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      GUNGA DIN

      The phone rang almost a dozen times before a noticeably out-of-breath production assistant finally answered. “Gunga Din Production Office… this is Marc Stein.”

      “This is Jane Loring in Pandro Berman’s office at RKO… aren’t you the young man I spoke with yesterday?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I gave you instructions that George Stevens was to call Mr. Berman as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, ma’am… I sent your message right out to the location, and I reminded Mr. Stevens again after they wrapped.”

      “Well, he never called, and Mr. Berman is quite upset.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but they didn’t finish shooting until after eleven o’clock last night.”

      Jane was clearly annoyed. “Will they be shooting late again tonight?”

      “Yes, ma’am… they’re scheduled to wrap at ten o’clock.”

      “All right. Get a pencil and write this down.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I have a pencil.”

      “Crestview 64901… That’s Mr. Berman’s home phone number. And don’t give it to anyone but George Stevens. He is to call Mr. Berman tonight no matter how late it is. I don’t care if it’s four o’clock in the morning. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, ma’am… I will tell him.”

      Jane slammed the phone down without saying goodbye. “Directors,” she muttered. “They think they run the studios.”

      At seven o’clock the next morning, Pandro Berman arose from a restless sleep and turned to his wife, Vi.

      “I’m going up to the location, and I want you to go with me.”

      She was not anxious to join him, knowing there would probably be fireworks, but she was committed to stand by her husband, who was going into battle. She would do everything in her power to help him through this difficult time.

      “He never called last night, did he, Pan?”

      Pandro shook his head and pulled back the covers. “Nope.”

      He went into his den adjacent to the bedroom and picked up the phone.

      At eight o’clock sharp the doorbell rang, and Pandro opened the door to two uniformed studio cops, who had pulled an RKO Studio camera truck into the driveway behind the shiny black 1939 Packard. The studio had purchased it a few months earlier for their Head of Production. It was his reward for a remarkable series of hit movies he had produced over the last few years. America was just beginning to come out of the Great Depression, and these movies had elevated the stature of RKO to that of a major studio, albeit the smallest in Hollywood.

      “Do you boys know how to get to the location?”

      “Yes, Mr. Berman, we have a map.”

      “Good. I’ll follow you. Let’s go, Vi.”

      She wasn’t quite ready to walk out the door, but she would put on her lipstick and the rest of her makeup in the car.

      It was a three-and-a-half-hour drive from Los Angeles to Lone Pine, California, where the sandy desert floor at the foot of Mt. Whitney most closely resembled the desert in northwest India. The British Army fought one battle after another with the rebel Hindu “Thugee” cult, losing almost as many as they had won. It is best described in the magical poetry of Rudyard Kipling.

      Because it was early on a Saturday morning, there was very little traffic getting out of town and practically no cars on Highway 395, which leads directly into the little town of Lone Pine, about eighty miles east of Fresno. It was a popular location in the 1920s and ‘30s, used by many movie companies for shooting westerns because of its rugged barrenness. Early western stars made pictures there, followed by more familiar actors like Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, and Gary Cooper. Everyone’s favorite childhood hero, William Boyd—known to his fans as Hopalong Cassidy—made multiple episodes of his western serials in this location. Now, RKO had mounted what was, at the time, the most elaborate and extravagant location shoot ever planned by any studio, for the production of Gunga Din.

      After wrestling with this problem for several weeks, my father, Pandro S. Berman, head of RKO, finally made a critical decision. He knew exactly what he had to do…

      I have a mental picture of my father, sitting in his office at RKO, trying desperately to find ways to shake dollars out of this mammoth budget before finally signing his name to it in approval of what could easily turn into a disaster.

      Making matters even more critical was the fact that George Stevens was directing this epic. He was truly a great talent, but he was routinely slow and over budget on almost every picture he was associated with. RKO could ill afford him on a production of this magnitude, in spite of his reputation. In those days, RKO was one of the three smallest studios in Hollywood, along with Columbia and United Artists. It had a tiny stable of contract players, none of whom were big box office attractions. If they wanted an established star to be in their movie, they had to rent one from the big studios at a horrendous cost. And if the picture was a hit, and they wanted to rent that star again for a sequel, the cost would be even higher the second time around—unless the original deal had been made for a second role at the same price.

      Cary Grant, a rising star in 1938, was an expensive rental from Columbia after his successful performance in Topper. Douglas Fairbanks Jr. and Victor McLaglen were under contract to RKO and much more affordable. Joan Fontaine was a contract player who had yet to establish herself, so she was a bargain.

      In 1938, when Gunga Din went into production, the average cost of an RKO feature film was between $300,000 and $600,000. That figure—called the “Negative Cost”—included pre-production, production, and post-production expenses. It was called the Negative Cost because it included the expense of cutting the negative and making an Answer Print. It did not include the cost of multiple prints for the theaters or advertising, which were quite expensive and burdensome to a movie that was already over budget.

      Before they could stop the bleeding, George Stevens had taken the picture more than two and a half times over budget, making it the most expensive movie in RKO history. The final Negative Cost reached a staggering $1.9 million. My father had been receiving calls from the New York corporate office insisting that he put the brakes on. Finally, the bank, which had been financing Gunga Din, announced there would be no more loans. That would have prevented completion of the movie, which still had a little more than two weeks left to shoot.

      My parents and the studio cops arrived at the Lone Pine location just as the company had broken for lunch. Most of the actors and crew were seated at the outdoor lunch tables, but George Stevens and Cary Grant were nowhere in sight. They were having a private lunch in the director’s trailer, so my father dispatched one of the studio cops to bring them outside with the rest of the company.

      When they finally emerged, my father calmly and firmly announced that he was shutting down the production. Stevens went into shock.

      “We have another two weeks of shooting to finish the picture.”

      Dad met him with a cold stare.

      “No, you don’t… You are finished now.”

      He ordered the studio cops to confiscate the cameras and the film, load them into the camera truck, and take them back to the studio and lock them up. The last day’s shooting would be sent to the lab to be developed and printed and delivered to the editing room.

      When everything was loaded, he turned back to my mother and said, “Let’s go,” and they started walking back to the car.

      Stevens, who had been watching all of this in disbelief, ran after them, pleading with Dad not to do this and eventually threatening to file a lawsuit.

      It was terribly embarrassing to my mother, who had become quite fond of George Stevens. He had previously directed several of Dad’s pictures, including Alice Adams with Katharine Hepburn and Swing Time, one of the best of the Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers musicals. My father ignored Stevens’ threats and said nothing. He just started the car and sped off.

      My mother was humiliated, and she asked my father why he couldn’t have handled it a little more tactfully. He explained that it was much too late for tact or even polite conversation.

      “There was no other way to handle it.”

