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N’oublie pas … 
La vie sans amis c’est comme un jardin sans fleurs
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Introduction


She was one of four genuinely great movie actresses of the twentieth century – the others were Garbo, Hepburn and Bette Davis. Like them she was totally uncompromising, on and off the screen. Hers was the classic Hollywood rags-to-riches story: the tramp who became a lady; the girl from the wrong side of the tracks who unashamedly slept her way to the top.


Joan Crawford was not the first to use sex as a stepping stone towards immortality; nor will she be the last. Yet despite being a product of the now-defunct all-powerful studio system, she kept her dignity intact. The fans, and to a certain extent the media, never found out what was happening behind that big red curtain of megastardom. Each time Crawford stepped into the public arena, she looked every inch the legend she became in her own lifetime, and behaved accordingly – something that does not happen today, with the emphasis so often placed on grungy appearances and tabloid-exploited moral turpitude.


Aspects of Joan Crawford’s extraordinary, complex psyche were incorporated into many of her films, within which the actress and character became as one, but such was the naivety of America during the Depression, few made the connection. The same may be said for Crawford, gay icon par excellence. Few people realised, at the time these events were unfolding, of her fondness for gay and bisexual men – on account of their fear of being exposed by the media. Three of her husbands slotted into this category, as did many of her lovers, including Clark Gable.


After her death in 1977, Joan Crawford’s reputation was sullied in one fell – or foul – swoop with the publication of Mommie Dearest, her adopted daughter Christina’s frequently scathing account of what it had allegedly been like to be a Hollywood child raised by a megalomaniac. How many, if any, of her mother’s reported acts of cruelty are authentic is not known, but with any lack of real evidence they are thought to have been exaggerated. Walking in the shadow of an international monument – proven to be more talented, beautiful and charismatic than oneself will ever be – can never be easy. Being taken in by such a person and offered a lifestyle beyond one’s wildest dreams, then to maliciously attack that person from beyond the grave, can only be interpreted as unforgivable. As with some of her contemporaries, however – instinctively one thinks of Marlene Dietrich and Bette Davis, similarly maligned by bitter, ungrateful offspring – the damage inflicted by Christina has not proved long-lasting, proving the fact that true legends survive every adversity, in death as they did in life. The fact that Joan was accused of beating her children with wire coat-hangers even extended her fan base during the early Eighties, with some American gay magazines giving away such items as part of their subscription packages!


It was another renowned ‘fag-hag’, Tallulah Bankhead, who with the greatest respect awarded Joan Crawford her so-called ‘under-the-counter’ nickname, ‘The Lady With the Fuck-Me Shoes’ – owing to the call-girl ankle-straps she wore in her early films. Joan loved the moniker, and more than once found herself ‘bleeped’ in television and radio interviews for repeating it. 


This is her remarkable story.














CHAPTER ONE
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 Billie Cassin and the Casting Couch




‘Bette Davis used to tell everyone that Joan Crawford only got into movies  by way of the casting couch – until Joan hit her back with, “Well, my dear,  it sure beat the cold, hard floor!”’ 


 Marlene Dietrich







She was born Lucille Fay LeSueur, most likely on 23 March 1904 (though she always maintained it was 1908, when birth certificates became state mandatory, and also the year of arch-rival Bette Davis’s birth) in San Antonio, Texas – and not in humble circumstances, as has been often stated. Although her French-Canadian father, Thomas, deserted his family shortly after her birth, her Irish-Scandinavian mother, Anna Bell (Johnson) coped rather well looking after her two children – Daisy, her first-born, had died in infancy and Hal Hayes was born 1902 – until a certain Henry ‘Billy’ Cassin came along.


 Cassin was a jack of all trades. Where there was a dollar to be made he would be there, whether bail-bonding or acting as a disreputable notary public. His chief source of income came from two small theatres in Lawton, Oklahoma: the grandly named Ramsey Opera House, where the ballerina Anna Pavlova and the notorious chanteuse Eva Tanguay had once appeared, and Cassin’s Air Drome, an open-air establishment that engaged the more regularly performing (and cheaper) vaudeville acts and put on minstrel shows.


 Lucille loathed her first name, and by 1912 was calling herself Billie – the female equivalent of her stepfather’s nickname. She was also very much the tomboy, preferring the company of the neighbourhood’s roughneck boys to the more genteel girls, always getting into scrapes, and leaning more on Billy Cassin than her feisty, wayward mother – usually because he allowed her to have her own way and, against Anna’s wishes, not only turned a blind eye to her truancy but encouraged her to mingle with the rough-and-ready grease-paint crowd. By the age of eight, Billie knew next to nothing about schooling, but she was already a fairly accomplished hoofer – half-ballet, half-tap.


During the summer of 1913, this relatively idyllic world came crashing about Billie’s ears when Cassin was accused of misappropriating bail money and forced to flee town, with his family, and seek refuge with the Johnsons, Anna’s parents in Phoenix, Arizona. They stayed here but a few weeks before relocating to Kansas City, Missouri, where Cassin claimed he had connections – quite likely this was untrue. While waiting for the money to come through from the sale of the small bungalow he had owned in Lawton, Cassin rented them a single room at the New Midland Hotel, a hostel for down-and-outs in the city’s red-light district. When the Lawton property was eventually sold, it brought in less than Cassin had been expecting, and certainly not enough to buy the house Anna had set her heart on. Then he learned that the owners of the New Midland were moving on and, hoping this would provide him with enough revenue to set up another theatrical venture, Cassin took over the lease.


In Kansas City, Billie was enrolled at the Scarritt Elementary School – and, because of her sore lack of education, was forced into a class with children up to three years younger than herself. Needless to say there were problems with Billie here, allegedly to do with bullying and more truancy, and within a few months Cassin moved her to the St Agnes Academy, a reputable Catholic school, though he was the only one in his family of this faith. And to curb the truancy, this time Billie was enrolled as a boarder.


Life at St Agnes was no bed of roses for a girl with an innate rebellious streak. Unlike most of the other pupils, Billie was not on a scholarship, and in common with the other ‘charity cases’, after class she was made to help with the chores: cleaning the toilets, scrubbing floors, washing dishes. Even so, she welcomed this as an escape from her studies. In the latrines or in the kitchen she was occasionally given the opportunity to practise her steps and daydream of her greatest ambition – to become a professional dancer like Anna Pavlova and star at the New York Winter Garden. Or perhaps, in a rather less glamorous capacity, become a taxi dancer, like one of the good-time girls who sometimes worked with the ragtime musicians in the foyer of the New Midland Hotel.


Yet no sooner had Billie settled in at St Agnes than she learned that her family had been walked out on once more. Henry Cassin, his reputation in tatters and all hope of re-founding his show-business emporium dashed after news of the bail-bonding scandal finally caught up with him, had left without even saying goodbye to his wife. Two weeks later, evicted from the New Midland, Anna and the children moved into a tawdry apartment at the rear of a wash house, where she took poorly paid work as a skivvy.


Billie appears to have been told at this time that Cassin was not her real father. Later she would write in her memoirs (A Portrait of Joan), ‘I wish he’d taken me with him. My mother was a nagging bitch and my brother was a lazy good-for-nothing. I cried when I found out Daddy Cassin wasn’t coming back, and that’s when Hal told me Henry wasn’t my real father.’ Hal’s sadistic streak did not end with his taunting Billie about her stepfather. ‘He used to lock me in a dark closet,’ she would tell reporter Frazier Hunt many years later, in Photoplay magazine, February 1934. ‘That’s why it always frightens me now to be hemmed in – whether by walls or by a crowd.’


In 1918, Billie Cassin made her debut performance in front of an audience, in St Agnes’s annual week-long production of The Maypole Dance, at the Orpheum Theater. Dressed as a snowdrop, she played the part of January in a tableau entitled Months of the Year – quite an achievement, for a month or so previously she had trodden on a broken bottle, severed a tendon in her right foot and was told by doctors that she might end up with a permanent limp. (Ironically, her character January was professed in the playbill to be ‘pure as the driven snow’; the would-be thespian was already anything but.) Billie’s success in the revue resulted in her being shunned even more than usual by the other girls at St Agnes and she began playing truant again, usually to hang around Budd Park, a suitable distance from the academy, where she hoped she would not be recognised and word of her exploits be reported back to the nuns. One day she happened upon the boys from the Northeast High School football team, engaged in a practice session, and at once decided to make a play for at least one of these oversexed youths, despite her own physical shortcomings. The fact that Billie was plump and ungainly with huge buck teeth, and that it was widely known that she had crabs due to her hatred of bathing, did nothing to deter would-be suitors in search of what appears to have been an easy lay.


The good sisters, in fact, knew exactly what Billie was getting up to, but refrained from expelling her because they considered her mother such a bad influence – since Henry Cassin’s departure, Anna had shacked up with one man after another, and at times even resorted to prostitution, allegedly to make ends meet – that they thought to send the girl home would send her completely off the rails. By the late summer, however, some indiscretion (thought to be pilfering) led to Billie being summoned to the Mother Superior’s office. An altercation ensued. Never backwards at coming forwards, or answering back, Billie settled for the lesser of the two evils: she walked out of St Agnes and moved back in with Anna and her latest ‘meal ticket’, as Joan Crawford scathingly referred to them – a delivery man named Harry Hough.


