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INTRODUCTION


This is not the book I intended to write. That one was angrier. It was conceived in the wake of the murder of George Floyd, on 25 May 2020, after which I, like millions of others globally, was consumed by outrage and sadness. I started writing that book, which was a response to Floyd’s demise and its aftermath. Very soon I had a few thousand words of something without a title or clear structure. As I read the text back to myself, I saw that it was laced with the anger that was coursing through my body at the time. So I stopped writing. A psychotherapist friend warned me of the possible traumatizing effects of the overconsumption of upsetting images of Black men being brutalized on the news by so-called police officers, which I had been watching daily. I took her advice, turning off the news and detaching from social media. It was only then that I started to calm down. This digital detox became my ultimate act of self-care during this tricky period. I decided that I needed to take a step back, and to just sit with the subject for a while, and stare out of my window, and not write anything, and just think, and ponder, and just be – and then get even calmer, and more silent, and more measured in my perspective. This mode of contemplation and self-reflection was beginning to happen already, as the world was immersed in lockdown due to the coronavirus pandemic. During that time I learned the important life lesson of pausing before action, so that when I did act, I would do so in a more careful manner, and one that I was less likely to regret later.


Two years passed, and I had become busy on other projects, but I still felt the drive to do something to mark that raw and turbulent time in history, and to express how I felt about it, having now stepped back. I wanted to write something that commemorated not just the significance of Floyd’s demise, but all the other Black victims of unjust police violence – Eric Garner, Michael Brown, Breonna Taylor and the thousands of others over many decades, whose names are known and not known, and whose murders were not captured live on a smartphone.


Out of this, a different book emerged, and on a different subject. I first had the idea for Hollywood Blackout ten years ago. At that time it was conceived as an illustrated coffee-table hardback – a visual celebration of Black actors at the Oscars. It was originally intended as the follow-up to another illustrated book about Black culture that I had written previously, called Black Beauty. After a conversation with my publisher, I changed the format for the proposed new title, in favour of a full-blown literary narrative. One of the fundamental things that interested me about the story was the question: how does a Black person in the West navigate life and success when they exist at the behest of a discriminating, dominant culture? This was a relevant societal question, as well as one that affected Black artists of film, who work within a system which openly marginalizes them. How much of oneself, one’s beliefs, identity and principles, does a person have to compromise, or abandon, in order to secure the role that might catapult them onto the Oscars podium?


The new outline for the book focused solely on the experiences of Black artists at the Oscars. But as soon as I began my research I came across similar stories of exclusion from women, East Asians, Latinos, South Asians, Native Americans and other indigenous peoples. I decided it would make for a richer, more compelling story if I brought their experiences into the narrative as well, and wove them all together. This made sense to me, because everybody’s human experiences, good or bad, are connected in some way. It also felt like the right approach in terms of establishing that ‘diversity’ doesn’t just mean ‘Black’, but everybody in fair and shared proportion. So, even though the book’s primary subject is the Black Hollywood experience at the Oscars, I hope the other stories will broaden its appeal and perspective for you.


The narrative illuminates the struggles that people of colour and other minorities have undergone to secure the film roles that would get them the nominations, that would then get them to the coveted Oscars. Their successes have not come easily, and they have been ushered along by boycotts, civil rights protests, war, social media activism and murder in the street. The scope of the journey moves across the diverse historical landscapes of actors of colour as well as women, from Hattie McDaniel to Denzel Washington; from Merle Oberon to Ben Kingsley; from Anthony Quinn to America Ferrera; from Miyoshi Umeki to Michelle Yeoh; from Lina Wertmüller to Kathryn Bigelow; and from Chief Dan George to Lily Gladstone.


The last decade has seen the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences embrace the reform of its voting membership, plus its eligibility rules for submitting films for the Oscars – all in the hope of creating a fairer and more diverse network which is reflective both of the Hollywood film community and the international movie-watching public. If the Oscars were a team sport, one might say that they were taking a leaf out of the playbook of the European football (soccer) leagues, which have proved that the best teams in the game comprise of players from all over the world striving together – and this is not altruism, but simply good business.









CHAPTER 1


THE TAINT OF TINSELTOWN (1898–1929)




‘The movie industry is like the Rocky Mountains: the higher you get, the whiter it gets.’


Reverend Al Sharpton, National Action Network, 15 January 2015





Twenty-nine seconds. That was the length of Something Good – Negro Kiss, the world’s first known film featuring a Black cast. It had only two actors, Saint Suttle and Gertie Brown, who were also part of a vaudeville quartet called The Rag-Time Four. The silent film was shot in 1898 by William Selig, a white vaudeville performer and film pioneer from Chicago. The action is simple and direct, featuring a well-to-do couple kissing and cuddling against a curtained backdrop. They then step away from each other amid joyful smiles and hand-holding, before coming together again and kissing. They repeat this ritual seven times. The scene, though straightforward, is extraordinary in its characterization of Blacks as a loving, romantic, humanized people, at a time when they were not perceived as such within post-slavery America. Their positive portrayal was far in advance of the harsh lens through which Hollywood first framed them when the industry launched in Los Angeles, California, in 1911. By contrast, they were rendered in racist caricatures and outmoded stereotypes, in which expressions of love and intimacy were all but eradicated.


Hollywood’s breakout blockbuster, The Birth of a Nation (1915), set the tone. An epic drama about the American Civil War, Reconstruction and the rise of the Ku Klux Klan, it depicted African Americans either as dumb, contented servants or as brutish renegades seeking violent retribution against whites, and sexual pleasure from unassuming white women. Blacks were visualized as a menace to society, at the same time as they were not considered to be a part of society. In this regard, the new culture of cinema was not simply a form of entertainment; it was also a powerful propaganda tool. Directed by acclaimed filmmaker D W Griffiths, The Birth of a Nation, though lauded for its cinematic virtuosity and technical brilliance, revealed that Black culture and its national representation on screen had become the property of white movie-makers. During the era of slavery that had preceded this, whites had owned Black bodies – and now, in Hollywood, they owned their stories too.


During the industry’s start-up period, Black actors were prohibited from playing any meaningful roles in the framing of these stories. America was in the grip of institutionalized segregation, whose restrictions were collectively referred to as the Jim Crow laws (named after a blackface minstrel character popularized in the 1830s by white stage performer Thomas Dartmouth Rice). These laws were first introduced in the Southern states during the 1870s, and were formally sanctioned across the country in 1896. They created separate facilities for Blacks and whites – water fountains, restrooms, restaurants, hotels, lodging, transportation, schools and workplaces. American society was divided into something akin to a network of private members clubs. Blacks resided outside its glass walls, and were only allowed in temporarily, as labourers or as entertainers – after which they vacated these whites-only spaces and returned to their designated zones. The legislation was designed not simply to keep Blacks and whites apart, but to stop African Americans from participating equally within society, thereby condemning them to a life of perpetual second-class citizenship. They were cast as outsiders, long before such a thing was considered ‘cool’. With the end of slavery in 1865, African Americans believed that the great hand of American democracy would treat them fairly, and that their era of suffering and misfortune had finally come to a close. But, in reality, that hand of democracy curled into a fist that plunged down upon their heads.