      He was seriously concerned that Gunga Din could bankrupt the studio and that he would be out of a job. All the hard work he had put into the company would be washed away, and he would have to start over in the business.

      Mom knew what a precarious situation they were in, but she also knew that my father was prone to imagining the worst-case scenarios. To him, gloom and doom were always just around the corner.

      “What about all of your hit movies?” she offered. “Don’t they count for anything? I’m sure any of the other studios would be thrilled to have you.”

      Dad was in one of his brooding moods. “Don’t be so sure about that… In this business, you’re only as good as your last picture, and this one could be my Waterloo.”

      They drove in silence for the next hour or so. By three o’clock, they were both hungry, so they stopped at a roadside restaurant for hamburgers and French fries. As they ate, things began to look a little brighter.

      After giving it serious thought, Mom put a positive spin on the day’s events. “You made a crucial decision, Pan… I’m sure it’s the right one. Few people on your level would have had the stomach for what you did.”

      She scooted over in the front seat, and though they were going sixty miles an hour, she put her arms around him and gave him a warm hug. It was a loving embrace, and she knew it was just what he needed. His steely grip on the steering wheel eased and his tense shoulders finally relaxed.
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        * * *

      

      TURNING THE CORNER

      Not very many people in Hollywood had access to Pandro Berman’s home phone number. It was given out on the condition that it would only be used in dire emergencies. It was like getting a top-secret clearance, which was, by nature, only temporary. The number was changed periodically, when it was determined that too many people had possession of it, including former employees who had worked with my father on earlier projects. There was a permanent list of friends and relatives who always had the number, and they were instantly updated every time it changed so they wouldn’t feel cast out of favor.

      One of those people who our home phone number was George Stevens. Having directed several of Dad’s pictures, he was considered part of the inner circle. When he called that evening, my mother answered the phone and told him that her husband was sleeping and that he should call back on Monday at the studio. The tone in her voice told George that he’d better not pursue it any further.

      Other people in the cast and crew who did not have the number waited until Monday morning and flooded my dad’s office with calls. In addition to George Stevens, most of the calls were from the principal actors, including Cary Grant and Douglas Fairbanks Jr., both of whom had lost important scenes that could seriously elevate their performances.

      Originally, Grant and Fairbanks were assigned each other’s roles; Grant was to be the one leaving the army to marry Joan Fontaine’s character, and Fairbanks the happy-go-lucky treasure hunter—since the character was identical to the legendary screen persona of Fairbanks’ father.

      According to Robert Osborne of Turner Classic Movies, when Grant had wanted to switch parts, director George Stevens suggested they toss a coin; Grant won, and Fairbanks Jr. lost his most important role.

      On the other hand, according to a biography of George Stevens by Marilyn Ann Moss entitled Giant: George Stevens, a Life on Film, the role of Cutter was originally slated for comedy actor Jack Oakie until Grant requested the part because it would allow him to inject more humor into his performance, at which point Fairbanks Jr. was brought on board to replace Grant as Ballantine.

      On a more recent showing of the film on TCM, Ben Mankiewicz contradicted the coin-flip story told by Osborne, stating that Grant was originally chosen to play Sergeant Ballantine and later decided to switch to the more comedic role of Sergeant Cutter. He claimed that after taking over the role Grant had recommended his friend Douglas Fairbanks Jr. for the part. Fairbanks Jr. himself claimed he was cast as Cutter by Howard Hawks, then asked to change.

      We will never know the truth of what had really happened.

      The great strength of this movie was in the writing, which became a vehicle for these stars to advance their careers and possibly earn Oscar nominations.

      The screenplay, based on a story developed by Ben Hecht and Charles MacArthur from Rudyard Kipling’s wonderful narrative poem. Kipling, who died in 1936, had sold the screen rights to his poem to Edward Small and his Reliance Pictures for the sum of £4,700—about $20,000.

      RKO acquired the rights as part of a production deal with Small when he moved to the company. William Faulkner did some preliminary script work on the project, which was eventually assigned to Howard Hawks. Hawks got Ben Hecht and Charles MacArthur to write the screenplay, and the film was set to start in 1937. However, Hawks was fired from the project following the commercial failure of Bringing Up Baby, and George Stevens was assigned to direct.

      The story was a collaborative effort of three highly accomplished writers, including William Faulkner, one of America’s greatest novelists. Hecht and MacArthur were two of Hollywood’s finest screenwriters, and both were successful playwrights and journalists as well. MacArthur was married to the wonderful Broadway actress Helen Hayes.

      In spite of their having collaborated on the story, neither Hecht nor MacArthur were involved in writing the actual screenplay. The reason had always been a mystery to me, and I’m sure I asked my father why they didn’t do the screenplay as well as the story. But that was many years ago, and if he gave me the answer, I don’t recall what it was. I don’t know if there’s anyone alive now who could.

      Credit for the screenplay went to Joel Sayre Jr., a journalist and novelist, and Fred Guiol, a screenwriter and budding director. There were also uncredited contributions by Lester Cohen, John Colton, William Faulkner, Vincent Lawrence, Dudley Nichols, and Anthony Veiller.

      My father had supervised the writing, making notable story contributions of his own, and he took great pride in the finished product. No one felt the loss of those important late scenes more than Pandro himself, but he was between a rock and a hard place, and he had no choice except to leave them out.

      When Dad arrived at the studio on Monday morning, he was handed the huge list of messages from the frantic calls that had come in. Returning them would have to wait until late in the afternoon. There was far more urgent business to attend to, namely, how they could possibly finish the picture without an ending.

      As a former film editor, my father knew that an ending would have to be manufactured with film borrowed from other parts of the picture and used in a way that made the audience feel the story was approaching its natural conclusion. That proved to be no easy task, and several highly experienced film editors would be needed.

      Dad’s brother, Henry Berman, was the editor of record. He had been working on the picture since day one, and he was becoming recognized as one of the top editors in Hollywood. He would later go on to earn Oscars for editing and become a major studio producer.

      Two more editors were then added to the project, including John Lockert, a seasoned RKO picture editor, and John Sturges, who would later become one of Hollywood’s most notable directors of action movies like The Great Escape, Gunfight at the O.K. Corral, and The Magnificent Seven.

      The editing rooms were off-limits to everyone, including George Stevens, which must have been particularly galling to a director of his stature. A studio cop was placed outside the door to the editing suite, and no one was allowed in.

      Dad eventually returned George Stevens’ phone calls and promised to allow him to attend the screening once the editors had a first cut ready. He also told him he would be involved in any further changes from that point forward. George could not believe he was being treated this way by a man for whom he had enormous respect—a man who had helped elevate him from cameraman to director—and was now cutting him off from his own picture. But there was nothing he could do except be patient. Eventually, he would be allowed to contribute once again.