Mere days later, Anna LeSueur received word that Billy Cassin had died. She promptly announced to her young daughter that she and Harry Hough would now be getting married, presumably assuming that in doing so she was assuaging the youngster’s grief. In fact, some sources claim that neither Thomas LeSueur nor Henry Cassin had actually been married to Anna, and it seems unlikely now that any ceremony took place – rather, the announcement was probably made so that if Anna moved into Hough’s house on upmarket Genessee Street as his wife, she might avoid being regarded as the neighbourhood tart.


Whereas Daddy Cassin had genuinely loved Billie and had always treated her with the utmost kindness, Harry Hough appears to have been a creep with a penchant for very young girls – certainly according to Joan Crawford, who several times told reporters that he had tried to seduce or even rape her. She, meanwhile, had become even more of a handful since leaving St Agnes. Anna, now promoted to running the wash house, made her daughter work for her keep, always assigning her the worst jobs, so much so that Billie rebelled, as she had at the academy, seeking solace in the ‘friends’ she had made during her trips to Budd Park.


Hough was so appalled that any ‘daughter’ of his could resort to prostitution – though apparently he was not put out by the fact that the woman everyone thought was his wife was still doing the same thing, or that he himself was finding it increasingly more difficult to keep his hands off Billie – that he arranged for her to attend a private school as a student-teacher, an establishment that seems to have leapt straight out of the pages of Nicholas Nickleby.


The Rockingham Academy was run by a Mrs Stuttle, a Wackford Squeers-like harridan who made life hell for anyone possessed of the misfortune to cross her threshold. It was in fact more of a correction house than a school – almost all of its alumni were from rich broken homes, with parents who could afford the dubious privilege of seeing their problematic offspring being knocked, literally, back into shape. Billie was enrolled here in March 1919 under the name Lucille LeSueur (having just learned that this and not Cassin was her real surname); at around the same time, her brother Hal augmented the roster at Manual Training High, a technical college where young men learned a trade. If there had been animosity between the siblings before, it now became open warfare. In later years, when Joan Crawford had achieved worldwide fame, and Hal LeSueur virtually nothing, she would still resent the fact that he had not had to suffer the indignities of a reformatory. What she had not known was that seventeen-year-old Hal had been just as unstable and addicted to sex as herself – ethereally handsome, he was to sleep with dozens of women before coming of age, and would later develop a narcissistic complex that would lead to a severe drink problem.


As had happened at St Agnes, Billie was expected to help with the chores after class – but while the nuns had merely caned the girl for her misdemeanours, Mrs Stuttle would apparently drag her by the hair into her study, beat her with a broom handle, then lay into her with the toe of her boot. Billie stuck this out only until hearing that her mother had left Harry Hough and moved back into the wash-house apartment – then she decided, once she had spent a week listening to Anna’s incessant carping, that maybe she would be best back at Rockingham. There was, however, to be one condition: unless the horrid Mrs Stuttle kept her fists and feet to herself, she  would get more than she bargained for, courtesy of one of Billie’s Budd Park cronies. Rockingham would remain Billie’s home for three more years.


Billie’s return to Rockingham coincided with Prohibition, following the 1919 Volstead Act, though the restrictions on Kansas City – the self-professed ‘Sin Capital’ – were not quite so stringent as in New York. It was a heady, hazardous period that Billie was intent on making the most of. Not that Mrs Stuttle was aware of this. So far as she was led to believe (though maybe she was obliged to turn a blind eye on account of Billie’s protector), the young man who pulled up at the front door Saturday evening in his fancy automobile (and never the same man twice) was from a respectable family that might be coerced into handing over a suitable donation towards the establishment’s upkeep. One such was Ray Thayer Sterling, a student from Northeast High who, Joan always maintained, was interested only in a platonic relationship; but so far as the others were concerned, more often than not the car was borrowed, and the couple invariably headed for a speakeasy where they drank the night away and danced the Black Bottom – or headed to Budd Park for a little al fresco sex.


Billie ‘graduated’ from the Rockingham Academy in March 1923 – the month she turned eighteen; Mrs Stuttle awarded her a fake certificate. She began working at once, behind the counter in Kline’s department store, where she earned $12 a week – not one cent of which was handed over to her mother. Anna had moved into a bigger apartment on Armour Boulevard, in a slightly better part of town, courtesy of the latest man in her life, and Billie felt that Anna would get by without her contributing to the budget – after all, she needed every penny for having fun. ‘I worked all day, danced all night,’ she later said, ‘That’s all that I lived for in those days.’


Yet out of the dozens of men Billie got to know at this time, Ray Thayer Sterling – a man she never bedded, though not through lack of trying – is the only one she remembered with fondness in her autobiography, A Portrait of Joan:




After three years at Rockingham … I didn’t want to go home, but my salvation was a swell guy, Ray Sterling. He was my first beau and I was in love, but I wasn’t good enough for him. He never said so, and tried very hard to make a lady out of me. Ray changed my life like Daddy Cassin by encouraging me … I leaned on Ray Sterling. I was never intimate with him. I wouldn’t have gotten to Hollywood if he’d wanted me, but he didn’t.





Not one to let the grass grow under her feet, in September Billie used her phoney diploma to get herself into Stephens College, an all-female establishment in Columbia, Missouri. Again it was as a working student, though this time the tasks were not so menial and there was no psychotic principal. Billie was employed in the canteen, and by all accounts was happier there than she had been in years. This was the age of the flapper – a radical young thing, much like the turn-of-the-century Parisian demimondaines. Flappers lived life to the full, insulted their peers, drank spirits and smoked, and used ‘in words’ such as ‘divine’, ‘darling’ and ‘crazy’. Many shocked their parents and guardians by shedding inhibitions along with their corsets. Like their early French counterparts they behaved ‘atrociously’ by accepting costly gifts from paramours and patrons of both sexes with whom they had usually spent the night, though few actually turned tricks for hard cash.


Some flappers, such as Billie, ‘double-booked’ – attending a dance with one partner, then feigning illness and leaving on the arm of another. She was a regular at weekend parties and midweek dances at the nearby University of Missouri, and loved to dance to the Orville Knapp Orchestra, resident at the College Inn. Off and on she was still being escorted by Ray Thayer Sterling, the wealthy sap who was still more interested in her sparkling company than in getting physical with the darling of the Phi Delta Theta fraternity. Why she opted to drop out, midterm and only days before her first exams, is not known; she seems to have been a very popular student – though not a particularly able one, being more interested in collecting dance trophies (more than twenty in four months!) than in studying. Similarly, one finds it incomprehensible that she wanted to go running back to the mother she professed to dislike so much.


Billie was in for a shock when she arrived back in Kansas City. Anna LeSueur had ousted her latest lover and reconciled with Harry Hough, who had moved back in with her. Again he made advances on Billie, but she was having none of it. After a violent quarrel she fled into the night, and ended up being taken in by two friends, Lucille and Nellie Cook, a sisters act she had met on the dance circuit in one of the more reputable clubs.


The Cook sisters were decent, well-raised young women who lived with their mother, a prim, religious woman who chaperoned them everywhere and obviously had no idea what her house guest was really like. To all three, Billie Cassin was a nice, hard-working girl (she had found herself a job at another department store, Emory Bird & Thayers). What they did not know was that she had also renewed contact with her Budd Park cronies, who took turns to escort her almost nightly to clubs and speakeasies. Her speciality was table-top dancing, mainly the Black Bottom and the recently introduced Charleston. According to some contemporary reports, Billie always ‘sussed out’ the atmosphere and politics of the establishment to see how far she could go – showing as much thigh as she could get away with and, if the rules were really lax, leaving off her panties. Like her contemporary Tallulah Bankhead, whom she would soon meet and who was about to shock London society with her antics, she was already developing into something of a magnet for gay men; she believed that they made for better dancing partners, because they were able to let themselves go with a woman without fear of reprimand from jealous wives and girlfriends. Indeed, Billie’s favourite ‘lavender’ beau, Ray Thayer Sterling, was almost certainly gay.


Billie continued picking up trophies for her more legitimate dancing, and on a ‘good behaviour’ evening at the Ivanhoe Club, with the Cook sisters and their mother, she was spotted by the notorious Chicago-based singer-producer, Katherine Emerine, then working in conjunction with the impresario Nils Granlund in search of chorus girls – and potential bed mates – for the travelling revue she was putting together. In those days it was not unusual for chorus members and bit-parts to be engaged locally for the length of time the company was in town, then dispensed with when the tour moved on. Emerine was one of those agents who travelled ahead of the main company to set up the bills. With her predilection for the casting couch, it was figured that she was also quite possibly Billie’s first lesbian fling.


Billie ditched her job with the department store, and as Lucille Cassin made her vaudeville debut in Springfield, Missouri, in February 1924. Her contract appears to have stipulated that she supply her own costumes, and as she was almost always broke, she ‘compromised’ by stealing the outfits that Mrs Cook had made for her daughters to wear on a forthcoming Temperance Society tour – figuring that if need be, the outfits could be shortened. The engagement, of which nothing is known save that she was billed as one of Emerine’s Sixteen Vocal Chorines, was for two weeks.