Jim Crow permeated every aspect of Hollywood life, too. Even the Memorial Park Cemetery, where its deceased actors were buried, was segregated – a stark reminder that, even in death, Black and white bodies were to be kept apart. Meanwhile, above ground, the main method by which Blacks were excluded was for parts intended to represent them to be assigned to white actors in blackface – a term that described white performers darkening their faces with make-up made from burnt cork ash mixed with animal fat, in order to mimic and ridicule the perceived culture, dialect and mannerisms of African Americans. These caricatures first became popular forms of entertainment in the minstrel shows of the 1820s, in which white theatre actors mimicked the song-and-dance style of the archetypal, dark-skinned, Southern male plantation slave performer. Minstrelsy was the artistic branch of white supremacy. With the advent of Hollywood, white actors in blackface featured in lead roles in early Hollywood productions such as The Birth of a Nation and Al Jolson’s The Jazz Singer (1927). As the industry’s dominant players, white actors held the prerogative to usurp such parts. It was the beginning of Hollywood’s version of ‘white privilege’, which may be described as – a white actor’s right to claim any role, regardless of its ethnic specificity. For a white actor to appear in blackface, therefore, was to own blackness. To wear it like a coat.


Hollywood’s white privilege also prevailed over other actors of colour, who were subject to the equivalent of blackface, at the hands of more marketable European actors. In the 1915 production of Madame Butterfly, white actress Mary Pickford was cast in yellowface to play Japanese geisha Cho-Cho-San. Similarly, in The Heart of an Indian (1912), its Native American leads were played in redface by white actors Francis Ford and Ann Little. In The Greaser’s Gauntlet (1908), Mexican lead, Jose, was played by white actor Wilfred Lucas. But why did any of this matter, if the films in question were all racist? Why would minority actors want lead roles in this trash? The answer is that, at the time, the primary issue at stake was about equality, not quality.


Women’s roles were appropriated in similar fashion within early Hollywood. Charlie Chaplin and Stan Laurel dressed up as females in their productions, as did actor Wallace Beery, who appeared as Sweedie, a Swedish maid, in a series of comedies from 1914 to 1916. In all cases, women were portrayed as ridiculous, witless clowns who existed to serve male prerogatives – and this would rapidly enshrine itself within Hollywood’s depiction of female characters. Statistically, the manner in which women’s progress has been stunted by the Hollywood patriarchy has been revealed in research. A 2020 report by Northwestern University analysed 26,000 movies made between 1910 and 2010. It found that roles for females increased from 1910 to 1920. At their peak, women comprised roughly 40 per cent of actors, wrote 20 per cent of the screenplays, produced 12 per cent of the films and directed 5 per cent. But these numbers fell away sharply after 1920. By 1930 acting roles for women had halved, while producing and directing roles dropped to almost zero.1 Why? The studio system emerged. Between 1915 and 1920 a diverse collection of independent studios that were spread across the country consolidated into five major Hollywood players: MGM, Warner Bros, Paramount, Fox and RKO Pictures. They held all the power, and so the decisions about who got hired fell under the control of a small group of white men – who decided that they did not want to hire women. The same period of studio consolidation also saw an increase in servile roles played by African Americans. Approximately half of all the parts surveyed by Variety in 2016 were maids and butlers, and 74 per cent of those film characters were identified via demeaning one-word nicknames. These numbers increased further in the 1920s, as servile roles reached 80 per cent.2


At the same time as whitewashing was imprinting itself upon the Hollywood aesthetic, the first Native American and Asian stars of the silent era were nevertheless emerging. In 1914 Lilian St Cyr became the first Native American actor to feature in a major role when she starred in director Cecil B DeMille’s Western, The Squaw Man, about a Native American maiden from the Ute nation, caught in an ill-fated marriage to an Englishman. Born on a Nebraska reservation, St Cyr, whose mother, Julia Decora, was from the Winnebago tribe, while her father, Michael St Cyr, was white, performed under the name ‘Red Wing’. Five years earlier, DeMille had also cast her in a bit-part in The Mended Lute, opposite Mary Pickford, who played the Native American lead in redface. Red Wing was married to another pioneering indigenous actor, James Young Deer, from the Nanticoke nation of Delaware. Beginning in 1909 he also worked as a director on a series of silent shorts for a New York film company. In 1910 he joined the French-based film company Pathé Frères, where he quickly became head of production of the West Coast studio, overseeing its slate of Westerns from 1911 to 1914.


The first Asian star to emerge was Kintarō Hayakawa (known professionally as Sessue Hayakawa). He was born into a wealthy aristocratic and military family in Chiba, Japan, in 1886. His parents wanted him to become an officer in the Imperial Japanese Navy, but he failed the medical and duly moved to California, where he was drawn to acting after attending a Japanese theatre show in Little Tokyo, Los Angeles. In 1913, while performing in a play, he was spotted by Hollywood film producer Thomas H Ince, who had been invited to the performance by Hayakawa’s wife, Tsuru Aoki. Ince recognized Hayakawa’s talent and immediately offered him a movie contract, which he only signed after Ince agreed to pay him an incredible $500 per week ($15,000 today). Hayakawa became an instant hit in two films released in 1914 – The Wrath of the Gods and The Typhoon. His global breakout role came the following year, when he starred in Cecil B DeMille’s The Cheat, as a villainous merchant who lusts after a white society matron, played by Fannie Ward. The role immediately transformed Hayakawa into a matinee idol who was as popular as the era’s major white stars, including Charlie Chaplin and Douglas Fairbanks Sr. Hollywood’s first Asian star was born.


Hayakawa’s rise was perhaps the most radical event of Hollywood’s opening decade. Why was his part not played by a white actor in yellowface, as such roles were everywhere else in the industry? It was also unusual that he, as an ‘Other’, was permitted to play a lead role opposite a white woman, in a drama that hinted at interracial sex, at a time when such interactions were deeply frowned upon. The film was made before Hollywood’s so-called ‘Production Code’, which formally banned miscegenation in film. Nevertheless, without seeming to try, Hayakawa defied the era’s stringent conventions – the same ones that Black actors at that time were not permitted to breach. Asian male sexuality was evidently seen as less threatening than that of Black men.


Hayakawa’s American fans did not care about the taboos he broke; in fact, they loved him for them. He commanded a huge fan base consisting of mostly young white females, who swooned over the villainous ‘forbidden lover’ archetype he represented. According to Japanese photographer Tōyō Miyatake, who lived in Little Tokyo at the time, Hayakawa once stepped out of a limousine at a movie premiere he was attending, and frowned slightly as he noticed a puddle on the ground before him. Suddenly, a group of adoring white female fans dashed forward and threw their fur coats over the puddle, so that he wouldn’t get his feet wet as he stepped out.


