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TO OUR PARTNERS, ALICE AND SCOTT. MOVIES ARE SO MUCH BETTER WHEN WE WATCH THEM WITH YOU.


AND FOR DAISY, THE LIGHT OF OUR LIVES. WE CAN’T WAIT TO SHARE ALL OF THIS WITH YOU.
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[image: A scene from the movie ‘Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory.’ Willy Wonka is surrounded by Oompa-Loompas in his factory.]

Willy Wonka and the unforgettable Oompa-Loompas



















[image: Anjelica Huston and Raul Julia in a scene from the movie ‘The Adams Family.’ They pose in a doorway with stained glass panels.]

The deliciously devilish performances of Anjelica Huston and Raul Julia make The Addams Family a memorable film.
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Glinda (Billie Burke) may have been a good witch, but we bet she never held a saucepan in her life.


















INTRODUCTION
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THE GOAL: find a way to pass on our love of classic movies to the next generation.


THE MEANS: staging a series of family movie nights (or days) with recipes intended to put the whole clan in a good frame of mind.
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JESSIE: The greatest gift my parents gave me at an early age is a love of the arts (and a sense of humor). With their encouragement, I also came to appreciate the many people who collaborate to make a really good movie. In October 2021 I became a mother, and now I revel in sharing the things I love with my daughter. If I’m in the kitchen, she wants to cook with me. If I’m watching the Nicholas Brothers—as I often do—she can’t help but try to dance along. Our time together is precious, and the thought of being able to help guide other families in a shared love of movies brings me an immense amount of joy.


When I (Leonard) was growing up, television was still new, and the seven stations that operated in New York City became a living museum of movies. Vintage films of all kinds were pressed into service to entertain kids and grown-ups alike. I watched—no, I absorbed—Laurel and Hardy, The Little Rascals, and The Three Stooges on a daily basis. The repetition seared them into my consciousness, not to mention my heart. (Imagine how I felt when my only child was born on Stan Laurel’s birthday and I received a greeting from Stan’s daughter Lois, who sent along a check her father had written to her nanny in June of 1930.)


It isn’t possible to duplicate my experience, but Jessie and I consulted with the good folks at TCM to assemble a roster of classic films—and what we think of as modern classics like Star Wars—in the hope of spawning a new generation of movie lovers. Jessie and I have collaborated on many projects over the years, but this is the first book that bears our names as official coauthors. From this point on, we will use the “royal we” except in describing a person I (Leonard) met or an incident I experienced without my writing partner.


To do all this in a normal-sized book meant we had to narrow our sights. We decided not to attempt to cover the vast field of animation, along with the work of Walt Disney, whose family appeal is obvious. We also omitted the foundational comedies starring Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd, Our Gang (The Little Rascals), and The Marx Brothers. Those are enormous subjects worthy of entire books. (I have even written some of them!) But we had to include one emblematic silent comedy and easily chose The Kid (1921) with Charlie Chaplin and the adorable Jackie Coogan, a family-friendly film if there ever was one.


I married a woman who shares my love of movies. Alice and I were blessed with the arrival of our daughter Jessie in June of 1986. She in turn gave us a glorious granddaughter in October of 2021. I can’t wait to start showing movies to little Daisy… all in good time.


I clearly remember some specific choices Alice and I made as Jessie was growing up. She was three and a half years old when my wife’s all-time favorite movie, Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954), was released on LaserDisc. (The medium never caught on and was soon supplanted by DVDs and Blu-ray Discs, but at that time it was a leap ahead of videocassettes because you could hop to any moment in the film in a nanosecond.) That day, we showed Jessie the barn-raising segment of Seven Brides, and she stood in front of our large-screen television, transfixed. “Again,” she commanded, and I obliged. “Again,” she repeated, and I cued up the production number once more.


After watching that one sequence countless times she eventually showed some curiosity about who the characters were and how they arrived at this barn-raising ceremony. She fell in love with the 1954 musical, just like my wife, whose telephone ring is Howard Keel singing a song from the picture.


While pondering what to show Jessie next, a copy of Calamity Jane (1953) crossed my desk. “She’ll love watching a tomboy character,” I thought to myself, and besides, she’ll recognize Doris Day’s leading man from Seven Brides, Howard Keel. After that I brought home yet another Doris Day musical, The Pajama Game (1957) and it became another favorite. This ploy worked for quite a while. (We all love musicals in this household.)


Because we hadn’t screened any clunkers, Jessie was pretty open-minded about the musicals we chose to share. She fell in love with Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire and especially liked Donald O’Connor in Singin’ in the Rain (1952). Who doesn’t?