Exactly how Billie raised the money for a one-way ticket to Chicago depends upon which version of the story one wishes to believe. Years later, she claimed that in order to get away from her mother’s lover (Harry Hough) and her hard-drinking, moody brother, she put in all the hours she could at the department store. But according to other, more reliable sources – in particular, gossip-column hacks Louella Parsons and Hedda Hopper, who made it their business to know everything about everyone in Hollywood – she sold herself to the highest bidder.


Jane Ellen Wayne met the star many times, and in her first book, Crawford’s Men, quotes an Ohio journalist, Robert Slatzer, who claimed to have seen one of Billie’s porno-flicks at a stag party. She also reports an incident at a press conference when, aware of this fact, Crawford marched up to him and snarled, ‘Keep yer fuckin’ mouth shut!’ Wayne’s book refers to Billie’s mysterious benefactor only as ‘E S’, and describes this period in her life as ‘a blur of steamy sex, booze, torrid dancing, drugs and laughter’. ‘E S’ is almost certainly the man who, in return for her favours, apparently arranged for Billie to pose firstly for ‘What the Butler Saw’ stills shown in penny-arcade machines, then pornographic films. Another journalist, Helen Laurenson, writing for Viva magazine in August 1978, mentions one such flick, The Plumber, co-starring Harry Green, a now-forgotten silent comedy actor. Others have quoted such titles as She Shows Him How, Coming  Home, Velvet Lips and The Casting Couch. The latter certainly existed, as will be seen, and its theme might almost be said to mirror what would soon become Billie’s own philosophy for achieving recognition – that of the starlet who is so desperate to break into the movies, she administers a blow-job to the surprised producer before whipping off her clothes and hopping onto the couch in his office. Stills from this film and others, including a turn as a topless Mata Hari and a topless lesbian romp entitled Bosom Buddies, appeared in the original edition of Kenneth Anger’s unputdownable Hollywood Babylon.


In any event, Billie arrived in Chicago and headed straight for Katherine Emerine’s office. Emerine was on the road with a revue, and the receptionist told Billie that she would have to make an appointment and come back another day. This was out of the question: she had been so confident of being engaged by her old flame that it had never crossed her mind that she might end up returning to Kansas, and she had no money for a hotel. Barging into manager Ernest Young’s office, she shouldered her way to the front of the long queue of hopefuls and, in a fit of crocodile tears, blurted out that she was so broke that if he did not find her a job, she would end up sleeping rough and hitching a ride back to Missouri. Young fell for the ruse, invited her back to his home and fed her; after a perfunctory ‘audition’ he offered her an eight-week contract. Reverting to the name Lucille LeSueur, she was ostensibly paid for what until now she had been doing for fun – dancing the shimmy and the Black Bottom on nightclub tables for the delight of mostly middle-aged men. It is widely reputed that while here she fell pregnant, and underwent a botched backstreet abortion (the first of many) arranged by a fellow chorus girl who had recently found herself in the same predicament. The fact that some of these lechers pushed banknotes into Lucille’s garter and asked her to go home with them – or, if they were married, to accompany them for a quick tumble in the back of their car – did not bother her unduly. Very much the same happened again after she had served her ‘apprenticeship’ and Ernest Young booked her for the plush Oriole Terrace, one of the biggest nightclubs in Detroit, where she augmented the chorus – dancer-prostitutes, every last one, in an establishment where soliciting wealthy clients was encouraged by the management: if the girl gave the gentleman a good time, then he would hopefully return to the club and bring his business associates with him. And if there were trouble with the vice squad, the manager would always be close at hand to bail the girl out.


In Detroit, there was trouble when Lucille was arrested with a man in a hotel room and dragged off to the city jail. Her fingerprints and mug shots were taken, and she was forced to spend the night behind bars. Many years later, Joan Crawford’s police file would conveniently vanish from the Detroit vaults after she had convened a meeting with J Edgar Hoover of the FBI – and threatened to expose him as a cross-dresser unless he agreed to remove the evidence that she had once been a hooker.


Lucille LeSueur might not have progressed much further up the show-business ladder beyond a succession of chorus engagements and turning tricks, had it not been for a chance meeting with one of the most powerful impresarios in America, the legendary Jake Shubert, in the Oriole Terrace cabaret room. Shubert was in town because it was the closing night of his big revue, Tot Seymour and Sigmund Romberg’s Innocent Eyes. The star of the show was the awesome Mistinguett (1875–1956), an institution in her native France. (Almost fifty at the time, she was in the middle of her first American tour – and behind the scenes she was every bit as controversial as the girl she was about to meet.) Dubbed Innocent Arse because La Miss’s English was sketchy, the revue had successfully played Atlantic City, Washington, Philadelphia and Chicago; after Detroit it was scheduled to return to Washington before finishing off at the pantheon of American entertainment, New York’s Winter Garden Theater. Mistinguett and her partner-lover, Earl Leslie, were with Shubert. Also present were Shubert’s equally eminent impresario brother, Lee, and Dédé, the great star’s infamous masturbating marmoset.


Joan Crawford always maintained that she had not known who Shubert was and that, waitressing between spots in her own show, she had accidentally spilled a drink down him – enabling him to look up and be captivated by her big blue eyes and terrified smile, and subsequently engage her for the chorus of Innocent Eyes, which was scheduled to open on 21 May 1924. This was only partially true, and Mistinguett (who nicknamed Joan ‘The Perspiring One’, suer being the French verb for ‘to sweat’) herself repeated what had really happened to her much later partner (and this writer’s godfather), Roger Normand:




We were sitting there, quietly minding our own business, when this frumpy thing strode up to the table. Aware that Shubert was in the room, she had changed places with the waiter, and now she audaciously tipped the glass she’d been carrying into his lap. Shubert was amused, especially when she crouched and began dabbing his crotch with her napkin. Then she smiled a pretty smile and asked him straight out if he would like to audition her. She told him, ‘I give good head – and they also say I’m a capable dancer.’ Shubert gave her his card, and when she’d gone I whispered in his ear, ‘That one has the makings of a good bitch. She’ll go a long way in life, but she’ll eat you whole, cock first, and spit out the pips!’





The next afternoon, Lucille turned up at Jake Shubert’s office, backstage at the Opera House, and – after reputedly finishing what she had started on her knees at the Oriole Terrace cabaret room – she was promptly engaged. That same evening, leaving the establishment one chorus girl short, she hit the road for Philadelphia with Mistinguett’s troupe.


Lucille LeSueur is not mentioned in the archives of Philadelphia’s Sam S Shubert Theater – indeed, some (albeit unreliable) sources have postulated that she missed most of her performances because she was being treated for venereal disease. She was certainly in the line-up when the show opened in New York and she stayed until it closed on 28 June 1924. Her best friend at the time was a 21-year-old chorus boy named Lew Offield – as with Ray Thayer Sterling, it was a platonic relationship (Offield was gay). A few years later he would hit Hollywood as Jack Oakie, and like Sterling would be remembered with particular fondness by Crawford because sex had never got in the way. ‘Knowing Jack taught me that girls and fellows can be friends,’ she wrote in A Portrait of Joan. ‘That there is a wealth of sharing for two people who have a relationship uncluttered with coquetry. This is something every girl should learn.’


There is considerable speculation (primarily in Patricia Fox-Sheinwold’s Gone But Not Forgotten) that Lucille married for the first time during her stint with the Winter Garden. The man’s name was Jimmy Welton, a saxophonist with the resident orchestra, who is said to have fallen under her spell while helping her make the rounds of music publishers in search of suitable material. (She figured that if Mistinguett could get away with performing showstopper tunes with one of the worst voices in vaudeville, then there was a good chance of the name Lucille LeSueur going up in red lights above a Broadway theatre.) It is true that La Miss had not voice, beauty nor any particular dancing ability – but, like her American counterpart Fanny Brice, she was possessed of limitless charisma and, unlike Lucille, would not have compromised her inordinately high theatrical standards by resorting to the casting couch. In any case, no songs were forthcoming, but Lucille fell for the handsome musician, and is thought to have become Mrs Welton during the final week of Innocent Eyes – and to have filed for divorce less than two months later, when it all turned sour.


Meanwhile, during the late autumn, Lucille joined the chorus of The  Passing Show of 1924. After each evening performance she table-danced at several New York speakeasies, including the one on West 56th Street owned by Harry Richman, who had written some of the songs for the new revue. She briefly occupied Richman’s bed, and it was he who arranged her first screen test, courtesy of Nils Granlund.


Harry Rapf, one of the three most powerful men at MGM at the time, checked Lucille out on behalf of the mogul everyone called The Messiah (though never to his face) – Metro’s demi-god patron, Louis B Mayer. Within days, Lucille and several other chorus girls were screen-tested. The results were perused by the great man and his equally belligerent associate, Marcus Loew, who ordered Rapf to hire the girl who pleased him the most. Douglas Fairbanks Jr the first proved Mr Crawford, claimed in his memoir The Salad  Days that Lucille had dated Rapf – indeed, if there was any time for her to jump onto the casting couch, it would have been now. Whatever, she must have assumed she had failed the second test he arranged, for when The Passing  Show of 1924 closed in the middle of December, she returned to Kansas City.