The first Black stars of the period came from the world of vaudeville and minstrel shows, where actors were already established successes. In 1914, actor, singer and musician Sam Lucas starred in a full-length adaptation of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s bestselling 1852 novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which recounted the misfortunes of a slave in the antebellum South. The novel was frequently adapted for the screen after 1900, and these productions usually featured white actors in blackface. This was the first feature-length film to have a Black lead actor. In 1913, another vaudeville star, the light-skinned Bert Williams, appeared in an unreleased, untitled short film uncovered by researchers at New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in September 2014.3 Williams was America’s best-known, and highest-paid, African American blackface actor, mime artist and recording star, noted for the hit song, ‘Nobody’. The independently produced film, a middle-class romantic comedy, features Williams in blackface and a curly-haired wig, among an all-Black cast from Harlem. Little is known about the production, which had three nameless directors – one Black and two white.


By 1914 Hollywood began to open its doors more widely to Black performers, initially as ‘extras’. Their job was to populate the background of a scene, and to make it appear natural, while the stars in the foreground dominated the action. The rules of American society were replicated in these set pieces, just as they were within the literary and theatrical traditions that preceded them. Although slavery was over, the desire to retain its ‘master and servant’ hierarchy remained potent. Blacks and other minorities would only be permitted to play yessum roles consistent with their position as America’s underclass. They could not be lawyers, doctors, business moguls or people in love. These archetypes, although present within their own segregated communities, were not prevalent within mainstream American society, and so they were absent from the cultural psyche of Hollywood’s white filmmakers and, crucially, its white cinema audiences. In their closed-off world, fuelled by nostalgia for slavery’s crusty old tropes, they saw no Black middle-class professionals, and so to cast one in a motion picture seemed both implausible and dangerous. But they did see minorities as servants, and in other low-status, reductive roles. And so, when represented on screen, Latinos played bandits, philanderers and ‘greasers’; Asians played laundry workers, cleaners and shopkeepers; and Blacks played smiling waiters, chauffeurs, sharecroppers, simple-minded clowns and mammies (the latter were sexless domestic carers or servants to white families). These minorities were shocked and bemused that this was how the new entertainment form chose to represent them. They were modernized now, and these narrow stereotypes were stale phantasms from an oppressed past they had left behind.


Some minority extras parts were subcontracted out to actors of other ethnicities. Light-skinned African Americans were hired to play roles in redface, yellowface and other guises. In Where East is East (1929) they featured in yellowface together with Chinese and Filipino extras, as natives of Indo-China. In other productions they were deployed as stand-ins for Eskimos and Malays. Noble Johnson, whose Hollywood career began in 1916 and ran for 34 years, played Native Americans in at least 12 movies, as well as Chinese, Arab, Mexican and South Asian characters. He was aesthetically malleable, like an artist’s muse, which resulted in him working more than many of his darker-skinned African American counterparts.


Mexican-born José Ramón Gil Samaniego was another multicultural actor. He moved to Los Angeles with his family in 1916, fleeing the Mexican Revolution. The following year he started working as a Hollywood extra, while supplementing his income as a dancer and singing waiter. He became friendly with the Irish director and producer Rex Ingram, who persuaded him to change his name to Ramon Novarro. With his Mediterranean good looks, he was fashioned as a rival to Italian star Rudolph Valentino, and was promoted by MGM as the archetypal ‘Latin lover’. His light skin and racially ambiguous features allowed him to shape-shift in the roles he played. In Scaramouche (1923) he was cast as a white French lawyer; in Ben-Hur (1925) he played the title role of the Middle Eastern Jewish prince; in The Pagan (1929) he played a Pacific Islander; in The Son-Daughter (1932) he played a Chinese man; and in The Barbarian (1933) he played an Egyptian.


As early as 1915, despite the limited and derisory roles on offer, acting had become a tentative profession for a chosen few African Americans who managed to secure consistent extras work. In response, various support services began to spring up along Central Avenue – Los Angeles’s main African American neighbourhood. One of the first Black acting and music coaches, Lillian Jeter Davis, advertised her services in the Black newspaper The California Eagle that year. At the same time, the first wave of African American extras were being hired by local agents acting on behalf of individual studios. Actor, promoter and agent Jimmie Smith set up his own casting business in 1915, serving both fledgling Black film companies and Hollywood studios alike. Typically, studio bosses would give the agent a breakdown of the physical types sought, and the representative would venture out into the Black neighbourhoods around South Central Los Angeles to cast the parts. Alongside those supplied by specialist agencies, others were gathered by Black ‘fixers’ retained by individual studios. Oscar Smith (Paramount) and Harold Garrison (MGM) combined this role with multiple side hustles. Garrison also ran a shoeshine stand inside MGM, and worked as a chauffeur for its executives.


The era also saw the first minorities feature in behind-the-scenes, non-acting roles within Hollywood. In 1925 Ray Mala – born in Candle, Alaska, to an Inupiat Native American mother and Russian Jewish father – made his way to Hollywood, where he secured a job as a cameraman with Fox Film Corporation. In September 1929, Pennsylvania-born Black theatre composer Will Vodery signed a three-year contract as arranger and musical director for Fox, in a deal worth an extraordinary $26,000 per year ($450,000 today). It was the biggest contract ever for an African American in a non-acting role. Thirteen years earlier, hairstylist Hattie Wilson Tabourne had begun working for the Triangle Film Corporation, on The Flame of the Yukon (released in 1917). Born in Nebraska in 1880, she had worked as a professional hairdresser since the age of 17. In the early 1900s her family moved to Los Angeles and settled on East 9th Street and Central Avenue. She secured a job at a downtown hairdressing salon, where her artistry caught the eye of Hollywood starlet Julia Faye, who had just started working with Cecil B DeMille. Faye made an introduction, and Tabourne was signed to an incredible seven-year contract with the Players-Lasky Studio, producers of DeMille’s films. She headed the studio’s hairdressing department, with a dozen assistants under her tutelage. She styled the hair of many of Hollywood’s greats, including Pola Negri, Rudolph Valentino and Gloria Swanson, for whom she was credited with creating her signature hairstyle, the ‘Gloria Bob’.


Despite the individual successes of these early professionals, two forces of resistance were busy campaigning against the industry’s treatment of African American actors and the demeaning narratives enshrined within its storytelling. The first were the Black newspapers that began publishing in the late 19th century. Led by The California Eagle, founded in 1879, four other publications – The Chicago Defender, The Pittsburgh Courier, The Philadelphia Tribune and The Amsterdam News – ran regular, eagerly devoured columns about the plight of Hollywood’s Black actors, raising hopes that one day the roles offered to them would transform in scope and style. The year 1909 also saw the launch of a bold new civil rights and social justice organization: the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The catalyst for its existence was a deadly anti-Black race riot that took place in Springfield, Illinois, in which many Blacks were assaulted and lynched. Appalled by this event, a group of 53 white liberals and seven African Americans united to form a new organization dedicated to equality, and the eradication of race prejudice and discrimination, within American society. They rapidly set up branch offices around the country, and founded their own journal, The Crisis, under the direction of the group’s most prominent African American member, W E B Du Bois.