      Late Monday afternoon, my father began returning the many calls that had come in during the day from actors and others, begging him to change his mind and allow the shooting to continue. Pandro, as always, maintained the stoic calm for which he had become famous, which must have been infuriating to those who saw the picture as a shooting star that could launch their careers.

      In a quiet voice, he explained why it was impossible to continue. He told them the financing had dried up, and that there was a very real possibility that RKO could go bankrupt. None of them really believed the studio would close, but they began to understand the gravity of the situation, and eventually, they stopped calling—except for one person.

      She was one of Hollywood’s biggest stars, and though she was already divorced from Douglas Fairbanks Sr., she tried to use her influence to convince Dad to relent and allow those final scenes to be shot. Mary Pickford argued that because of his wonderful performance in Morning Glory, her stepson deserved a chance to elevate his name as an actor. Pickford claimed it was one of the reasons he had accepted the part and that he had been looking forward to those final scenes for months.

      My father understood and respected the power Pickford wielded in Hollywood. Even though the advent of sound proved to be her undoing, she was still highly admired for running her own studio and involving herself in every aspect of film production.

      My father handled her diplomatically, listening respectfully and pretending to be flattered by her call. But he maintained his calm demeanor and found inoffensive ways to say no. He offered to arrange a special advance screening of the film for her and anyone she wanted to invite—but the bottom line was unchanged: There would be no more shooting.

      Over the next month, the re-editing of Gunga Din went on at a frantic pace, often going late into the night. Although they were able to solve some major problems, it was evident, that in order to truly end the picture convincingly, they needed critical shots to sell the defeat of the rebels in the final battle and wrap up the movie on an upbeat note.

      The edit was finally completed and screened to see if what had worked in the individual scenes, viewed in the editing room on the small screen of the Moviola, would also work in the continuity of the whole picture as seen on the big screen. George Stevens was invited to the screening to see what they had done to his movie. He came into the projection room with a sour look on his face, and at first, it was clear that he thought Dad and the editors had ruined everything. But, as he watched, he became as enamored with the film, as my father and all the editors were.

      When the lights came up, they all congratulated each other, and Stevens was ecstatic. “I can’t believe you made it work. This is a miracle.”

      It was about 9:30 p.m. when the screening ended, so they all went across the street to Lucy’s, the famous Hollywood restaurant, where the employees of RKO and Paramount Studios used to hang out after work. A few drinks later they were all back to being friends. My father told me that when they were getting up to leave, Stevens gave him a huge bear hug and thanked him for all that he had done for the movie.

      After another week of finishing touches in the cutting room, it was agreed that one or two more days of shooting would be required to make the ending more realistic. Stevens came up with some great ideas of how a limited number of specific shots would get the job done, and Dad and the editors agreed.

      A couple of weeks later Stevens directed the critical shots that would give the picture the big ending they needed. With permission from the New York office, money for the shoot was borrowed from another RKO picture that was shooting on the lot, and the pick-up shots were made at the RKO ranch in Encino and at a second location near Lake Sherwood. It was much faster and easier not to return to the Lone Pine location, and much less expensive. It was early January and there was snow in the Sierras. Whatever new shots they took would not match what had been shot previously at Lone Pine in any case.

      It was no surprise that all of Hollywood was watching the situation unfold with great interest. Everyone in the business thought that Gunga Din was a disaster that was well on its way to destroying RKO and sending hundreds of people out into the streets to look for new jobs.

      Hollywood was a small town, and news traveled fast, particularly secrets. The paparazzi had reliable sources with the capability of uncovering almost anything. When it became evident that Pandro had “righted the ship,” he began to get calls from the most important people in the business, people like Jack Warner and Sam Goldwyn and Daryl Zanuck and his high school buddy, David Selznick. They all thanked him for restoring order to the movie business and for doing things that they had been reluctant to do.

      Since the earliest days of silent movies, which were run in empty retail stores at night for a few dozen people sitting in folding chairs, the director had always been king. Up to that point, no one, including heads of studios, had really challenged the authority of the director, even though they had the power to do so. But that had changed thanks to my father.

      Even though the power of the director became diminished, it would make a strong comeback years later. With the emergence of independent movie production, and the end of the acting stables, the directors would again rise to power. Today, the best way to get a project off the ground is to attach a major star and a “heavyweight” director.

      But back in 1939, my father became the heavyweight. He not only saved Gunga Din from box office disaster. He also saved RKO and his own position as production chief. The film earned $1,888,000 in the United States and Canada and $919,000 elsewhere, for a total of $2,807,000. But because of its high production cost, it recorded a loss of $193,000. It was, however, the sixth highest-grossing film nationally in 1939, and that loss would be quickly erased when the film was re-released.

      Because of his efforts, my father gained the respect of many of Hollywood’s major players, who felt that he had changed the power structure in Hollywood for the betterment of the entire movie industry.

      In a later chapter, I will have more to say about the screenplay, the direction, and the performances that made this very controversial motion picture such a major hit. Gunga Din was one of many fine pictures released in 1939, which many people consider to be Hollywood’s greatest year.

      Ironically, my father was not the first studio executive to halt production on a movie before it finished shooting, even though all of Hollywood gave him credit for that. Dad’s childhood friend, Irving Thalberg, had shut down a Universal picture many years earlier, but it did not make nearly as big a splash as Gunga Din.

      In 1922 Erich von Stroheim was directing Foolish Wives, a movie about a con artist masquerading as Russian nobility, who attempts to seduce the wife of an American diplomat. Von Stroheim had angered Thalberg by ordering a considerable number of designer gowns for the actresses at outrageous prices. In addition to that, he was well over budget, so Thalberg halted the production. But it wasn’t a critical situation like Gunga Din, and there were only a couple of days left on the shooting schedule.

      There was no fear that Universal would go bankrupt because of the director’s extravagance. Thalberg told von Stroheim that he had seen all the film and that there was more than enough footage to complete the picture, and that he was shutting down production.

      Von Stroheim, of course, was outraged, and the feud between him and Thalberg quickly became juicy gossip. Everyone knew they hated each other, so Hollywood viewed this more as a personal vendetta than an actual crisis.

      The following year, however, von Stroheim was directing another Universal picture titled Merry-Go-Round. He and Thalberg had reached a tacit agreement that this production was not to go a penny over budget or there would be serious consequences. So, when von Stroheim violated the agreement, Thalberg fired him on the spot and hired actor-director Rupert Julian to finish the picture. That was a significant move that should have caused an earthquake in Hollywood. No director had ever been fired from a Hollywood movie before it was finished shooting. But the Hollywood elite viewed this as a natural consequence of the feud between Thalberg and von Stroheim, who was not particularly popular within the industry to begin with.