 Again, not unexpectedly, Lucille walked into a volatile situation. Later she claimed that her mother had found out about her porno-flicks, and that Anna’s very first words were: ‘You’re dirt, Lucille.’ Her mother had a new (unnamed) lover, no less odious than his predecessor. Hal had recently married, but for some reason was still living at home, and Ray Thayer Sterling had left Kansas City for good. Matters were not helped when Lucille discovered she was pregnant again – most likely with Jimmy Welton’s baby. She was recovering from her second botched abortion when, on Christmas Eve, a telegram arrived from Metro. Louis B Mayer had offered her a contract.














CHAPTER TWO

 [image: s]
 Cranberry: Darling of Homosexuals




‘Her loyalty to those who have stood by her and gloried her in her  blossoming is like some fine marble statue.’ 




Katherine Albert, journalist-friend







Lucille LeSueur’s contract with Metro was for five years, providing she got through an initial six-month probationary period. She was offered $75 a week – a good salary for a former table-top dancer and chorus girl. She was instructed to collect her expenses from Metro’s Kansas City office – $400, most of which she spent on clothes, rather than waste what she said was good money on a sleeper. However, she had no idea that while there was snow on the ground in Kansas, Los Angeles was caught in a heat wave. Subsequently, she arrived at her destination on 3 January 1925, exhausted through sitting upright for three days and still wearing winter clothes.


She was met at the railway station by Larry Barbier, whom Louis B Mayer had assigned as her publicist, and driven to the nearby Washington Hotel. (Barbier was assistant to Pete Smith, who later handled Greta Garbo and produced-narrated the famous Pete Smith Specialities documentaries.) Her first part had already been lined up: the minor role of Bobby in Monta Bell’s Pretty Ladies, starring Zasu Pitts and Norma Shearer. Based on an idea by reporter-scriptwriter Adela Rogers St Johns, who later became a friend, this was a paltry reworking of the Florenz Ziegfeld story and the tale of the birth of his famous Follies. It was notable only for its then innovative use of colour in the vaudeville sequences that linked the unravelling of the love-triangle between Pitts, Tom Moore and Lilyan Tashman. Lucille got to dress up as an eighteenth-century courtesan for a scene with Pitts, immediately after which she was screen-tested again and asked to improvise a series of emotions. Crying, she later confessed, was the easiest thing to do in front of a camera – all she had to think of was her mother, her brother and the horrendous existence she had just escaped from. Extremely nervous, she was encouraged by a sympathetic young technician named Tommy Shagrue, whose reward would come later when he would be asked to work on just about every major Crawford film.


Pretty Ladies was shot back-to-back with The Only Thing, a costume drama by British novelist Eleanor Glyn (a specialist in mildly erotic fiction for women). It was set in an imaginary European province and starred Conrad Nagel and Eleanor Boardman. Lucille was billed as ‘Young Lady Catherine’, and during shooting had a fling with Mario Caracciolo (later Carillo), a hunky Italian in his mid-thirties who was also Valentino’s lover and personal fitness adviser. The reviews were appalling. Regina Cannon of the New York Evening  Graphic denounced it as: ‘A nightmare which must have been inspired by a midnight reading of Dante’s Inferno.’ Next came a walk-on in The Ziegfeld  Follies, important only in that William Haines visited the set one afternoon and began chatting to her – inaugurating an extremely close friendship that would last five decades, a platonic bonding that Crawford declared was much more important than anything she had ever shared with her husbands.


Born ‘with the century’ in Staunton, Virginia, on 1 January 1900, Haines was almost as popular a silent star as Rudolph Valentino, though today his work is sadly almost forgotten. Over six foot tall, muscular, with boyish looks and a charisma that simply leaps off the screen, he was generally typecast as the cocky, wisecracking, usually financially strapped guy-next-door who always ended up with the rich girl in the last reel. Some movie experts have labelled him an early Jack Lemmon.


After military service and graduation from drama school, Haines had hit the big time in 1922 after winning Samuel Goldwyn’s New Faces contest. Like all the important men thus far in Joan’s life, he was gay. Unlike Ray Sterling, he had never been in the closet, but he was making so much money for the studio that they were willing to turn a blind eye towards his sexuality so long as he remained discreet. A few days after meeting Lucille, he took her home to meet his lover, Jimmy Shields, almost as ethereal-looking as himself. Lucille was surprised to learn that in an even more prejudiced, homophobic Hollywood than today, the couple were just as accepted among the acting fraternity as any other – joining them at the dinner table at their sumptuous self-designed Beverly Hills mansion were Marion Davies and her press-magnate lover William Randolph Hearst, and ‘lavender’ husband-and-wife actors Edmund Lowe and Lilyan Tashman.


It was William Haines who accompanied Lucille on her nightly excursions to the top dance clubs in town. Loew’s State Theater, a respectable establishment frequented by Hollywood glitterati, engaged her for a while as their twice-weekly star Charleston dancer, and the pair regularly visited the jazz clubs of Harlem. Lucille still had her room at the Washington Hotel, but more often than not she spent the night at Haines’s place, though rarely alone in her room. Life away from the studio was spent doing what she enjoyed the most – entering and winning dance contests, and revelling in her role as the prize parcel passed from one influential man to the next. Courtesy of Haines she met Carey Wilson, a go-getting publicist, and it was he who suggested that she try for commercials; slimmed down, made up and dressed fashionably, she photographed well and was nominated Miss MGM of 1925. The accompanying paragraph, however, suggested that she had not been entirely honest when submitting her CV: it was alleged that she had knocked four years off her age by stating her date of birth as 23 March 1908, and added three inches to her height by declaring herself 5 foot 4 inches.


In Lady of the Night (1925) Lucille was asked to double for Norma Shearer and loudly voiced her disapproval – but heads rose every time she walked into a room, and pictures of her soon began appearing in movie magazines. Not one of her peers, though, liked her name – even Louis B Mayer thought it sounded too much like ‘sewer’, and that with her unbridled lifestyle this would only court publicity of the very worst kind. In April of that year, the readers of Movie World were invited to write in with their suggestions for an alternative moniker. The winner was a woman who came up with Joan Arden, but no sooner had this been announced than the real Joan Arden, a bit-part actress, came forward and threatened Louis B Mayer with legal action. Metro therefore opted for the runner-up’s suggestion – Joan Crawford – a name she initially loathed, claiming that it sounded too much like ‘crawfish’ – until William Haines convinced her that it was not that bad. In her memoirs she would recall how her friend had joked, ‘They might have called you Cranberry and served you with the turkey at Thanksgiving!’ The jibe was appreciated, and for the rest of his life Haines would affectionately call her ‘Cranberry’.


During the summer of 1925, Joan Crawford was at the bottom of Metro’s very glittering ladder, the uppermost rungs of which included such luminaries as John Gilbert, Ramon Novarro, William Haines, Erich von Stroheim and the recently signed Greta Garbo. With the exception of von Stroheim, Crawford would work with them all. Soon, Louis B Mayer would engage Buster Keaton and Marion Davies. King Vidor, Fred Niblo and Rex Ingram were among his top directors, and Mayer had also just brought in Universal’s ‘Boy Wonder’, Irving Thalberg, who happened to be Norma Shearer’s lover. Way ahead of Bette Davis, Shearer became Joan’s first archrival, quite simply because she resented the fact that Shearer was given the best parts solely due to her closeness to Thalberg. The latter was the archetypal mother’s boy and was already suffering from extremely delicate health – and therefore allowed too much of his own way – on account of a congenital heart defect. Not only did Joan wound Shearer’s usually ineffable pride by telling her, during their first meeting, that she had never heard of her, but she also persistently derided her.


Another big Metro star Joan could not stand was ten-year-old Jackie Coogan, who a decade hence would hit the headlines with an acrimonious court battle with his parents, whom he accused of stealing $4 million of his earnings during his years as a floppy-haired wunderkind with enormous appeal. Coogan had made his debut aged eighteen months, in Skinner’s  Baby (1916), and now he was signed to play the lead in his own father’s production of Willard Mack’s Old Clothes. The story tells of junk-shop partners Timothy Kelly and Max Ginsburg (Coogan and Max Davidson respectively) who run into financial difficulties when a stock investment goes wrong. To make ends meet they take in a lodger, Mary Riley (Joan) who becomes surrogate mother to the younger boy. With his connections, Timothy gets Mary a secretarial position with a handsome stockbroker. The pair fall in love, initially face condemnation from his snooty relatives who feel he is dating beneath him, but marry in the last reel when Timmy and Max’s shares escalate and put them back in the black. It was Joan’s biggest and most important part to date. Even so, she hated playing second fiddle to someone she had always looked upon as a ‘spoiled brat’, though she could not have been displeased when holy-terror columnist Louella Parsons wrote in the New York Journal-American, albeit inaccurately, ‘That [destitute] girl, Joan Crawford, is a discovery of Jack Coogan Sr. She is very attractive, and shows promise.’