Black actors badly needed these advocates, as they were otherwise powerless in their quest for better and more numerous film roles. They were vulnerable and easily replaced, and so they learned to keep their mouths shut and to do as they were told, while quietly imploding with frustration at their powerlessness. ‘What’s an actor supposed to do?’ pondered African American actor Willie Best. ‘Either you do it, or get out.’4 The NAACP and the Black press, like tribal elders watching from afar, were free to lobby and criticize on behalf of their Black thespians, despite the fact that the latter didn’t always agree on the stances they took, and many of Hollywood’s biggest Black stars clashed with their advocates’ ideals. These organizations became the spearhead of Black racial consciousness, as they directed their energies in opposition to Hollywood’s racist tropes. Direct action in the form of picket lines, verbal protestations and adverse newspaper headlines was intended not only to generate negative publicity that could damage a film’s chances at the box office, but also to force Hollywood into abandoning its racist narratives altogether.


In February 1915, just prior to the release of The Birth of a Nation, the NAACP took the production’s film studio to court, contending that the book upon which the film was based – The Clansman, by Thomas Dixon – had stirred riots in Pennsylvania, and that the film adaptation would likely do the same. Meanwhile, local branches of the NAACP organized protest marches and petitions denouncing the movie. Simultaneously, throughout the spring of the film’s release, The California Eagle kept up a barrage of attacks within its pages, which included protesting to the board of film censors. Although their efforts ultimately failed to stop the movie from being distributed, the power and the influence of both groups were on the rise, and Hollywood would increasingly be forced to take their protestations very seriously.


Simultaneously, other minorities were also lobbying Hollywood for better representation. In 1915 sections of the Japanese American community were outraged at director Cecil B DeMille’s derisory portrayal of Asians in The Cheat. They attempted to have the movie banned when it was re-released in 1918. Latinos were also unhappy about their portrayals in movies. In 1922 letters of protest were sent to the studios by the governments of Mexico, Honduras and Costa Rica. Mexican president Álvaro Obregón went as far as banning the import of Hollywood films that derided its citizens. Even American president Woodrow Wilson reportedly told Hollywood producers, ‘Please be a little kinder to the Mexicans.’5 On 6 November 1922, the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America signed an agreement pledging not to offend Mexicans and other Latinos. However, the deal did not put an end to their negative portrayals.


*


As the First World War drew to a close, millions of immigrants and minorities were on the move within America. The so-called ‘Great Migration’ saw six million African Americans relocate from the small towns, villages and farms of the south to the cities of the north, west and mid-west, in search of their slice of the American pie. Black people – like LGBT+ people, Mexicans, Asians and other minorities – were drawn to the big cities because they were looking for a place where they could belong, where they could work, be themselves, feel safe and not be hunted. They came from traumatized backgrounds where they had been abused and terrorized, and they sought to cross the liminal zone between these places and a new settlement somewhere over yonder, where life was sweeter. Many headed for Los Angeles in the hope of finding fortune within the fledgling film industry that was exploding in popularity amid the frenetic optimism of the post-war years. By 1920, 15,000 had made their homes there. In 1924 the Baltimore Afro-American reported that 250 African American extras were already working in Hollywood studios.6 Being an extra was a fragile vocation based on waiting and rejection, but nevertheless it was easy to see what drew people to it. It was not simply the allure of potentially being a part of the world’s most exciting and dynamic art form; it was also the fact that by the end of the 1920s Hollywood was America’s fourth largest industry, producing over 500 feature-length films per year for a weekly audience of 100 million ticket-holders paying 25 cents each across 23,000 theatres nationwide. The industry was a money machine.


From its earliest productions, Hollywood became the primary vehicle for the dissemination of American culture, and everyone wanted to be a part of that, either as consumers or creators. Even those who found themselves outside the system somehow needed it as a counterpoint, as a focal point to kick against. Rising from the undercurrent of disenfranchised creatives, an independent Black film scene began to flourish outside the Hollywood mainframe, as part of the artistic and cultural revolution known as the Harlem Renaissance, which took off in New York and reverberated into Paris and beyond. Partly galvanized in response to The Birth of a Nation, these counter-voices sought to challenge the white monopoly of motion pictures, and to take back control of African American narratives. While the white-owned, Chicago-based Ebony Film Corporation began operations in 1915, the first Black-owned film firm, The Lincoln Motion Picture Company, was founded by actor Noble Johnson in 1916. The scene’s biggest player was a writer, director and producer from Illinois called Oscar Micheaux. He founded The Micheaux Book & Film Company in 1919, producing over 40 films with predominantly Black cast members. Meanwhile, in 1922 Kansas City-based Tressie Souders was credited as the first African American female director for her indie-short, A Woman’s Error. Simultaneously, other minorities recognized the same need to take control of their own narratives, and to portray themselves as contemporary, complex figures. In May 1918, Asian star Sessue Hayakawa quit Paramount studios to form his own production company, The Haworth Pictures Corporation, specializing in Asian-themed movies. The firm created 23 silent films, featuring more expansive storylines, with Hayakawa himself producing and starring. The company made $2 million per year at its height, before folding in 1921.


While Black and Asian film entrepreneurs were busy striving for independence, inside Hollywood the studios were modernizing the extras casting system that would give birth to so many of its Academy Award winners. At that time the studios took care of their own individual casting needs, hiring white extras on the spot from the hordes of wannabes who would eagerly board streetcars every morning and head for the studio gates, where they would congregate in the hope of being chosen. Bribery and sexual favours were not uncommon methods used to procure an opportunity. The system was chaotic, unregulated and corrupt, and the studios’ employment practices contravened California’s labour laws. The situation began to attract negative press, and the studios became desperate to halt the relentless flow of hopefuls who congregated at its gates. To address this, the Central Casting Corporation was founded on 4 December 1925 by the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (a conglomerate of all the major Hollywood studios), led by its president, William H Hays. The new firm, located at Hollywood Boulevard and Western Avenue, formalized the hiring of extras and bit-part players within Hollywood. In place of the old system, registered extras looking for work were required to call the switchboard once per hour up to 3pm, and thereafter every 15 minutes for the rest of the day. Lines were open from 6am to midnight. The number of incoming calls was so great that the company had to create its own telephone exchange to handle the volume. Very quickly the massed crowds camped outside the studio gates vanished. The Los Angeles Times reported that in the first six months of operation the new bureau made 113,837 placements (629 per day) from a roster of 15,000 registered extras.7 Carole Lombard, Jean Harlow, Clark Gable, John Wayne and Gary Cooper were among those who started their careers there during Hollywood’s Golden Age.


