keatons’ two-weeks’ notice. Once the broom was slingshot completely off the stage. The final installment was witnessed by a packed Canadian house. A rumor went out that the broom would emerge flying a German flag, a dicey proposition given that it was during the early days of the First World War and Canada was mourning a recently defeated regiment. That night, Buster peered down the hole and spied a flag. He hissed a warning to his father, and Joe, ever quick on his feet, told him to hoist it up and destroy it. When the flag surfaced, the two thrashed at it with abandon – until they realized it was the Union Jack. The silence was absolute; Joe and Buster raced for the wings, and then came the roar. Laughter. The audience had taken one look at the pair’s frightened faces and gotten the joke. Nonetheless, the episode signaled the end of the broom-handle pranks.14


Mischievous cronies weren’t the Keatons’ only competition for the spotlight. Vaudeville houses occupied a curious intersection of polite society and popular incivility; within their walls it seemed anything could happen, and it often did. Theatergoers were rowdy, unafraid to make their presence known, and didn’t always draw the line at simple heckling. Once The Three Keatons were upstaged by a dead body. They were in Philadelphia; the headlining diva had only just launched into her second song when a man stood up in the balcony, brandished a gun, and when the woman ran offstage, shot himself in the head. The remains were removed, the singer finished her song, and the Keatons took the stage. Buster drolly noted that, in the competition for the audience’s attention, the corpse won.15


The Three Keatons had found considerable success; they were well known and they made good money. As early as 1909 the family could afford to purchase luxury items, such as a $250 kiddie car for Buster, which came from Macy’s with three horsepower under the hood and could do eighteen miles per hour. By 1913, Buster had owned two real cars – a Peerless Phaeton and a Palmer Singer.16


Still, the act had a few problems, not the least of which was Joe. Age and success had only made the Keaton patriarch more ornery. In those days xenophobia was just one of many faults: Joe’s loutish behavior was becoming more frequent, as was his drinking – and the man was a bad drunk. Joe had never shied from a confrontation, and now that the family was in a position of some renown, he saw little need to curb his tongue – or foot. Buster claims that Joe was at his best when fighting more than one opponent, such as the three California health officials who one day knocked on the door of the Keatons’ hotel room. They were offering vaccinations for the family; Joe floored the trio with a single kick.17 Another time, in Providence, Rhode Island, a cheap house manager provided the Keatons with substandard stage furniture – and then billed them when the pieces broke. Joe went into a rage, smashing all of the theater’s prop furnishings. Word of Joe’s tantrum spread to New York.18 


But in Joe’s mind, he had one true nemesis: Martin Beck, the manager of Broadway’s illustrious Palace Theater who also ran the sprawling Orpheum vaudeville circuit, which covered Chicago and everything west. In his role as booking manager, Beck controlled the fate – and purse strings – of most acts in vaudeville. In the deregulated dealings of the day, he ran a viciously pro-management shop, bullying acts into submission by rewarding deferential troupes with lucrative, convenient routes and punishing troublemakers with unrewarding and geographically challenging bookings. One can imagine Joe Keaton easily falling into the troublemaking category – it was Beck’s way or the high way, and Joe rightfully resented it. Joe was a longtime member of the White Rats, vaudeville’s first union, and enmity between the two men went back as far as 1901. In 1907, Joe bravely signed with a fledgling competitor circuit, which went under after only three months. The Keatons were accepted back into the fold, but only out of necessity. Beck’s memory was long – he employed spies across the country and kept detailed files on his performers – and when war broke out on the continent, the influx of European talent gave him the freedom to let ‘disloyal’ acts go. Rather than immediately releasing the Keatons, however, Beck chose to harass them.19


In April of 1916, The Three Keatons – still smarting from the Rhode Island furniture incident – suffered the indignity of having to open the show at Beck’s New York Palace. To go first on the program was a considerable insult to such a well-known act; the audience, usually only partially seated, was dead cold and – worse – completely inattentive. Joe was furious. At a matinee, he spied the devil himself. From the wings Beck hissed, ‘Okay, Keaton. Make me laugh!’ That was it – with murder in his eyes, Joe leapt offstage and took after the tubby, frightened mogul, who ran out of the theater and into the street. Joe eventually lost him in a Sixth Avenue crowd. Beck retaliated by whittling down the Keatons’ running time to a mere twelve minutes. Ever defiant, Joe and Buster stuck to their usual routine; they simply placed a large alarm clock at the foot of the stage, and when it signaled twelve minutes were up, they ended the act – regardless of what they were doing. The family finished the week, but it was the last time The Three Keatons ever played legitimate vaudeville. They were summarily banished to the boondocks, to appear in three-a-day houses on small-time circuits.20


After passing the summer in Muskegon, the only gig the Keatons could get was on the Pantages western circuit.21 The family performed three shows a day in minor-league theaters before sparse crowds. Joe, primarily a beer man, took to liquor.22 That fall, Buster turned twenty-one; he was 5’4”, 140 pounds, and growing tired of his father’s alcoholic slide.23 Theirs was an act that depended on crack timing and agility – and with a half-soused partner, performing took on a new, dangerous edge. Even in its prime, the Keatons’ routine was too physically taxing to lend itself to a thrice-daily schedule. Now with Joe off-step and out-of-sync, Buster had no choice. In January of 1917, after a week in San Francisco, he informed Myra he was breaking up the act. She didn’t object; rather, she packed her things and followed her son. When the decision was made, Joe was out at a bar; they didn’t even leave him a note.24


After arriving at the next gig in Los Angeles and finding neither son nor wife, Joe went to Muskegon, where he eventually reconciled with Myra. Buster, however, was not there. He had boarded a train – alone – to New York.25
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3 Buster on the shoulders of Arbuckle, with two Comique ladies, date unknown.
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