Working alongside William Haines was a dream come true for Joan, and in August 1924 shooting had begun on Sally, Irene and Mary, a ‘flapper’ story starring Haines, Constance Bennett and Sally O’Neil. The scenario was controversial for its day: three showgirls from vastly differing backgrounds set out to ensnare husbands by flaunting their equally differing charms. Sally (Bennett) is the bitchy one who becomes a kept woman; timid Mary (O’Neil) ends up with a young plumber (Haines); but there is no happy ending for Irene (Joan). She is the reckless one who falls into a loveless liaison with a playboy heel (Douglas Gilmore). When he forces himself upon her, telling her that he is only interested in getting physical, she flees his apartment, meets up with another lover and the two elect to elope – only to die when their car crashes into a speeding train when they try to overshoot a level crossing.


The film, released in 1925, was directed by Edmund Goulding, a gay pal of William Haines who would go on to much bigger things with Joan Crawford, whose gay-friendliness in the days of the acutely homophobic studio system would greatly impress him. Regina Cannon of the New York  Evening Graphic, no Crawford fan, called this one ‘pretty cheap and tawdry’, but the review Joan clipped and pasted into her scrapbook came from Photoplay’s James R Quirk, who wrote, ‘This is one of the nicest pictures of backstage chorus girl life it has been our lot to see’, and singled Joan out as the best of the three actresses in it. This brought an outburst from Constance Bennett, a tetchy, standoffish woman who never even spoke to Joan or Sally O’Neil away from the set. Incensed that Joan had stolen her thunder, she barged into Louis B Mayer’s office and told him that she would never work with ‘the Crawford upstart’ again.


Joan’s next two films were not so well received. The Boob, with Gertrude Olmstead and Charles Murray and in which Joan played an unconvincing Prohibition agent, was dismissed by the Baltimore Sun as: ‘A piece of junk.’ Tramp, Tramp, Tramp, with gormless comic Harry Langdon entering a cross-country hiking contest and getting into all manner of scrapes to impress his girlfriend (Joan) and win her hand, was so bad that some critics refused to review it.


Much better was Paris, Joan’s second film with Edmund Goulding, her most artistic vehicle to date and based on an earlier French film with Mistinguett. The action begins in a café-concert where The Girl (Joan) doubles as resident slut and meneuse de chalopée (or apache-dancer), performing a difficult and potentially dangerous routine introduced by the great French chanteuse, Damia (1889–1978), whom Joan would later emulate. When The Girl is chatted up by a visiting American millionaire (Charles Ray), her jealous boyfriend, The Cat (yet another sinister performance from Douglas Gilmore), stabs him. Unsure which man to have, The Girl nurses the American back to health while hiding The Cat from the flics. She then persuades him to hand himself in and get off with a lighter sentence, while the American unsuccessfully woos her, though she does agree to live with him on a platonic basis. Things turn ugly, however, when The Cat gets out of jail. Assuming The Girl has been cheating on him, he attempts to strangle her. The American saves her life and is in the process of throttling The Cat when The Girl screams out that she has only loved The Cat all along, and in keeping with the chalopée story the lovers slope off, leaving the American bereft and about to drown his sorrows – or maybe himself.


The réaliste element of Paris was beyond the comprehension of the American critics, who could not understand why Joan’s character appeared unkempt, crude and without make-up. Leading the detractors was Variety  which, responding to ‘picture mob rumours’ that Joan was rapidly heading towards the very top of the MGM ladder, observed, ‘Undoubtedly a “looker” (when profiled she can double for Norma Shearer in a close-up), Miss Crawford will nevertheless have to show more talent than in this instance to make that billing entirely unanimous.’ Others disliked the ending, believing that Joan should have been seen strolling off on the arm of the handsome Charles Ray, but Edmund Goulding had insisted upon sticking with tradition, and this mini masterpiece is all the better for it.


Shooting Paris had been a tense experience, however, with everyone ignoring Joan once the cameras had stopped rolling. Her only ally had been a young freelance reporter named Katherine Albert, formerly an MGM publicist. Some years later, Albert would allow Photoplay to publish a copy of the Christmas card that Joan had sent her while making the film. On the back of it she had scribbled, ‘Everybody is so happy. I feel as if I’m no part of it. What makes me unhappy? Why can’t I enter into the fun they’re all having?’


 Louis B Mayer was not just aware of the press’s bias towards Norma Shearer – his studio was actually paying some journalists to praise her unduly because of her relationship with Irving Thalberg. Similarly, he recognised Joan’s enormous potential, and raised her salary to $100 a week. She celebrated the unexpected windfall by moving out of the grubby Washington Hotel into a small, rented, unfurnished bungalow. William Haines who, as will be seen, was an acknowledged expert with such things, offered to help her decorate and refurbish the place, but Joan was adamant: this was her first real home, she said, and she wanted to do the work herself. This way, she figured, she would save money and be able to send a little more to Kansas – incredibly, despite all the misery she had caused her, Joan was now paying her mother a weekly allowance. With a wealth of cheap fabrics, gaudy colours and second-hand furniture bought from junk shops, she created a domicile that Haines told her looked more like a whorehouse than a film star’s retreat.


The next man in Joan’s life, and one of the first visitors chez Crawford, was Paul Bern (born Paul Levy). Known as ‘Little Father Confessor’ on account of his puny build and the fact that he loved nothing more than listening to other people’s problems – though not always helping them to solve them, or face up to his own – German-born Bern was Irving Thalberg’s right-hand man, a talented scriptwriter and producer who had worked with the likes of Josef von Sternberg and Ernst Lubitsch. Sophisticated, intellectual but unattractive, Bern’s powerful position had permitted him to date some of the biggest names in Hollywood – female and male – though after his death it would be revealed somewhat ungallantly that on account of grossly under-developed genitals he had been incapable of consummating any relationship, and that his many (almost always much younger) ‘conquests’ had merely regarded him as a kindly surrogate father figure. The most recent of these had been 29-year-old Barbara LaMarr, six-times married, who had just died of a drugs overdose – ‘Hollywoodised’ for the press as ‘too rigorous dieting’. In the year or so that she had been at Culver City, Joan had slimmed down considerably – from 145 to 120 pounds – and the wily Bern was confident that she would take over where the luckless LaMarr, referred to in one newspaper headline as ‘The Girl Who Was Too Beautiful’, had left off. Joan’s friend Katherine Albert would write in Photoplay’s August 1931 issue:




If you were at all discerning, you could look into those great eyes and know that Joan wanted something more out of life than she was getting in a Charleston contest. Paul Bern knew that Joan was miserable and he began the awakening of her mind. Paul taught her the things she had not known existed … the beauty of words on paper, the feeling for musical harmony, the appreciation of form and colour on canvas … that one simply cannot exist in a room cluttered with wildly painted Coney Island dolls.





It was Bern who escorted Joan to the classiest nightspots in town and who guided her through The Taxi Dancer. As von Sternberg would later do with Dietrich, he taught her about lighting, how to get the best out of the very bad camera angle, and how not to let the likes of Constance Bennett upstage her. Her co-star in the film was the prissy Owen Moore, billed above her in the credits, though it was Joan’s film and the first noticeable ‘Crawford martyr’ role that she would later uniquely perfect. She played Joslyn Poe, a taxi dancer from Virginia who, despite her obvious talents, is unable to find work upon her arrival in New York in search of fame and fortune. She is rescued from despair by Lee Rogers (Moore), the man in the next apartment who has listened to her crying herself to sleep every night. Lee, a cardsharp, fixes her up with a job at the local palais, where she immediately falls in with bad company – Kitty (Gertrude Astor), a chorus girl, who teaches her how to solicit wealthy patrons. She hooks onto a greasy millionaire (Marc McDermott), and uses him to get what she wants, but cannot resist the charms of unbalanced ballroom dancer-crook Jim Kelvin (Douglas Gilmore, more or less reviving his Paris role). Matters are further complicated when Jim gets into a fight with a mobster and kills him. At first Joslyn hides him from the police, but eventually she realises that it is Lee she truly loves, and the film ends with them returning as a couple to Virginia, though we are not sure whether or not they have married. The Taxi Dancer also contains the first Crawford ultra-camp moment when, during the final scene, the subtitle fills the screen. ‘He is convinced of Joslyn’s purity when she refuses a cocktail before dinner!’ Paul Bern’s presence was also much appreciated on the set of Winners of the Wilderness, but only until she became interested in Tim McCoy (1891–1978), an all-round action hero if ever there was one. Thirty-six when he worked with Joan, though he looked a good ten years younger, McCoy had served as an artillery major in World War I, after which he had become Adjutant General of Wyoming. In 1922 he had been hired by Paramount as technical adviser on The Covered Wagon – and the acting bug had struck. Though he would only appear in around a dozen films (including 1956’s Around the World in Eighty Days), most of them are memorable. The plug for Winners of the Wilderness was: ‘He’s The Real McCoy! Big Tim is The Fastest Draw The Wild West Has Ever Known!’ – to which Joan added, tongue in cheek, ‘The fastest draw, sure, and the weapon’s got staying power and sure as hell don’t fire blanks!’