The launch of Central Casting was quickly followed by a new system of recognition for Hollywood’s key executives. On 4 May 1927 the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS) was formally incorporated by Louis B Mayer, the legendary head of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), the era’s dominant film studio. Its initial concept was not to present awards for excellence in film, but to establish a trade organization to mediate labour disputes, promote the development of new production procedures and technologies, and market the overall image of the motion picture industry. The idea first crystallized over Sunday dinner and cigars at Mayer’s Santa Monica beachside residence, during a conversation with director Fred Niblo (who directed Ben-Hur), contract actor Conrad Nagel and Fred Beetson, head of the Association of Motion Picture Producers. They envisaged it as a private club for handpicked, important friends from the world of film. They concluded that membership would be open to those engaged in the five branches of the industry: actors, directors, writers, technicians and producers. New entrants were to be chosen by invitation only, and were voted in by the existing membership base. On 11 January 1927, Mayer invited a group of 36 Hollywood executives to the Ambassador Hotel, Los Angeles (the same venue in which Robert F Kennedy was assassinated in 1968), and put the proposal to them. It was greeted with unanimous approval. On 11 May, these founder members were then invited to an inaugural banquet at the Crystal Ballroom of the Biltmore Hotel in downtown Los Angeles. Among the members were Cecil B DeMille, Harold Lloyd, Warner brothers Harry and Jack, and Douglas Fairbanks, who was enrolled as president. That evening, of the 300 guests in attendance, 230 additional executives joined the Academy, each contributing a cheque for one hundred dollars. This extended list contained more female members, including star actress Gloria Swanson. The Academy’s first honorary membership was presented to inventor Thomas Edison, creator of the Kinetograph – a motion picture camera. The list was also significant in featuring its first non-white member: Mexican actor Ramon Novarro. It is unclear why he was admitted, although, despite his ethnic background, he looked European, and had built a career playing major roles as a white person.


Mayer remains a controversial figure within the Academy’s history. He made his fortune by being the sole distributor of the virulently racist The Birth of a Nation – and from the beginning his new Academy was set up to be discriminatory, like so many American institutions during the era of segregation and rampant sexism. It had been barely six decades since the abolition of slavery, and American women had only won the right to vote in 1920. Unsurprisingly, against this backdrop the institutions created by powerful white men like Mayer were designed exclusively to serve their own prerogatives. Although he stressed the democratic nature of his organization when he stated that membership was open to all those who had contributed ‘in a distinguished way to the arts and sciences of motion picture production’, in reality it was a club for white men – a private fiefdom of wealthy, cigar-smoking alphas, with their feet up on Hollywood’s proverbial desks. Of the Academy’s 36 founder members, only three were women (8 per cent): Mary Pickford (who was married to Fairbanks), plus actors/screenwriters Bess Meredyth and Jeanie MacPherson. None were Black. None were Asian, Native American or Latinos. In segregated America, it could be no other way.


Despite this, a new generation of Black actors were pushing for greater inclusion, buoyed by the optimistic energy of the Roaring Twenties. One of them was vaudeville actor and comedian Lincoln Perry. In November 1927 the Florida-born entertainer featured in the silent film In Old Kentucky, where he introduced the controversial character known as Stepin Fetchit – a perplexed, lazy, mumbling dimwit. Whites loved the persona, while Blacks were horrified at what they saw as Perry’s perpetuation of a demeaning stereotype. Nevertheless, he turned it into a highly lucrative career. By the mid-1930s he had become Black Hollywood’s first millionaire. Though Stepin Fetchit was heavily criticized, Perry did help move African American actors a step closer to reaching the Academy Awards. For his role in the movie he became the first Black actor to receive an on-screen credit in a feature film. This small addition had huge consequences, as it gave formal and public recognition to the roles Black actors played, thereby legitimizing their presence as actors in leading roles. Before Perry, the names of Black actors were not included, but after him this would become standard.


Evolution was also taking place at grassroots level. As the industry expanded and modernized, the demand for African American extras began to grow concurrently, with productions gradually moving away from using white actors in blackface. In early October 1927, Central Casting launched a specialist African American division. Los Angeles agent Charles Butler was hired as Head of Negro Employment by boss Fred Beetson to run it. Butler was 43 years old, and well-known within the industry, having previously worked for local Black casting agencies Cinema Exchange and Cinema Auxiliary, alongside Jimmie Smith. Butler, who was from Saginaw County, Michigan, became one of only a handful of Black Hollywood executives present at that time, and the only African American among all of Central Casting’s employees. Jim Crow meant that he was prohibited from working alongside his white colleagues at their Hollywood Boulevard headquarters. Instead, he was based at his existing office at East 12th and Central, in the heart of Los Angeles’s Black neighbourhood.


Upon his appointment, all connections and relationships that Black extras and casting agents had previously cultivated with individual Hollywood studios were instantly severed. Butler now had absolute control. Under the wing of Central Casting, he supplied background actors to all 14 Hollywood studios at once. Whenever they sought Black actors for their productions they would pick up the phone to him, and him alone. Butler held the keys to the fortunes and futures of almost all of the industry’s Black extras and newcomers. In one move he had become the most powerful African American in Hollywood.


If a Black actor was ever going to break through Hollywood’s exclusion zone and win an Academy Award one day, that person would have to come through Butler at Central Casting. And so, to the acting fraternity based around Central Avenue, Butler was Hollywood. Some sections of the Black press complained that he wielded too much power – but perhaps that was the point. The one thing that this generation of Black people, and their slave forebears, had never had in their lives – and that they craved the most – was power.


Did this power go to Butler’s head? As well as controlling Black Hollywood, he was financially very well off compared to the actors on his books. A salaried employee, he drove a brand-new car every year, and the agency afforded him a generous expense account, which included all the petrol he needed for the 30,000 miles he clocked up each year, shuttling twice daily between 14 studios spread over a 40-mile radius, delivering casting calls, pay checks and studio passes. There were few other Black people in America at that time with such terms of employment.


However, Butler’s power was controlled by his white bosses, upon whom he depended for his status and security. His value to them was only as good as the extras he could procure on demand. So where did he find these golden nuggets of Black talent? He took a daily walk along Central Avenue, the main thoroughfare into downtown Los Angeles, and home to the majority of African Americans living in the South Central district. Segregation had forced them into this cluster, as whites had used restrictive covenants to prevent them from living in, or purchasing property in, the parts of the city they favoured. As a result, numerous Black-owned businesses sprang up next to each other – nightclubs, theatres, cafes and restaurants, hardware stores, banks, beauty parlours, gas stations and markets, many of them clustered between 8th and 12th street, adjacent to Butler’s office. Among the enterprises were well-known nightspots the Kentucky Club and premier jazz venue Club Alabam, as well as the offices of The California Eagle. The packed theatres of the thoroughfare known as ‘Brown Broadway’ hosted the best in Black vaudeville and musical comedy, and its movie houses showed the latest Hollywood films. The Somerville Hotel (later renamed The Dunbar) was the focal point for Hollywood’s Black celebrities, and the most prestigious place for them to stay within segregated Los Angeles. The venue was frequented by Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Langston Hughes, Billie Holiday, Lena Horne and Nina Mae McKinney, as well as members of the NAACP.