      So Gunga Din became the symbol of a more cost-conscious Hollywood, and directors had been put into their proper place as employees, not gods of the cinema.
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        * * *

      

      BRINGING UP BABY (HOLLYWOOD STYLE)

      It was three years before the release of Gunga Din when my father cast me in a real-life role in one of his three major, non-celluloid productions. My mother had a great deal to do with it as well.

      The most wanted baby in Hollywood has finally arrived. After nine years of waiting and hoping, Pandro and Vi Berman are the parents of a six-pound-eleven-ounce baby boy named Harry Michael…The announcement appeared in Louella Parsons’ powerful column in the Los Angeles Examiner and about four hundred other newspapers in the Hearst syndicate on June 3, 1936. Consequently, I was more famous on my day of birth than on any ensuing day of my life to date.

      In some sense, life is a card game, and you must play with the cards you’re dealt. I was dealt a royal flush; not only was I born into wealth and privilege but also into the fantasy world of movies and celebrity, and it took years for me to really understand it and deal with it. When I was young, I was naïve enough to think that everyone lived like we did. But, with age and maturity and a broader perspective, I was able to look back more realistically on what it meant to grow up in Hollywood in the “Golden Era.” As a child, it was a purple dream seen through rose-colored glasses... almost too good to be true.

      Of course, the reason for all of this was that my father was one of Hollywood’s three legendary boy-wonders. He had come west with nothing in his pockets and had rapidly ascended to the position of head of production of RKO Studios at the boyish age of twenty-eight.

      He got there by producing many exceptional movies, many of which were big box office hits, including nine of the ten Fred Astaire–Ginger Rogers dance pictures.

      Those movies uplifted the spirits of audiences in the 1930s when the country was mired in the Great Depression, and they brought money to RKO Studios in the hardest of times.

      With the possible exception of sports such as roller skating, movies have always been the cheapest form of good entertainment. During difficult times in the 1930s, moviegoers were able to escape from their troubles, if only for a couple of hours. They fell in love with the beautiful footwork of Fred and Ginger, the brilliant choreography of Hermes Pan, and the wonderful music of Irving Berlin, George Gershwin, Jerome Kern, and other important composers.

      My father produced or personally supervised the production of one hundred and thirteen films during his career, which is an unbelievable accomplishment. It’s a feat that will never be duplicated, because, these days, it takes years to get a movie project off the ground. The entire career of a movie producer of today might only consist of seven or eight pictures, except, of course, for those at the very top.

      If you are one of that small, elite group of power brokers, your phone never stops ringing. When I was a kid, I remember it ringing constantly in our home, even though our phone number was unlisted.
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      GENESIS

      Pandro Berman was one of three Jewish boys who attended De Witt Clinton High School in the Bronx during the years 1918 through 1922. Those boys were in the minority at that school, and they had befriended each other in a time of serious need. All three were slight and slender, and the school playground proved to be a challenging—and often dangerous—environment. Squadrons of tough Irish and Italian boys took delight in chasing them down and beating them up. They had to find places to hide—dark niches under the eaves of the school building or the basement with the janitor—during lunch and after school, until it was safe to walk home.

      The other two boy wonders were the illustrious Irving Thalberg and the great David O. Selznick, both of whom also emerged as boy geniuses in Hollywood and enjoyed spectacular careers. How they all managed to do it is a fascinating story, which I’ll detail throughout this book. But first, there’s some essential background I need to share.

      The question I’ve been asked repeatedly throughout my life—by friends, strangers, and curious minds alike—is: “How did your father get the name Pandro?”

      Well, it goes back to when our family emigrated from Poland to the United States, just before the turn of the 20th century.

      Like many others, our ancestors came to America seeking refuge from oppression and antisemitism—and chasing the opportunity for a better life. My great-grandfather Szmuel (pronounced Shmule), his wife Eva, and five of their seven children arrived at Ellis Island in the late 1880s. My grandfather Harry Berman—Pandro’s father—was among them.

      They had traveled in steerage, and all were sick upon arrival. Eva was pregnant with the first of two more children, who would be born in the United States. The customs officers couldn’t understand their last name—Pandrovitz—no matter how many times Szmuel repeated it. Finally, they asked him if he had any relatives already living in the United States.

      He replied, “Berman… in Chicago.”

      And that was it. Our family officially entered the country as the Bermans.

      We’ve done extensive research on all the Berman families living in Chicago at the time, but we’ve never been able to determine how—or even if—we were related to any of them. It’s entirely possible that old Szmuel (Samuel) invented the name on the spot. He may have panicked in front of the customs officers and blurted it out to avoid risking rejection. Had he said Schnitzer, he would’ve been telling the truth—we had distant relatives by that name living in Philadelphia.

      Years later, I asked my father why Szmuel hadn’t mentioned the Schnitzer family. My dad said Szmuel didn’t know much about them, and if any of them had been in trouble with the law, the entire family could have been denied entry.

      I thought that was incredibly shrewd. I never would’ve thought of that.

      Dad replied, “Szmuel was no dummy. He was a survivor.”

      He had uprooted his family and brought them to America with no money during unimaginably hard times.

      My grandfather Harry, with the blessing of his parents Szmuel and Eva, married a girl from Pittsburgh named Julie Epstein. When they were deciding on a name for their firstborn, Julie thought it was a shame that their real family name had been lost due to the customs officers’ ignorance. So, she came up with a way to honor it: she shortened Pandrovitz to Pandro and used it as a first name.

      They named my father Pandro Samuel Berman, in honor of the man who brought his family to America and made a living pushing a cart through the Lower East Side of Manhattan.

      That’s the story I was told as a child when I first asked my father about his name—and I’ve repeated it many times to anyone with the same curiosity.

      My father graduated from De Witt Clinton High School with honors and was accepted into the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania. Even back then, it was recognized as the finest business school in America. But his father Harry—after whom I was named—died suddenly, and there was no money for college tuition.

      Dad knew he had to go to work right away, but jobs were scarce. The country was slipping into the pre-Depression era. Small businesses were folding, and large companies were laying off workers by the thousands.

      His old school chum, Irving Thalberg, had taken an entry-level job in the New York offices of Universal Pictures as secretary to Carl Laemmle, the head of the studio. Thalberg quickly impressed his boss and shot up through the ranks. Within a year, he was sent to Hollywood as studio manager, answering only to Laemmle himself.

      In 1923, Thalberg produced the original Hunchback of Notre Dame starring Lon Chaney—and it put him on the map. Cecil B. DeMille tried to lure him away to Paramount with several generous offers. He raved about Thalberg, calling him a genius.

      But Irving had other ideas. He turned down DeMille and joined Louis B. Mayer, helping orchestrate the merger of Metro Pictures and Samuel Goldwyn Pictures to form Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Despite the inclusion of his name, Goldwyn had no role in MGM’s management or production.