In the film, set at the time of the Franco-Indian War of 1756–63, Joan was the oddly named Renée Contrecoeur, the general’s daughter who falls in love with the dashing Colonel O’Hara (McCoy), who is fighting on the side of the Red Indians. It was directed by W S Van Dyke – the infamous ‘One-Take Woody’ who had assisted D W Griffith on Intolerance, and who saved Louis B Mayer money by shooting this one back-to-back on the same location with McCoy’s War Paint – though Joan was unaware that her handsome stud was also servicing Pauline Starke, his leading lady in this film.


No sooner had Joan finished shooting the film with Tim McCoy – and brought the curtain down on their relationship – than she began working on The Understanding Heart, the third ‘Crawford hides a criminal’ movie, under the not-so-very-able direction of Jack Conway, who appears to be making up the story as he goes along. Her co-stars were Carmel Myers and ‘flapper-queen’ Francis X Bushman Jr, a strapping young actor of androgynous beauty whose father had two years previously portrayed Messala in Ramon Novarro’s Ben-Hur. Joan played Monica Dale, an unlikely forest rangers fire-scout, who also has to cope with a wayward sister (Myers) whose lover, Bob (Rockcliffe Fellowes), kills another suitor in self-defence and is sent to jail. When he escapes, Monica conceals him in her observatory, resulting in complications when he falls in love with her – she is amorously involved with ranger Tony Garland (Bushman Jr). From this point, the storyline borders on the ridiculous when a forest fire suddenly threatens to engulf the observatory but is extinguished by an unexpected downpour as encircling planes begin dropping parachutes and the authorities arrive on the scene to announce that the murder charge has been quashed and Bob is a free man. Then the titles explain that Bob has discovered his ‘understanding’ heart and given up on his pursuit of Monica, whom we assume will live happily ever after with her ranger lover.


If most of the critics dismissed The Understanding Heart, they were very enthusiastic about The Unknown. ‘When Lon Chaney is in a picture,’ remarked the New York Evening World, ‘one can rest assured that the picture is worth seeing. When Joan Crawford and Norman Kerry are also present to help Mr Chaney put it over, its value is that much enhanced.’


The so-called ‘Man of a Thousand Faces’ was certainly Joan’s most offbeat co-star, and the film was superbly directed by the acknowledged master of horror, Tod Browning. The part had come about by way of a recommendation from William Haines after Mary Philbin, the heroine of Chaney’s phenomenally successful Phantom of the Opera (1925), had refused to work with him again, claiming he had pestered her with unwelcome advances. The previous year, Haines and Chaney had bonded – there is no other way of defining the unlikeliest pairing thus far in the American cinema – in Tell It to the Marines (1926), released around the time Joan was working with Chaney. This had a not-so-subtle gay subplot: as Kenneth Anger observed in Hollywood Babylon, ‘Sergeant Lon Chaney and New Recruit Haines have what can only be described as an odd love-hate sado-masochistic love-affair.’ Equally ironic was the fact that, between lovers herself, Joan was accompanying Haines on his nightly jaunts to the bars around downtown Los Angeles’s Pershing Square, a notorious gay pickup area where, mingling freely with the rent-boys and rough-trade, there were scores of on-leave sailors from which he could make his choice. Neither was Joan joking when she told Haines, ‘Save any leftovers for me!’


The Unknown, set in Madrid, revolves around the character of Alonzo (Chaney), a knife thrower with Zanzi’s Circus. Strapping his arms to his sides, he bills himself ‘The Armless Wonder’ and throws knives with his feet at Zanzi’s pretty daughter, Estralita (Joan), who just happens to have a phobia about hands and hates to be touched. Alonzo also has a double-thumb, central to the plot when during a fight with Zanzi (Nick de Ruiz), Alonzo’s arms break free and he kills him. Estralita is the only witness, but all she sees is the double-thumb – and as Alonzo is known to be armless, he is not questioned by the police. Alonzo then develops a crush on Estralita and, this being a typical Chaney film, upon learning of her phobia he has his arms amputated for real so that she will not reject him! Disaster beckons, however, when during Alonzo’s hospitalisation Estralita falls for Malabar (Kerry), the circus strongman who cures her of her affliction and asks her to marry him. But Alonzo exacts his revenge. Malabar’s speciality is holding back two teams of horses that are pulling in opposite directions – actually, they are on a treadmill and only appear to be doing so. Alonzo rigs the contraption, but the ruse goes wrong when he slips and is trampled to death under the horses’ hooves. Dizzy stuff!


Later Joan would accredit Chaney – in every sense a pre-Method actor, renowned for going to inordinate lengths to perfect a role – with turning her into the consummate actress she became. Writing in A Portrait of Joan she observed:




If I had to name one person who taught me not only how to act and how to concentrate, but also how to master a role that was practically impossible, it was Lon Chaney. On the set nothing distracted him. He became that armless man. Lon Chaney didn’t exist … the man was a perfectionist.





By now, Langdon W Post, the critic from New Evening World, was singling Joan out as ‘One of the screen’s acknowledged artists’ – resulting in her immediate summons to Louis B Mayer’s office, apparently the very first time she and The Messiah had met. Mayer told her that her salary had been upped to $250 a week, and that she had now joined the privileged few permitted to call him ‘Papa’.


Mayer, whose informants were everywhere, was well aware of the stories circulating around town concerning Joan’s wild dancing and even more frenzied libido. He also tried to ignore the rumours that had winged their way from Kansas – started by Anna LeSueur, whose weekly allowance had nevertheless been raised by her daughter – regarding the trail of broken hearts and abortions Joan had left in her wake. So far, however, none of these extracurricular activities, real or invented, had affected her work or the studio’s standing, and Mayer was pleased to read in the press about her ‘near-maternal’ attachment to Mike Cudahy, the neurotic nineteen-year-old heir to the Chicago meat-packaging emporium.


Cudahy had appeared on the scene at just the right moment, when Joan was mourning the death of her friend, Jerry Chrysler. Tall and powerfully built, yet effeminate and regarded as ‘one of the girls’, Chrysler had partnered Joan at the Cocoanut Grove tea dances and they had walked off with first prize every time they had entered a competition. Then the young man, the same age as Joan, had inexplicably contracted pneumonia and died within a week, leaving her devastated. Cudahy, one of Chrysler’s pals and already an alcoholic, had helped her choose the wreath and escorted her to the funeral. He had also paid to have her teeth fixed, and Joan now returned the favour by helping him with his drink problem.


The movie tabloids reported how this ‘God-fearing girl’ who called in at St Augustine’s Church every morning on her way to the studio (true) and never balked when it came to ‘helping out’ her fellow men (which, of course, depended upon how one interpreted the term) had been seen driving her new beau to an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting in her studio-supplied car (not true, for she had bought this herself to celebrate her pay rise). The reason for Cudahy’s drinking appears to have stemmed from confusion over his sexuality, and the pressure his mother was putting on him to take over as head of the family business, when all he wanted to do was party with friends and squander the $1,500 a month he was getting from his father’s estate until he came of age and inherited his fortune. ‘Mike was the answer to that mother-love yearning within me,’ Joan wrote in her 1962 memoirs. ‘I was determined to do for Mike what Ray Sterling had done for me. I wouldn’t let him drink when he was with me. I wanted Mike to be perfect, to be the one man I had always envisioned in all my dreams.’


In her syndicated column, William Randolph Hearst’s ace reporter Adela Rogers St Johns described Joan and Cudahy as the perfect Hollywood couple – albeit that it was common knowledge in their circle that Cudahy was gay – and few were surprised when they announced their engagement. What they had not reckoned on, however, was the staunch opposition that would come from Cudahy’s mother – he was, after all, still legally a minor. She publicly declared that she had no intention of bringing shame on the family name by having her son wed a woman who was effectively little more than a prostitute, no matter how many times she attended mass.


Joan returned to Paul Bern, and in the meantime was announced as one of the thirteen up-and-coming actresses named that year’s most promising by the Western Association of Motion Picture Advertisers. Aged nineteen to 22, they were collectively known as The Wampas Babies, and copied New York’s infamous Algonquin Round Table by convening regular lunch meetings at the Montmartre, one of the plushest restaurants in town.


Years later, the notorious Confidential magazine would refer to these young women as ‘Tinsel Town’s Baritone Babes’ – the group included Dolores Del Rio, Janet Gaynor, Fay Wray, Mary Astor and Dolores Costello, several of whom subsequently endured ‘lavender’ marriages to spare their sexuality from becoming public knowledge. Very soon, these gatherings were extended beyond the press federation nominees: hoping to be seen hobnobbing with Hollywood’s newest and most exciting pack, gatecrashers began bribing the Montmartre’s waiters to secure them places at tables adjacent to the one occupied by these Loquacious Bright Young Things, and catfights were par for the course. A thirteen-year-old starlet named Gretchen Young who boasted that she had appeared with Valentino in The Sheik (1921), though she had not worked since, was allowed into one meeting, given the task of hanging up everyone’s coats, then promptly shown the door when she would not stop talking. The following year she would become Loretta Young, but henceforth Joan never called her anything except ‘Gretch The Wretch’.