Central Avenue was also the epicentre of Black Hollywood. Among the area’s residents were the first generation of the film industry’s Black actors, stylists, hair and make-up artists, composers and cameramen, as well as the chauffeurs, butlers, cooks and maids who serviced Hollywood’s elite. To be an African American living or working there at this time was to be aware of a certain frisson of possibility crackling in the air. One day a person could be walking down the street minding their own business, and the next they could be under the lights on a Hollywood film set. And with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’, Butler could make or break these careers. His favourites ended up with regular extras work, and were booked repeatedly on different productions throughout each year. The pay was $7.50 ($130 today) per eight-hour day, plus a box lunch. For most, acting success was measured not by the quality of specific roles, but by the number of days booked, minutes on screen, and cash earned. Getting booked on that first job could turn a person’s head. Transformed by their brief illumination in front of the camera, they would suddenly, formally call themselves ‘actors’, and envisage never having to go back to their day jobs. In reality, most would have to.


Butler would traverse the pavements of Central Avenue’s bustling neighbourhood, frequenting its numerous venues, scanning faces and bodies, like a modelling agency scout might do today. African Americans were arriving in Los Angeles every day, and so Butler and his contacts were perpetually on the lookout, checking the influx of fresh talent that had come westward, seduced by the shimmer of Tinseltown. When he was recruiting large numbers of extras, groups would cluster along Central Avenue’s street corners, stretching northwards from the Somerville Hotel. Butler would select those that fit the studio’s physical specification and send them along to so-called ‘cattle calls’, via the studios’ fleet of buses, parked at East 12th and Central, adjacent to his office. A young actress named Hattie McDaniel later recalled seeing the buses ‘drive slowly down Central Avenue and pick up any interesting character who wanted a day’s work’.8 Butler also scoured churches, beauty pageants, jazz clubs and amateur singing contests – anywhere that Black folks hung out. He was assisted by his wife Sara, an ordained minister from Indiana, who founded the Zion Temple Community Church in Los Angeles. She was formally trained in music, and took charge of the local choir. She ran a popular choral group, Old Time Southern Singers, and so she had a direct line to the neighbourhood’s most talented young female singers.


Butler was to discover a number of Hollywood’s Black movie stars. One of the first was Louise Beavers, a young singer and actor from Cincinnati, Ohio, who worked as a maid between gigs. She was a member of the Lady Minstrels, a group of Black female stage performers. One night in early 1927, while performing at Loew’s State Theatre in downtown Los Angeles, she was spotted by Butler, who was seated in the audience. He offered to send her on movie castings, but she hesitated initially, as she disliked the demeaning roles on offer for African American actors. Butler persisted, and Beavers was eventually cast in the silent drama Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1927).


With thousands of extras on the books of Central Casting’s various divisions, it was vital to create an efficient filing system to keep track of the talent. All extras were collated into a master index, classified by physical ‘type’, such as ‘blonde’, ‘beautiful’, ‘ugly’, ‘Jewish’, ‘Latin’, ‘fallen woman’, ‘fast flapper’, and so on. But within the African American division the classifications were exclusively narrow in scope and derogatory in nature – mammy, servant, waiter, porter. Butler’s task was to match his extras to their racist stereotypes. Full-figured, dark-skinned women were sent in as mammies, while slim, dark-skinned men were porters and waiters. Light-skinned African Americans were categorized as ‘off-types’, and were never cast in such roles, due to what was considered to be the ambiguity of their lighter skin and bi-racial countenance. Crucially, all these casting typologies were fixed propositions within the psyche of Hollywood’s white decision-makers. By contrast, white extras could harbour reasonable hopes of one day breaking loose from their specified type and into other roles, but for African Americans, a mammy would always be cast as a mammy, and nothing else.


Butler was complicit within this order. He perpetuated Hollywood’s derogatory Black stereotypes in the extras he selected for the studios. He could do nothing to change Hollywood’s racism, and so he complied with it. If he hadn’t, someone else would have taken his place. He was loyal only to those who paid his wages. ‘Charles Butler was more interested in doing the industry’s bidding than protecting African American artists,’ wrote Jill Watts in Hattie McDaniel: Black Ambition, White Hollywood.9 His success lay in learning to think like his white bosses – to think like a racist, while being Black. It was a persona that he wore to work every day, like a hat. Like a hat he forgot he was wearing.


Nevertheless, thousands of African American extras were very happy to work for Butler. In 1927 he employed them 6,816 times across different productions. They wanted to be in the movies, whether they were favourably portrayed or not. It was easy to see why. By working just six days a month on a film set, an extra could make more money than they could working full-time as a servant. Ironically, the choice was either to play demeaning servants on screen or to become servants in real life.


The launch of Central Casting’s Black division coincided with advances in film technology – namely the end of the silent era and the advent of sound in 1927. This innovation extended the scope of the acting profession beyond its solely physical incarnation, and presented the opportunity for artistic emancipation, leading to more substantive roles. For African Americans this meant that their musical talents could now be showcased. Two all-Black musicals, Hallelujah! and Hearts in Dixie, were commissioned side-by-side by MGM and Fox, and Butler was briefed to seek out actors who could sing and play musical instruments, as well as act. Minor speaking roles were also introduced for Black extras. Those who had bit-parts of dialogue could boost their earnings to $20 per day ($350 today), while others were hired on short contracts and paid weekly for a few lines within different scenes. But these early speaking parts were reserved only for those who could talk in the Southern stereotype ‘broken English’ so beloved by white directors and producers. Slurred rather than precise speech was the order of the day. In some cases, those trained, educated actors whose vocal styles were considered too refined would receive special instruction from white speech coaches in how to deliver their lines ‘authentically’.


By the close of 1928 Butler had placed almost 11,000 extras, with wages totalling $90,000 ($1.6 million today). The demand was so intense during the summer filming schedule of 1929 that Butler was denied his vacation by his bosses at Central Casting. He would often be called upon to mobilize large numbers of African American extras at short notice. For Hallelujah! (1929) he recruited 340 of them from local church choirs, and delivered them to the studio in bus loads, first thing on a Sunday morning. The normally packed pews within the neighbourhood’s Black churches were suddenly empty that day.