      Thalberg, however, had an enormous role. He became a master star-maker, credited with launching or shaping the careers of Lon Chaney, Ramon Novarro, John Gilbert, Joan Crawford, Clark Gable, Jean Harlow, Wallace Beery, Luise Rainer, Greta Garbo, Lionel Barrymore—and Norma Shearer, who eventually became his wife.

      Louis Mayer treated him like the son he never had. Mayer desperately wanted a son—but was only blessed with daughters.

      When Thalberg arrived in Hollywood in 1923, he wrote to my dad, urging him to come west and promising great opportunities in the movie business. Pandro was keenly interested, but he had an agonizing decision to make. His father had left them with very little money. His mother, Julie—who had once worked as a court stenographer—now had to stay home to care for his younger brother Henry, who was nine years his junior.

      Henry was a melancholy child, grieving not just the loss of his father but also his little brother Maxie, who had recently died of scarlet fever at the age of three.

      Though it broke his heart to leave during such a painful time, my father knew the odds of finding decent work in New York were slim. He had to step up. And with a heavy heart, he packed his bags and headed to California to seek his fortune.

      When he arrived, he found this letter tucked in his luggage. It’s one of the most inspiring letters I’ve ever read. My father said it had moved him to tears when he’d read it the first time.

      
        
        July 20, 1923

      

      
        Pandro darling,

        It’s terribly hard to give you up, for that’s what I’m doing today. No one, but a mother or father could do it, because our love for you is so deep that we are willing to cut out our hearts and hand them over to you.

        Pandro, I am not going to be sentimental, for you too are feeling this separation keenly. I only want to tell you that I have studied you carefully—far more so than you would think—in the past years, and aside from the fact that you are my son, I cannot help but admire the way you have met the problems that have confronted you.

        You did take school very seriously. Your decisions were good, and everything you undertook was handled well by you. You have always been truthful with me, and now that I am giving you to the “mother of all living,” I just want to say this: I shall not measure your success in dollars and cents as others will. I want more than that from you. I want, first of all, honesty, then kindness for all your fellow beings, and justice to all.

        If—or rather when (for I know you will)—reach the high places, stoop down and lift others up with you. When you arise in the morning and start your day, thank God for your blessings. That will help more than anything else.

        And one request before I close: Do not neglect your reading. Read no matter what—but read… and study the philosophers. You will never regret it. And never forget that you have had a wonderful start in life with a loving father—and above all, never forget him, or your brother Henry…

      

      
        Your Loving Mother

      

      

      That was the send-off my father received when he took his friend Thalberg’s advice and came to Hollywood. He kept the letter in his pocket and read it over and over again, until it was ragged and falling apart. It was his inspiration to keep fighting through difficult times. My sisters and I each have old carbon-paper copies—blurred and barely legible—and even those are extremely worn. That letter is a classic. It still moves me to tears occasionally when I re-read it.

      Thalberg was right about the opportunities that existed in Hollywood, but it took a while for my father to fully take advantage of them. Dad’s other friend, David Selznick, eventually came to Hollywood as well, but like Thalberg, he began his film career in New York. He worked for his father, Lewis J. Selznick, who operated a small but not terribly successful film company, which went bankrupt in 1923. Still, it provided a valuable opportunity for David and his brother Myron to learn the rudiments of the motion picture business.

      David served as corporate director of Lewis J. Selznick Pictures and dabbled in writing and producing. That experience—along with his father’s connections—got him a job as an assistant story editor at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Myron would go on to become one of Hollywood’s most successful talent agents. He traveled to Europe and signed an impressive number of promising actors to personal contracts and sold them to Hollywood, where they became stars. One of his great acquisitions was Vivien Leigh, whom he brought to his brother David to play Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind.
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        * * *

      

      A HUMBLE BEGINNING

      My father’s first job in Hollywood was something less than glamorous. He was an entry-level assistant in the camera department, tasked with driving a truck out to the Mojave Desert at five o’clock in the morning—before sunrise. There, he would load film into the camera magazines using a black bag in the back of the truck, to avoid exposing it to light. At sunrise, they began shooting the old Tom Mix and Ken Maynard Western serials, which were quite popular at the time.

      How Dad got that job is not entirely clear, but his father, Harry, had been a crack film salesman at F.B.O. (Film Booking Office of America)—the company that eventually became RKO when it merged with Radio Corporation of America and the Keith-Albee and Orpheum theater circuits. Harry was well-liked in the company, so it’s possible that his goodwill helped Pandro get his foot in the door.

      After that, though, it was all on Dad’s shoulders, and he seized every opportunity that came his way. He found himself a small apartment in Hollywood near the RKO/Paramount studio lot at Melrose and Gower. In those days, both companies shared production facilities, though RKO was much smaller and occupied far less space.

      Dad threw himself into the job and worked long hours. He told me he found people in California to be a lot nicer than New Yorkers, and he had no trouble making new friends.

      He took most of his meals at Musso and Frank Grill on Hollywood Boulevard, which has been serving great food at reasonable prices since 1919. Since there was no commissary on the lot, many RKO and Paramount employees ate there, and the crowd was small enough that RKO executives often knew crew members by name—whether they were grips, script clerks, or makeup artists. My dad enjoyed the “small-town” atmosphere of that restaurant and became a regular.

      He began working for very little money. RKO paid him a meager starting salary of $25 a week, which was difficult to live on—even in 1923. But he was also supporting his mother and younger brother, so he sent half of it back to New York every week. Somehow, they managed to live on it. Dad took pride in the fact that he never missed a Friday night wire payment at Western Union, no matter what sacrifices he had to make or what debt he had to incur.

      Living up to that challenge was undoubtedly a character-building experience—and one I believe helped prepare him to handle the enormous responsibilities he would eventually face as the head of a Hollywood studio. I used to marvel at those stories as a boy and once asked him what kept him going under all that pressure.

      His answer was always the same: “I had no choice.”

      I often wondered why Dad never went to Thalberg for help when he first arrived, but I hesitated to ask. Given the disparity in their careers during those early days, I thought it might be an embarrassing question—so I never brought it up.

      The truth is, he didn’t need help from Thalberg. He was fortunate to find a great mentor who took a liking to him and gave him the boost he needed. His name was William Le Baron, head of production at RKO and a producer of quality films—some of which were big hits.

      Le Baron rescued my father from the camera department and placed him in the editing room, saying, “Now you will learn something about how to make a movie.”

      Dad wasn’t particularly happy in the editing department, which required enormous patience and strong organizational skills to manage thousands of feet of film. But he stuck with it. Within two years, he’d moved from apprentice to assistant editor, and finally to picture editor—where he could truly show his creative side, even though most of the movies he worked on weren’t exactly masterpieces.