Another actress starting to make big strides in Hollywood was eighteen-year-old Jane Peters, a friend of William Haines – though Joan did not know this. When she attempted to usurp Joan’s place as head-of-the-table and to add insult to injury had arranged to be photographed for Picturegoer, Joan strode into the room and bawled for her to move. Peters waited until the session was over before loudly pronouncing, ‘Madam, I find your manner most offensive. Now will you please go and fuck yourself?’ A few weeks later, Jane Peters changed her name to Carole Lombard. Devotees of the same sense of vulgar humour, she and Joan became and would remain friends.


Another hanger-on was the slightly older Betty Compson, who had just starred with Lon Chaney in The Big City and so impressed Louis B Mayer that she was now given equal billing with Joan in Twelve Miles Out, a then topical tale of thug-rivalry during Prohibition – though in this one, everyone is eclipsed by John Gilbert as Jerry Fay, the motorcycle stuntman who thirsts for revenge when bootlegger Red McCue (Ernest Torrence) absconds with his girlfriend. The two men’s mutual loathing sees them at each other’s throats across Europe, South America and Asia as both compete in illegal moneymaking rackets, with Jerry always emerging victor, particularly if a woman is involved. Matters come to a head when the pair return to America. Jerry sets up a rum-running operation on the coast, and commandeers the house belonging to Jane (Joan) to store his liquor. Here, a love-hate relationship develops between them, though she is affianced to the foppish John Burton (Richard Earle). The moralists had their say, however, and in a hasty script rewrite Jane was prevented from living in sin with her love: the film ends when both thugs die in the final shoot-out and Jane returns to her former sedentary life with Burton – though Jerry is allowed the luxury of expiring in her arms.


 Today, one finds it hard to comprehend John Gilbert’s massive appeal during the early days of the cinema. Born John Pringle in Logan, Utah, in 1895, he had taken over from (but would never eclipse) the recently deceased Valentino as the screen’s great lover. He was, however, nowhere near as handsome as Rudy, his acting style was extremely camp, and when not engaged in a hot, amorous clinch, he lacked charisma. He also frequently appeared more feminine than his siren co-stars, the most famous of all, of course, being Greta Garbo. Their Flesh and the Devil would prove the film of 1927 and a follow-up was already on the cards. At the time of his first film coupling with Joan, Gilbert had divorced actress Leatrice Joy and was said to be half out of his mind with worry, trying to get Garbo to the altar.


Gilbert is alleged not to have wanted to work with Joan, aware of her reputation as a man-eater and his own inability to resist a pretty face. Why his wish was ignored – as Hollywood’s number-one leading man, he was being paid in excess of $10,000 a week, whereas Joan was on a mere fraction of this amount, even less than Betty Compson – was not obvious at the time, though on reflection not difficult to work out. The truth is, Louis B Mayer ordered the pairing because he could not stand Gilbert and was intent on destroying him. Gilbert already had a drink problem brought about by Garbo’s marriage deliberations, yet Mayer despised him not for this, but because Garbo had announced that if she became Mrs Gilbert, she would also become a naturalised American.


Garbo was the only Hollywood star in those days (aside from Tallulah Bankhead, never less than a law unto herself) who steadfastly refused to kow-tow to the pesky studio system. Flaunting convention, she sunbathed in the nude, went out with whom she liked, and frequently failed to turn up on the lot if she felt she could not give of her best that day. Mayer had so far kept her under reasonable control by threatening to deport her back to Sweden. She was, however, by far the biggest draw in the world, earning millions for Metro, and Mayer knew that if she became legally American, she would cause him even more grief. Between them, he and Paul Bern were hoping that Gilbert and Joan would find each other irresistible and that someone would ‘catch them at it’ and relay the news to Garbo, who would abandon all hope of ever marrying him.


Matters between Mayer and Gilbert came to a head on 8 September 1926 at the wedding of King Vidor and Eleanor Boardman – intended as a double ceremony with Gilbert and Garbo. It did not involve Joan, though she witnessed the event along with the other guests, including Irving Thalberg and fiancée Norma Shearer, Marion Davies, Sam Goldwyn, and the whole of the Hollywood press. Garbo, however, infamously failed to show, and in front of the distinguished gathering, Mayer marched up to a distraught Gilbert and bellowed, ‘What’s the matter with you, Jack? What do you have to marry her for? Why don’t you just fuck her and forget it?’ In a fit of not-unexpected rage, the actor bunched his fist and socked Mayer under the jaw, sending him sprawling and breaking his spectacles. Astonishingly, the incident did not get John Gilbert fired, but it certainly set in motion his lengthy, agonising downfall – whereas Garbo’s career would only move from strength to strength.


In the spring of 1927 Joan and William Haines travelled to New York, where Spring Fever and West Point were shot simultaneously. The former was a homely tale based on Vincent Lawrence’s big hit Broadway production. Haines played Jack Kelly, a humble shipping clerk who so impresses his boss with his golfing skills that he enrols him at his club, hoping to pick up a few tips to beat his business rivals, and introduces him to everyone as his nephew. Success goes to Jack’s head, however: wearing loud clothes, he boasts that he is heir to a fortune, and latches onto socialite Allie Monte (Joan). When Jack proposes, she pretends to be poor and the marriage takes place, only to turn sour when she learns the truth and walks out on him. But this is a Billy Haines film, and happy endings are obligatory. Deciding that a change of employment is necessary now that he has tasted the good life, Jack becomes a professional golfer, wins $10,000 in a tournament at which Allie turns up as cheerleader, and the pair are reunited. Despite her fondness for Haines and the film’s success, Joan hated it. ‘Spring Fever was a waste of everybody’s time and money,’ she would tell fan-chronicler Ray Newquist (of whom more later). ‘God, golf is dull on film!’


In West Point, Haines again played the cocky upstart – Bruce Wayne, the rich, spoiled cadet who looks down his nose at the other recruits, who put up with him this time on account of his prowess on the soccer pitch. Bruce falls for hotelier’s daughter Betty Channing (Joan), who initially finds him pretentious and wants nothing to do with him. He, however, feels that he is a law unto himself and when he gets benched by his coach, he exacts his revenge by giving a scathing interview to the press. This results in his being dropped from the team, but he is reinstated when a friend (William Bakewell) intervenes on the eve of the Army-Navy final. During the match, Bruce is badly injured but with typical Haines aplomb he battles it out to the finish and scores the winning goals – impressing Betty, who now wants to be his girl.


In New York, both Haines and Joan played away from home, so to speak – he cheating on long-term lover Jimmy Shields with West Point’s William Bakewell, she hitting the clubs with third-lead Neil Neely, an affair that could have had very serious implications had it been made public knowledge at the time. Neely appears to have been as promiscuous as Joan, and when his wife found a love letter in his jacket pocket, she decided to sue Joan as co-respondent in the divorce – a ruse that backfired when Neely told his lawyers that if Joan had to be called to the witness stand, so would two dozen others!


Joan’s next film saw her plunging to the depths of the downright abject – a silent musical! Following The Student Prince and The Merry Widow, MGM elected to transfer Otto Harbach and Oscar Hammerstein’s Rose Marie  to the big screen, with Joan vamping things up in the title role. Playing her soldier lover, Jim Kenyon, was James Murray, the flagrantly neurotic star of King Vidor’s 1927 monster smash, The Crowd. Already alcoholic and a nightmare to work with on account of violent mood-swings and dreadful time-keeping, Murray would soon fall by the wayside after this one. Within a few years he would be ousted from Hollywood and sleeping rough, and in 1936 the authorities would list him as ‘just another bum’ when his body was fished out of New York’s Hudson River.


Rose Marie had made laughing stocks out of its stars long before completion of shooting, and prompted Joan into bawling out Irving Thalberg – something even the fearless Garbo would have thought twice about before doing. Cornering the sickly executive on the set of Norma Shearer’s latest picture she levelled, ‘Mr Thalberg, why the fuck does she always get the best parts? Aren’t there any more actresses in Hollywood than her?’ Thalberg is reported to have very nearly collapsed through shock, and gone straight to Louis B Mayer to demand her dismissal. The Messiah, however, knew that Joan was right. She had been contracted to star opposite Ramon Novarro in Across to Singapore, which was still being scripted. Therefore, in the interim period, and to pacify Thalberg, Joan was ‘taught a lesson in humility’ by being put into another western with old flame Tim McCoy.


The Law of the Range tells of two brothers, separated from their mother as children and unaware that they are related, who end up on opposite sides of the law. Jim Lockhart (McCoy) is the ranger charged with bringing sadistic bandit The Solitaire Kid (Rex Lease) to justice. Betty Dallas (Joan) is Jim’s girlfriend, but even so does not fight off The Kid’s advances when he holds up the stagecoach she is travelling in. She eventually makes the connection between the two men – both have identical tattoos – but before the inevitable shoot-out all have to battle their way through a ferocious prairie fire. Not unexpectedly it is the baddie who dies – in the arms of his long-lost mother – while the lovers tearfully look on. The film enabled Joan to briefly resurrect her affair with the hunky cowboy star, and unlike Rose Marie it attracted favourable reviews.