Hallelujah! ushered in the first African American female to play the lead in a Hollywood feature film. Nina Mae McKinney played a wisecracking Jazz Age flapper and con artist who seduces a sharecropper-turned-preacher, and becomes embroiled in a deadly love triangle. McKinney was a precocious talent, first spotted at the age of 16 by the film’s director, King Vidor, while performing in the chorus line of a New York Broadway revue in 1928. Vidor, a white Southerner under contract at MGM, had longed to make an all-Black feature, but this was new and uncharted territory for the white conservative studios. MGM bosses Irving Thalberg and Louis B Mayer, along with Nicholas Schenck, who was chairman of Loew’s theatres (which owned MGM), balked when Vidor first pitched it to them, fearing that white audiences would never go to see it, and that it would flop. His bosses only relented when Vidor pledged his own salary into the film’s funding. In this era, it was often the case that conventions were crossed not by the studios themselves, but by maverick auteurs who pushed for alternative stories that were not driven by white protagonists.


When news broke of the production, and its all-Black cast, with McKinney as lead, The California Eagle lobbied MGM to employ African Americans behind the scenes as well. Black musical director Eva Jessye supervised the choral sequences, while Harold Garrison took charge of organizing the Black extras on set. African Americans were also hired as consultants in Arkansas and Tennessee, where parts of the movie were shot. The film turned McKinney into an overnight sensation, drawing rave reviews from the Black press. In 1928 both she and Lincoln Perry were rewarded for their successes, becoming the first Black actors to sign contracts with their respective studios, MGM and Fox. This was a major milestone in the status of Hollywood’s Black actors. But, for McKinney especially, little would come of it. After Hallelujah! there were no follow-on roles, and so mainstream stardom eluded her. She ended up touring Europe, appearing in small-time variety shows. For Perry, despite appearing in 44 films between 1927 and 1939, most of his parts were not lead roles, and he was unable to develop into more progressive characters. In another world they would both have been the foremost contenders for Black Hollywood’s first Academy Awards, as they were its biggest stars, but within the studio system there was no investment in the development of Black actors. And so eventually they faded away.


*


Within the entertainment arena, the idea to present gold awards of achievement had its roots in elite sport. The first Olympic medals, designed for the Athens Games of 1896, were created by French sculptor Jules-Clément Chaplain, one of the founders of the Art Nouveau movement. His supersized bas-relief coins were forged at the Paris Mint. First-place winners received a silver medal, an olive branch and a diploma. Those in second place were awarded a bronze/copper medal, a laurel branch and a diploma. The tradition of gold-plating began at the 1904 games in St Louis, USA, with medals designed by New York jewellers Dièges & Clust. Olympic champions have received gold medal awards ever since.


It was at the meeting of the AMPAS founders on 11 May 1927 that Louis B Mayer first tabled his idea of presenting ‘Awards of Merit’ to select Hollywood professionals each year. He saw it as a means of incentivizing filmmakers. ‘I found that the best way to handle [filmmakers] was to hang medals all over them,’ he said. ‘If I got them cups and awards, they’d kill themselves to produce what I wanted. That’s why the Academy Award was created.’10 At the same event the Academy’s now iconic golden statuette was designed by MGM’s Irish-born art director Cedric Gibbons. He was one of the Academy’s original 36 founder members. Sketching on one of the hotel’s white linen napkins, he produced a rough image of a noble, crusading knight, naked and posing like a sentry keeping guard, gripping a downturned sword while standing in front of a reel of film with five spokes – each representing one of the Academy’s original five branches. No sketches of live models were used in its conception.


Gibbons’s design was immediately approved by the Board of Directors, and featured on the cover of the November 1927 edition of the Academy’s magazine. The sculpture fitted in seamlessly with the organization’s exclusively white, male ethos. The fact that the figure was masculine suggested that Gibbons was not thinking about the possibility that many of the trophies might be won by women. The inclusion of the sword is also both a phallic symbol – a reference to masculine sexual power – and an emblem of aggression. But aggression against whom? Its sentry-like pose suggests it is guarding the five departments denoted by its film reel base. But who is the enemy it is guarding against? Perhaps those excluded from the Academy?


In early 1928, Gibbons paid 26-year-old Los Angeles sculptor George Stanley $500 to transform his initial sketch into three-dimensional form. Together they discussed the design concept, and Stanley worked up several prototypes, from which Gibbons selected the final edition. Gibbons enlisted his assistant, Fredric Hope, to work up the design of the plinth. The outline of the knight was streamlined to enhance its elegance, while the base, with its film reel motif, was repositioned beneath the figure’s feet, as if it were standing triumphantly upon a podium. The first twelve statuettes were cast by Guido Nelli at the California Bronze Foundry. From the second year, production would move to the Southern California Trophy Company, where it would stay until 1960. The firm would make up to 50 units per year, at a cost of $105 per unit. The finished Art Deco statuette – officially referred to as ‘the Academy Award of Merit’ – consisted of 24-carat gold-plated bronze. It was 13½ inches tall, and weighed a hefty 8½ pounds. Gibbons’s final design has hardly been altered since (aside from being fitted with a thicker plinth in 1945). As MGM’s art director, Gibbons would end up enjoying a relationship with the trophy he designed that would endure beyond his wildest expectations. During his Hollywood tenure he would be nominated for an Academy Award an incredible 39 times, winning on 11 occasions – a record that stands to this day.


In 1928 there were a total of 362 Academy members. Of the five departments, the Actors Branch was the largest, consisting of 91 members. The directors had 78, the writers 70, the technicians 69 and the producers 34. In the build-up to the first Academy Awards ceremony in 1929, the members did not actually vote for the subsequent winners. Instead, they submitted a list of nominees who were then narrowed down by Boards of Judges to a maximum of three for each category, with the winners then chosen by the Central Board of Judges, which was composed of one member from each of the five branches. In other words, the winners were picked by five men – Alec Francis (Actors Branch), Frank Lloyd (Directors Branch), Sid Grauman (Producers Branch), Tom Geraghty (Writers Branch) and A George Volck (Technicians Branch). This process would change for subsequent Awards, to prevent board members from showing a bias towards their own films. The final decision on the debut year winners was made on Friday, 15 February 1929. The results were announced to the press on the following Monday, and were printed by the Los Angeles Times, three months in advance of the ceremony.


The event took place on 16 May in the Blossom Room of the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel, Los Angeles. It was a black-tie corporate banquet attended by 270 members and their guests, who paid five dollars each. With few women and almost no minority Academy members, and with Hollywood’s leading roles exclusively played by white actors, it was clear who the new system of rewards was designed to celebrate. The only African Americans in attendance on the night were the waiters, porters and kitchen hands. Twelve Awards, plus 20 certificates of honourable mention for the runners-up, were presented by Douglas Fairbanks, for works completed during the 1927–8 season, in a ceremony that lasted just 15 minutes. There were no surprises among the winners, after being informed in advance – so much so that only two of the victors in the acting categories actually turned up to receive their trophies. Swiss-German actor Emil Jannings, who won Best Actor for his roles in both The Last Command and The Way of All Flesh, picked his up in advance, before heading home to Germany, where he would later campaign for Hitler and the Nazis. There was only one female winner: 22-year-old Janet Gaynor, who won Best Actress for her work in three films during that period – Seventh Heaven, Street Angel and Sunrise. A special Honorary Award was presented to Charlie Chaplin. The pioneering Jazz Singer movie was barred from competing in the major categories, as its use of sound was considered an unfair advantage compared to the silent films in the running. It had to settle for an Honorary Award instead. George Stanley also received a special mention on the night, as the gifted sculptor behind the golden statuette. He was a modest figure who didn’t enjoy the limelight, and so he hid behind a tall plant when he heard his name mentioned.