      He was credited with editing such cinematic treasures as Stocks and Blondes, Texas Tornado, and several other forgettable RKO titles. He always told me he learned a lot about filmmaking in the editing room, though I knew he truly hated the work.

      At the end of 1929, Le Baron rescued him again. He called Dad into his office and told him talking pictures were the next big thing. Warner Brothers had just released The Jazz Singer, and Columbia was beginning to make “talkies.” Le Baron wanted to bring sound to RKO, and he arranged a job for my father in the new sound department at Columbia.

      Dad was to spend several months there learning everything he could about sound production. He would then return to RKO as Le Baron’s assistant, with the title of associate producer on the films Le Baron personally produced or supervised.

      He accepted the assignment and worked at Columbia for about six months. During that time, he compiled extensive notes to bring back to his mentor. When he finally returned, Le Baron was thrilled. Dad’s research became the foundation for sound film production at RKO. He began his new role with confidence, enthusiasm—and a substantial raise.

      He threw himself into the work with such dedication that he became something of a “time and motion” study. He often worked late into the night without complaint. Overtime didn’t exist in those days, but that didn’t matter. The work fascinated him, and he was learning fast.

      He had enormous respect for William Le Baron, who had been hired by Jesse Lasky to head production at Famous Players–Lasky—a merger of small film companies controlled by Adolph Zukor that eventually became Paramount Pictures. Making Le Baron head of production was seen as an impulsive and risky move by Hollywood insiders. After all, he had limited Broadway experience, mostly as a playwright, and no real film background. But it turned out to be a stroke of brilliance. Le Baron produced several successful pictures for Lasky and earned his credibility.

      In 1929, he left Lasky to become head of production at FBO and stayed through the transitional mergers that created RKO by combining RCA, the Keith-Albee and Orpheum theater circuits, and FBO Studios. Le Baron was named head of production at the new studio.

      That same year, he undertook an ambitious big-budget musical that became a huge hit. Rio Rita was the film adaptation of a popular Broadway musical that he co-produced with its creator, Florenz Ziegfeld Jr. The movie starred John Boles and the electrifying Bebe Daniels, along with the comedy team of Bert Wheeler and Robert Woolsey. It grossed $2.4 million on a $678,000 budget—the largest in the studio’s history—and became the biggest hit of 1929. Le Baron was proud to have beaten Broadway Melody of 1929, Metro’s first musical talkie, to release.

      Le Baron also produced Cimarron, one of Hollywood’s most celebrated Westerns, which won him the Oscar for Best Picture in 1931. That was my father’s first assignment as Le Baron’s executive assistant, and he never forgot the thrill of getting that job.

      I was twelve years old when he told me the story. We were driving down to Palm Springs one Friday evening, and I’d never seen him so animated. He described the assignment in vivid detail, saying it was his first real accomplishment since leaving New York. He’d already been a skilled assistant director and editor, but this was different. This was something he could be proud of. He beamed as he told the story.

      Dad knew he was in good hands working directly with the head of the studio. He would go to Le Baron’s office at the end of a long day, and the two of them would share a drink while reviewing plans for the next. Le Baron kept orange juice in the refrigerator and scotch in his desk drawer. They mixed the two—something that sounded to me like oysters with chocolate sauce—but Dad said he got used to it and even started to like it. Later, of course, he drank his scotch with soda—and always kept it locked up in the library bar, wary that the hired help might sneak a glass or two.

      Following Cimarron, Dad worked on a great number of Le Baron’s films as both assistant director and associate producer—including the original King Kong, collaborating with the legendary Merian C. Cooper. He also worked with famed director Tod Browning on the 1931 version of Dracula, starring Bela Lugosi.

      Afterward, Browning tried to lure my father to MGM to work on Freaks, a film about a traveling circus filled with sideshow curiosities: midgets, limbless performers, pinheads, conjoined twins, a bearded lady, and a half-man/half-woman. Browning promised my father the moon—including producer status on all his upcoming projects. But Dad wouldn’t leave his mentor at RKO.

      Freaks was a wild, ambitious film featuring acts from circuses all over the world. It caused a stir, and everyone rushed to see these so-called human oddities. But in the end, Freaks was a box office disappointment, grossing only $289,000 in the U.S. and $52,000 internationally—for a total loss of $164,000.

      Dad had made the right call by staying with Le Baron.

      He threw himself into every new assignment with the same enthusiasm and discipline. He began to realize that Thalberg had been right—there was tremendous opportunity out West.

      He sat in on production meetings with Le Baron and the other producers, learning all he could. He got to know the prominent agents, worked with every RKO-contracted director, and earned their trust. He was respectful, quiet, and reliable—and everyone knew he’d been chosen for good reason.

      Years later, when I entered the business, he gave me the same advice someone had once given him when he started working with Le Baron:

      “Keep your ears open and your mouth shut until you have the most brilliant idea to solve a dilemma. When you just can’t hold it in any longer, deliver it in a few short words—and then shut your mouth again. At some point, they’ll realize you might be valuable in an elevated position.”

      I smiled when he told me that. But I eventually found out how right he was.

      In 1929, Le Baron gave Dad creative authority over the editing of Rio Rita, and, having cut seven RKO pictures himself, he made smart editorial decisions.

      But in a shocking turn of events, my father’s great mentor left RKO in 1931 after a dispute over his film The Gay Diplomat. That was the official reason given—but the real reason was disappointing box office returns. Most of Hollywood knew it.

      Dad stepped in immediately, assuming his mentor’s responsibilities. He finished Le Baron’s unfinished films and supervised the rest of the studio’s productions. By that time, he’d gained the experience to do the job—and he did it well enough to earn the support of several key executives back in New York.
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      STUDIO SHARKS AND POWER PLAYS

      In 1931, when Pandro was appointed temporary Head of Production at RKO, the studio was being run by a group led by Benjamin Kahane. Kahane had been chief counsel for the Orpheum Theater circuit when it merged with the Keith-Albee theaters and RCA to form Radio-Keith-Orpheum. FBO—Film Booking Office of America—was a small silent-era studio that played a crucial role in that merger. It was the production facility the group needed to make movies.

      Naturally, these various factions were locked in a fierce power struggle, each lobbying for their preferred candidate to become the permanent Head of Production. Pandro was a politically safe choice as a temporary appointee, but everyone knew there would be a battle ahead when it came time to fill the position permanently.

      FBO owned 460 acres out in the Pacific Palisades near the ocean, where they filmed non-Western action pictures and romantic melodramas. But perhaps even more important was FBO’s robust distribution wing, headed by my grandfather, Harry Berman. He had built a network of bookings with small-town theaters across America—FBO’s bread and butter. Since they didn’t have major stars under contract like the big studios did, FBO specialized in lower-budget “little pictures,” and they didn’t have to compete for big-city theater chains. Audiences in smaller towns were happy to watch films without famous names, and FBO was happy to supply them.