Meanwhile, Joan was presented with a major problem when, out of the blue, her brother Hal turned up on her doorstep – not for a visit, which would have been unwelcome enough, but to announce that he had come to Hollywood for good. Hal had walked out on his wife; according to Joan he had told her sarcastically, ‘If you can make it here with your reputation, anybody can!’ Cynics have suggested that Joan should have sent him packing and thus saved herself a great deal of future trouble and expense. What has to be taken into consideration, however, was Joan’s status in Hollywood by then. Now elevated to equal billing – the press were making a great deal of the pairing with Ramon Novarro – she had to be seen to be behaving responsibly, even towards unworthy relatives, and Louis B Mayer was a man who rigorously supported family values, no matter what that family was like.


This was the age of the Hays Office Motion Picture Code – a powerful censorship law that not only outlawed such ‘immoral’ activities as on-screen open-mouthed kissing, the display of navels and hirsute chests, drinking and substance abuse, violence and sexual innuendo – but also dictated how actors and studio personnel should conduct themselves away from the set, including the way they treated their relatives. Kenneth Anger would later denounce former Postmaster General Will Hays, a man who knew absolutely nothing about the film world, as ‘a prim-faced, bat-eared, mealy-mouthed political chiseller’, and others such as Joan, Tallulah Bankhead and Mae West would be even less polite when telling him to his face what they thought of his so-called ideals. In conjunction with the Catholic Church and the Bank of America, Hays had set up his Code in 1922 to clean up Hollywood, and he had personally compiled a ‘Doom Book’ that contained the names of 117 stars – Joan’s being near the top of the list – whom he considered were guilty of ‘moral turpitude’. There is little doubt that Hal LeSueur knew this, and blackmailed Joan into not just taking him in, but their mother as well. Within the week, ‘the washerwoman and the drunk’, as Joan called them, had taken over her tiny bungalow. More than this, Hal had borrowed her Ford roadster without asking permission and wrapped it around a lamppost – and Anna had run up a huge bill, buying clothes and jewellery and charging them to Joan’s account. On one occasion she was caught shoplifting and gave her daughter’s name to the store-detective who arrested her.


Joan figured that the only way she would rid herself of her bloodsucking relatives would be by putting some space between them. So as to give the Hays Office spies the impression that she cared, she spoke to Paul Bern and he found Hal ad-hoc work as an extra/bit-part player at the Culver City studio – not because he could act, but because Bern declared he made pretty scenery. Anna was put onto the Crawford payroll and paid an official allowance for doing precisely nothing. Joan next approached Louis B Mayer and asked him for a loan: she had seen a bungalow at 513 North Roxbury Drive, Beverly Hills, and the asking price was $18,000. For anyone else this would have been tempting fate. Joan had recently been arrested for failing to stop after knocking down a female pedestrian and, courtesy of Metro’s head of publicity, Howard Strickland – who had persuaded the victim to drop the charges in return for a $1,000 pay-off – Joan had been let off with a caution. Mayer loaned her the money, but only on condition that she continue supporting her mother and upped Anna’s allowance each time she received a pay-rise. Joan agreed. She moved out, and the LeSueurs were given the original bungalow, rent-free – so long as neither of them spoke to the press, or attempted to visit Joan at her new home. They were also promised legal action, should they run up any more bills in her name.


Her biggest problem sorted for the time being, Joan began working on Across to Singapore with Ramon Novarro, without any doubt the best-looking co-star of her silents period. The two had a great deal in common in the way they had climbed to the top. Born José-Ramon Samaniegos in Durango, Mexico, in 1899, he had arrived in Hollywood in 1913 after fleeing the Huerta Revolution. His first job had been washing dishes in a restaurant, and there had followed a variety of occupations: dancing the tango, working as a bit-part player in summer stock, dancing ballet in Anna Pavlova’s chorus, working as an extra in Mary Pickford films. Very muscular, narcissistic and extremely handsome, José-Ramon had quickly amassed a coterie of lovers of both sexes – including Rudolph Valentino, whom he had met in 1920 while working as a bit-part on The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Within an hour of their brief scene they had become lovers, and Rudy had written in his journal, ‘Samaniegos was ferocious – we made love like tigers until dawn.’ The film had been directed by Rex Ingram, who astonishingly did not meet José-Ramon until shooting was completed. Mistinguett, who knew Novarro well at this time and whose dancer-lover Frédéric Rey left her for the actor, told Roger Normand:




When Ingram met him after the film, he was posing nude for art students in Los Angeles, and didn’t take too much persuading to bounce onto the casting couch. Ramon told Frédé how Ingram had taken a lingering look at his beautifully hirsute buttocks and commented how much they reminded him of his favourite haunt, the Novarro Valley. That’s how he got his name – because his arse looked like a tourist attraction!





Joan was desperate to have an affair with the man who was unafraid of boasting that Valentino had been the greatest love of his life. Novarro, however, had given up having sex with women since Rudy’s death, though he did offer a compromise, as Novarro’s later lover, French dancer Pierre Bernay explained to me in 1999:




Valentino commissioned a sculpture, an exact replica of his manhood. I don’t know how many copies he had made, but he gave one to Novarro – a ten-inch Art Deco dildo embellished with his signature, the same one he was later choked to death with. Sometimes he carried it around with him. He would show it to friends he trusted so that they could see what it must have been like, getting the real thing from Valentino. So far as I know, though, Joan Crawford and Vladimir Horowitz [the famous pianist] are the only ones who actually asked to borrow and use it.





Across to Singapore had previously been filmed in 1923 (as All the Brothers  Were Valiant, the title under which it would reappear in 1953 with Robert Taylor). Its storyline here is virtually incomprehensible in parts and it remains important only as a curio for connoisseurs of beautiful men – as the hero, Joel Shore, Novarro shines, and next to him even Joan looks positively plain as his demure childhood sweetheart, Priscilla Crowninshield. Joel, however, has a rival – his elder brother, Mark (Ernest Torrence) – who before setting sail for Singapore with him on their clipper ship arrogantly gets the local priest to announce their forthcoming marriage. During the voyage, Mark regrets what he has done and spends much of the time drinking below deck. With him thus indisposed, when the ship reaches its destination and first-mate Finch (James Mason) orchestrates a mutiny, only Joel has to be overpowered. Leaving Mark ashore, Finch claps Joel in chains – rewarding Novarro’s legion of closeted gay fans with lots of delicious bare-torso shots and much obligatory flexing of sweaty muscles – and the ship returns to England, where Finch evades court martial by declaring that he took command of the vessel because Joel left his brother to die. Joel breaks free, and eager to put matters right sails back to Singapore, taking Priscilla with him. He finds Mark drunk and dishevelled in an opium den, and manages to get him back to the ship and sobered up before there is another mutiny, during which Mark dies the hero trying to save his brother’s life.


Across to Singapore, for which Joan was little more than superfluous decoration, would be largely overshadowed by Novarro’s other film of 1928, Forbidden Hours, and the following year’s The Flying Fleet. Director William Nigh had wanted her to team up with the Mexican star again for her next project, Four Walls, but when Novarro refused to work with ‘that nymphomaniac lady’, Nigh persuaded Louis B Mayer to let him have John Gilbert – mindless of the fact that Gilbert was in Mayer’s bad books again for dismissing Twelve Miles Out as ‘garbage’ and refusing to attend the premiere.


Four Walls was superbly photographed by James Wong Howe, Cecil B DeMille’s assistant cameraman, who would bow out as late as 1975 with Barbra Streisand’s Funny Lady. Gilbert plays East Side mobster Benny Horowitz; Joan is Frieda, his moll. When Benny is sent to jail for killing a rival, his crony, Monk (Louis Natheaux), takes over the gang – and Frieda – relinquishing his hold a few years later when Benny is released, a changed man who now wants nothing to do with either. While inside he has fallen for Bertha (Carmel Myers), a young reformist. When Bertha refuses Benny’s marriage proposal, thinking he is still carrying a torch for Frieda, he goes to a party at Monk’s place to drown his sorrows and sees Frieda flirting with Monk. Later the pair announce their engagement, but all ends badly, enabling the former lovers to be reunited, when Benny’s old gang are attacked by a rival mob and he resumes command. During the ensuing scuffle Benny and Frieda flee across the rooftops, pursued by a thwarted Monk, who accidentally falls to his death.


If John Gilbert monopolised his first film with Joan, he failed to do so with this one. Joan’s sluttish on-screen behaviour attracted the comment from Photoplay: ‘For getting down to earth with the practical sort of lovemaking that folks like, our hat is off to John Gilbert and Joan Crawford. John certainly takes that girl in hand – and boy, how she loves to be taken!’ The piece angered the Hays Office – and Garbo, who was by now living with Gilbert. It was, of course, inordinately good for business though, and the other critics were unanimous in their opinions that this was Joan’s film. Leading the plaudits was the New York Evening World’s usually waspish George Garland:




It isn’t often that a supporting player manages to steal a picture right from under the nose of John Gilbert, but that’s what happens in Four  Walls. Miss Crawford simply walks off with it. The picture will go a long way toward lifting Miss Crawford to a point nearer the top in Hollywood circles …
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