In its fledgling form, the first Academy Awards was a modest affair – a low-key trade show that many within the industry, and outside, didn’t really care about. It had no media coverage, no global audience, no red carpet, no fashion focus, no razzmatazz, no suspenseful reveal of the winners from a sealed envelope opened in the moment. African Americans and other minorities were not fighting to be a part of this staid event. But this would soon change as the Awards rapidly established themselves. However, despite the expanding volume of work for actors of colour, one glaring problem remained. As long as they were confined to being extras and bit-part players they would never be nominated for any of the new Academy Awards of Merit. They needed to be cast consistently in leading roles in high-quality productions. From their disenfranchised position this was not easy. The studios were slow to create such parts for non-white actors, and ones that would elevate their status, rather than perpetuate outdated stereotypes. There was no commitment to developing the careers of the best talents. All they had were the transient whims of a few directors with one-off projects. The well-worn pattern – and one that would repeat itself for decades to come – was that a major role for an actor of colour would result in no follow-up, even for those under contract, and so they would eventually crash out of Hollywood in slow motion, gradually phased out by those who had once courted them. Instead, the investment went into nurturing the white stars of the studio system as the most commercially viable and culturally acceptable options. Thus, at the end of the 1920s, the chances of any minorities being nominated for an Academy Award stood at zero. Louis B Mayer’s initial choice of the 36 all-white, mainly male founder members was pivotal, as it enshrined the culture of discrimination against women and people of colour in the attainment of Academy Awards, thereby setting the industry up as a battleground for gender and racial equality that would prevail for the next one hundred years.









CHAPTER 2


AMERICAN GOODNESS (1930–1940)




‘Being the first black anything, sucks.’


Chris Rock, Details magazine, August 2012





When the phone rang in Charles Butler’s Central Avenue office, the voice at the other end made a request that seemed impossible to achieve. It was late October 1933, and Universal Pictures was filming the movie Imitation of Life, directed by John M Stahl, with Fredi Washington playing the lead and Louise Beavers supporting. Based on the 1933 bestselling novel of the same name, by Fannie Hurst, the plot tells the story of a struggling widow, Bea, who goes into business with Delilah, a Black domestic servant. Delilah has a very fair-skinned daughter, Peola, who grows up and passes for white, and shuns her mother, who subsequently dies of a broken heart. As the production prepared to shoot Delilah’s funeral scene, Butler was told to find extras to play mourners. Delilah was a popular and much-loved philanthropist within the community, and so the studio needed hundreds of African American extras for the climactic scene. They only gave Butler a few hours to find them and get them to the set.


His contacts within the African American film community were extraordinary, but he didn’t have time to gather that many actors at such short notice. Instead, rather than cast professionals, he drove around to seven local lodges in South Central Los Angeles, and recruited all their members, including various choral groups – 550 people in total. He loaded them onto a fleet of studio buses and got them all to the set on time, as requested.


As the director finally called ‘action’ on the scene, and the cameras rolled, one person stood out among the 550. She was an unknown actress from Wichita, Kansas, named Hattie McDaniel, who was there with her choral group, Old Time Southern Singers. She stood out, not for her presence within the funeral scene – in fact, she was cut from the final edit – but for what would reveal itself later on, when she would inadvertently change the course of Hollywood history.


McDaniel was born on 10 June 1893. She was the youngest of 13 children born to Henry McDaniel and Susan Holbert. Her father was a farm labourer from Virginia, and her mother a domestic worker from Tennessee. The family existed in extreme poverty. Six of her siblings died young, and, according to Hattie, she was malnourished at birth, weighing just 3½ pounds. The family lived in substandard accommodation, without adequate clothing, and the children regularly went without meals.


Henry McDaniel was a Civil War veteran with the Tennessee 12th Colored Infantry Regiment. He fought for the Union at the Battle of Nashville in 1864. Unfortunately he returned home from battle with severe war wounds. He was lame, deaf in one ear, and had sustained a broken jaw which had become an open sore inside his mouth, complete with fragments of bone. He had received little medical treatment, and consequently lived in constant pain. For years afterwards he struggled against the racism of the US government, after their refusal to grant him a service pension or disability payments. Following many rebuttals he was finally granted a reduced state pension in 1902, after 18 years of trying. This, along with the family’s struggles against day-to-day racism, job insecurity and the effects of the war, formed a constant, haunting echo within the McDaniel household. But, rather than discouraging the young Hattie, the obstacles only fuelled her determination and drive to succeed.


Her journey to success began with her love of song. She grew up singing wherever she could – in church, at home, in the street, or at school in Denver, Colorado, where the family moved in 1901. One of only two African American students in her class at the 24th Street Elementary School, she became a popular figure among her classmates due to her song-and-dance talents. She had dreamed of being an entertainer since the age of six, and this desire became so strong within her that she dropped out of high school in 1910 to focus on it fully. Over the next 20 years she performed in touring minstrel shows alongside her siblings, working on the side as a housemaid, aged 15, to make ends meet. ‘Mostly, I used to wash dishes, wash clothes, cook the dinner and then mind the baby when the white folks went off after dinner,’ she recalled.1 In between, she performed in vaudeville shows and established herself as an accomplished blues singer-songwriter, as well as a skilled dancer, actor and comedienne. These two decades as a journeyman performer, on stage and on the road, were her apprenticeship years, when she refined her craft night after night, in preparation for her forthcoming role in American history.


Her rise coincided with the stock market crash of 24 October 1929, and the onset of the Great Depression, which saw worldwide gross domestic product fall by 15 per cent, international trade plummet by 50 per cent, and 5,000 US banks fail nationwide. People of all backgrounds became desperate to find work and the means to feed their families. The era jettisoned 13 million people from employment, their labour and skills suddenly useless in the pared-down and desperate wasteland of those sour times. Unemployment in Los Angeles reached an all-time high of 20 per cent, and those within the Black and minority communities were hardest hit. By 1931, 29 per cent of the city’s Black population were jobless. Many of the service and hospitality jobs usually designated to them were either scrapped or reassigned to whites. Blacks became the last to be hired, and the first to be fired. They often received substantially less aid than whites from public assistance programmes, while a number of so-called charities barred them from their soup kitchens.
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