      But after the merger, everything changed.

      RKO set its sights higher. It moved into the big-studio marketplace and began producing more ambitious, “bigger pictures.” It was a massive gamble, but my father believed it was necessary if RKO was going to be a serious player in the motion picture industry.

      When the company needed a major star, they would rent one from a big studio—at an exorbitant cost. But it was a calculated risk. If the film was a hit, the borrowed star would have packed theaters. Eventually, RKO followed the major studio model and began signing its own contract players. A few of them became legitimate stars—and started bringing in real money for the company.

      My grandfather had started to forge relationships with theater owners in larger cities, and thanks to those efforts—and my father’s bold decisions—RKO’s prestige began to rise in the industry. Eight years had passed since my grandfather died, and now his son was stepping up to lead the very company his father had helped build.

      Around this time, Joseph Kennedy—the former champion of small-town movies and FBO’s largest stockholder—began to get cold feet. As RKO pivoted toward bigger, riskier productions, Kennedy decided the gamble wasn’t worth it. He sold off his shares and left the company altogether.

      The movie business has always been a risky one, but the bold moves my father was making at RKO were on a whole other level. More than once, the executives back at the parent company in New York were left holding their breath.
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      THE BIRTH OF A PRODUCER

      My father’s first challenge as acting Head of Production at RKO was to rescue The Gay Diplomat. LeBaron had exited the studio over creative clashes with the New York office, but the production was also running significantly over budget, and there were issues with the leading lady, Betty Compson, who was unhappy with how her role was developing. It was no small feat to smooth over objections from all sides and still try to make the picture a success.

      One of Dad’s greatest gifts was diplomacy. With his calm demeanor and intelligent problem-solving, he managed to appease both Betty Compson and the New York executives. He brought in screenwriter Alfred Jackson to punch up the dialogue and had the director reshoot several scenes with Compson—subtle changes that elevated her performance and satisfied the front office.

      The film still wasn’t a hit, but Dad limited the losses to $50,000—far better than the projected $150,000 deficit. It wasn’t a success, but it also wasn’t a disaster. And that alone was enough to convince the New York office they might have picked the right man—at least temporarily—to succeed LeBaron.

      Dad oversaw other projects in 1931, but the first film he produced solo was Bad Company, a pre-Code gangster flick starring Ricardo Cortez and the fresh-faced Helen Twelvetrees. The film was a thinly veiled nod to Al Capone—both fascinating and terrifying to the public during the Great Depression. Directed by Tay Garnett, an RKO regular, the film featured strong performances and modest financial success. For my father, it was a step forward—and the beginning of bigger opportunities.

      Impressed with Cortez’s performance, Dad cast him opposite Irene Dunne in Symphony of Six Million, which became a major hit (more on that in a later chapter).

      It took over a year to name a permanent replacement for LeBaron. That honor went to my father’s old school friend, David Selznick—who promptly fired nearly everyone… except Dad. Selznick made it clear that it wasn’t nostalgia keeping him on board. It was merit. He respected Dad’s work and believed they could collaborate effectively.

      Selznick had rapidly risen through the story department at MGM, produced two films, and moved to Paramount before landing at RKO. Like my father, he had helped usher in the era of sound films, and he was pleased that Dad had already modernized RKO using Columbia’s sound system.

      With several pet projects of his own, Selznick let Dad keep running the slate. He reviewed the productions Dad was overseeing and saw no red flags. He left my father to manage day-to-day operations while focusing on his own pictures. Selznick hired an assistant to manage the details on his projects and trusted Dad to handle the rest.

      He’d still screen all of Dad’s films, occasionally offering edits before they were finalized, and he personally reviewed the answer prints to ensure quality before approving wide release. Other than that, Dad was free to sink or swim. Thankfully, he swam.

      Selznick was married to Irene Mayer, daughter of MGM mogul Louis B. Mayer. Her sister, Edith, was married to William Goetz, later head of Universal and producer of classics like Sayonara. In Hollywood, those weren’t just marriages—they were mergers, forging dynasties that shaped the industry.

      The Berman and Selznick families were close socially, too. My mother and Irene Selznick were dear friends and pregnant at the same time. Irene’s son, Danny, was born two weeks before me in May 1936. We were often playpen buddies—just like our fathers, we became lifelong friends.

      The Selznicks lived atop Summit Drive in Benedict Canyon, with a panoramic view of Los Angeles. I spent many early days there with Danny while our mothers lunched and chatted. Summit Drive was “Celebrity Row” back then. The Selznick house was across the street from Charlie Chaplin, a wildly aggressive tennis player, who was constantly depositing tennis balls into the Selznick’s east garden, and it became Danny’s least favorite task to return them.

      Next door to Chaplin was Fred Astaire, who at the time was working with my dad on the beloved Astaire/Rogers musicals. Fred was deeply devoted to his wife, the elegant and reserved Phyllis Potter. They had two children—Fred Jr. and Ava. Ava was a classmate of my sister, Cindy, and a frequent guest at our Friday night movies and family dinners.

      Phyllis and Fred often attended wrap parties at our home, which my mother hosted to celebrate Dad’s film shoots. Both were quiet and charming, preferring conversations with familiar collaborators like George and Ira Gershwin and choreographer Hermes Pan.

      Phyllis died tragically in 1954 at just 46. Fred was devastated. He stayed in the house alone with his children, heartbroken and reclusive. It wasn’t until 1980, when both kids had left home, that he remarried—this time to Robyn Smith, a spirited young jockey. Fred couldn’t bring himself to live in the same home he’d shared with Phyllis, so he bought the empty lot next door and built a new house with Robyn.

      Just three doors down stood the legendary estate of Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks: Pickfair. It was a palatial home atop a steep driveway, surrounded by a towering white wall and guarded by massive stone gateposts, each topped with a baby angel. The wrought-iron gates were as tall and impenetrable as a fortress.

      Tour buses often cruised by, hoping for a glimpse of the couple dubbed “Hollywood royalty.” Danny used to puzzle over those baby angels, thinking lions or eagles would’ve been more fitting. We eventually figured Mary Pickford imagined her home as a sort of heaven on earth—baby angels and all.

      Across from Pickfair lived the powerhouse agent Sam Jaffe, who represented many of Hollywood’s brightest stars. Sam and his wife, Mildred, were close friends with both our family and the Selznicks. Danny and I grew up alongside their daughters, and we all remain close to this day.
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        * * *

      

      RISING THROUGH THE REELS…AND THE RANKS

      In 1932, my father produced a screwball comedy titled The Half-Naked Truth. He didn’t talk much about it, so I always assumed it wasn’t a favorite. I hadn’t seen it until years later, on Turner Classic Movies—and let’s just say, it’s far from a classic. The film has a certain wild charm but falls short of greatness.

      The plot follows a washed-up carnival barker who reinvents a sideshow singer into a Broadway star. Lupe Vélez, the fiery Latina known as “The Mexican Spitfire,” stars in the leading role. Though she appeared in 45 films, Vélez is arguably more remembered for her Hollywood romances—including a marriage to Johnny Weissmuller, the original and most iconic Tarzan, and a torrid relationship with Gary Cooper.

      Her performance in The Half-Naked Truth veered into caricature—over-the-top and farcical. Lee Tracy, as the barker, was loud, smug, and constantly chuckling at his own jokes. Still, there were some memorable performances from beloved character actors like Franklin Pangborn and Frank Morgan. Morgan, who played the Broadway producer in the film, would go on to achieve cinematic immortality as the Wizard in The Wizard of Oz—utterer of the immortal line, “Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain.”

      Despite the chaos, director Gregory La Cava held the production together and, astonishingly, the film made a $50,000 profit. My father always listed it as one of “the worst pictures I ever made”—but a profitable flop still counts as a win in Hollywood math.

      Gregory La Cava, however, was a different story. Dad held him in the highest regard. La Cava had started out as a cartoonist and animator, working with Walter Lantz on The Katzenjammer Kids. He transitioned into directing live-action films during World War I. Dad admired his ability to soothe difficult actors and credited him with taming the notoriously temperamental W.C. Fields—a feat few directors managed.

      That same year, 1932, Dad produced the critically acclaimed What Price Hollywood, a film that would set the template for all future A Star is Born stories. It was written by journalist Gene Fowler, one of Hollywood’s most amusing and acerbic characters and based on an original story by Adela Rogers St. Johns (which earned an Oscar nomination) It introduced my father’s longtime collaboration with director George Cukor.

      The film follows the well-worn but still poignant tale of a young actress on the rise and a once-great director in decline. Cukor coaxed a deeply nuanced performance from Constance Bennett, while Dad insisted on casting Lowell Sherman as the fading director—over Cukor’s objections. Dad won the argument, and rightly so. Sherman’s portrayal was layered and heartbreaking, and it practically stole the show.

      With strong supporting roles from Gregory Ratoff and Louise Beavers, What Price Hollywood was a hit, and Selznick was impressed. He saw it as a validation of his decision to keep Dad on board.

      The film’s legacy is remarkable. Selznick remade it five years later at MGM as A Star is Born (1937), starring Janet Gaynor and Fredric March. Directed by William Wellman, it was a greater commercial success. In 1954, it was remade again—this time with Judy Garland and James Mason under Cukor’s direction—and was heralded as a masterpiece. Then came Barbra Streisand and Kris Kristofferson in 1976, with the story reimagined for the rock ’n’ roll era. Finally, in 2018, the story was told once more, starring Bradley Cooper and Lady Gaga, garnering awards and nominations—including an Oscar for Lady Gaga’s original song and nominations for Cooper’s direction and screenplay.

      In 1933, Dad took a left turn into horror with The Monkey’s Paw, co-produced with Merian C. Cooper. This was his one and only foray into the genre—and he had to be talked into it. Based on the famous cautionary tale about three wishes with dire consequences, it was a faithful adaptation of the story that had been staged and filmed multiple times since its origins in British fiction.

      In this version, a young man is killed in a tragic freight accident. His parents receive the cursed paw and, predictably, wish their son back to life—inviting horrifying consequences. The film was successful, but Dad never returned to horror. When I mentioned it to him years later, he just shrugged: “Fantasies are not my cup of tea. I like real movies about real people. Let Walt Disney do the fantasies.”

      Later that year, Dad worked again with Cooper on King Kong, serving as associate producer—though his responsibilities on that film far exceeded the title.

      1933 turned out to be a breakout year. Dad produced four major films—each critically acclaimed and financially successful.

      One standout was The Silver Cord, adapted from a play by Pulitzer Prize-winner Sidney Howard. The film starred Joel McCrea and Irene Dunne, but the real star was Laura Hope Crews, who gave a powerhouse performance as a controlling, manipulative mother. The emotional stakes were high: two sons trying to start lives of their own, only to be emotionally throttled by their overbearing mother. Crews’ portrayal was suffocating and brilliant—an avalanche of guilt in human form. It’s among my father’s finest works, though rarely remembered.

      Howard, incidentally, also penned They Knew What They Wanted, which became the Broadway musical The Most Happy Fella, and his final screenplay was Gone with the Wind. Tragically, he died in a freak tractor accident before the film’s release.

      That same year, Dad paired Joel McCrea again—this time with Constance Bennett—in Bed of Roses. She played a reformed prostitute trying to live a respectable life after prison. Bennett, known for glamour, had to lean into grit and humor to sell the role. She pulled it off, crafting a performance both brassy and vulnerable. While not a top ten classic, it was a sharp, romantic comedy with heart.

      But 1933’s biggest success was Symphony of Six Million. Dad had been impressed by Ricardo Cortez in Bad Company, and here, he cast him as a Jewish doctor from New York’s Lower East Side—breaking from the typical “Latin lover” typecast Cortez had been stuck in.

      The story followed the doctor’s rise to a posh Park Avenue practice and his estrangement from his roots and his childhood sweetheart—played by Irene Dunne—until a family crisis pulls him back to his humble origins. He must operate on his father to save his life, and in doing so, rediscovers his humanity and love. It was a classic tearjerker—and a huge hit with audiences.

      Dad often said, “That was the first decent movie I ever made.” A humble statement, but far from the truth. He was a self-critical perfectionist, even when he succeeded. I just wanted him to enjoy his victories.

      Danny Selznick and I hadn’t seen Symphony of Six Million—it was never aired on TV. So, in the early 1950s, his father arranged a private screening for us at Selznick International Pictures. Though a bit dated, the film held up beautifully. We laughed in a few unintentional places, but we both walked away knowing why it had been so beloved.

      In my opinion, it was every bit as powerful as What Price Hollywood. When I told my father that, he smirked, rolled his eyes, and said, “You might be right about that.” He had a wonderful sense of humor—a bright counterbalance to the quiet shadows he occasionally carried.

      The final triumph of 1933 was Morning Glory. Starring Katharine Hepburn, Douglas Fairbanks Jr., and Adolphe Menjou, the film told the story of a hopeful young actress navigating heartbreak and hardship on her journey to Broadway success. Hepburn won her first Academy Award for the role—cementing her place in Hollywood. Dad would go on to produce fourteen films with her.

      She became a frequent guest in our home. I adored listening to her speak. That crisp, mid-Atlantic accent—so uniquely “Hepburn”—was unmistakable and enchanting.
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