I came to realize that once you introduce your children to “the good stuff,” they will recognize it on their own and reject what some of their peer group may be embracing. Our daughter was ten or so when MTV came along, and we didn’t stop her from watching it in her room. I never wanted her to live in the past. She came to me after a while and said she thought a lot of the videos were sexist. I congratulated her for figuring that out on her own.


We also had the good fortune of bringing her to a series of silent-film showings with live musical accompaniment. That’s how she was introduced to Chaplin, Keaton, and Lloyd. Watching a silent comedy at home without an audience is less than ideal, but it’s the most practical solution for most families. If there’s any way to invite friends to join you for the screening, it will pay big dividends.


Jessie: Don’t overexplain. If it’s a silent movie, just tell them that there won’t be any dialogue. Just let them enjoy it. When they have questions, answer them. Kids are a lot more open than most adults, and they’ll watch stuff. While watching The Marx Brothers in Horse Feathers (1932) or A Night at the Opera (1935), it doesn’t matter if young ones don’t “get” Groucho’s jokes. It’s the rhythm and timing of his wisecracks that makes them so funny… and meanwhile, young viewers can revel in the silliness of the ever-silent Harpo.


This is especially true when they are little. Get ’em young and get them hooked on the good stuff.


Jessie remains an individual with her own inimitable style and mindset. She can quote every word of Con Air (1997) and would die for Nicolas Cage but will always cite Seven Brides for Seven Brothers as her all-time favorite movie. She regards the movies she grew up with as “comfort food.”


We’re not pretending that the twenty-five films in this book are the best of all time. We offer them as a sampling of good movies you can enjoy as a family and talk about afterwards. We encourage you to use them as starting points to chart your own journey through the world of cinema. And why go hungry while you’re watching? We hope our recipes will add to the experience of family movie night.




KIDS, DON’T TRY THIS AT HOME—WITHOUT A GROWN-UP


These recipes often involve very hot ovens, careful mixing of ingredients in bowls, and other tasks that young children should not undertake without adult supervision. When it comes to eating the finished product, everyone can join in… but don’t try anything straight out of the oven. Let it cool down first.
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Hollywood’s unsung hero: Toto from The Wizard of Oz







[image: Charlie Chaplin, Jackie Coogan, and Tom Wilson as a police officer in the movie ‘The Kid.’ The scene features Chaplin and the kid peeking out from behind a wall while the police officer looks at them from behind.]

An iconic image of Charlie Chaplin and Jackie Coogan; the cop is Chaplin regular Tom Wilson.


















THE KID



(1921)


68 MINUTES


Written and directed by Charles Chaplin


Cast: Charles Chaplin, Jack Coogan, Edna Purviance, Carl Miller, Albert Austin, Henry Bergman, Jack Coogan Sr., Charles Reisner, Tom Wilson, Lita Grey
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Charlie Chaplin’s Little Tramp is a timeless and universal figure. Every member of your family should get to know him because he built the foundation of what we know as comedy in the movies.


If your family doesn’t already know Chaplin, The Kid is a great place to start because it features the incredibly charming Jackie Coogan (officially billed on screen as Jack). The five-year-old costar is beautifully showcased in this short feature film, running just about an hour and written especially with him in mind. With his oversized cap and ragamuffin outfit, he is definitely a “have-not,” which immediately inspires sympathy for him. He and Charlie live in what might be called a garret and have a pretty clever working partnership. Jackie throws rocks at windowpanes, and Charlie happens along just when a prospective customer is in need of a glazier. A neighborhood bully notifies the authorities of Jackie’s existence without proper supervision, which sends a truant officer his way and leads to a heart-tugging scene in which the little boy cries out for the only daddy he’s ever known.


The Kid promises “a laugh, perhaps a tear,” which sets it apart from virtually every other comedy of the silent-film era. No one explored the idea of pathos as doggedly, or as successfully, as Chaplin. He made people fall in love with his dignified hobo and care about him so much that he could even break their hearts. The process reached its peak in his 1931 gem City Lights, but The Kid was his first feature to openly aim for this result. Indeed, it was his first starring feature film.




[image: Charlie Chaplin kneels as he holds a little boy, Jackie Coogan, close to him in a scene from the movie ‘The Kid.’]

A bond that no one can break





Who wouldn’t be moved by the plight of Charlie and Jackie when the “bad guys” show up and take the boy? In a beautifully choreographed sequence, Charlie clambers over rooftops to catch up with the truck that’s carrying Jackie.


This is preceded by a wonderful set piece showing a typical morning in the lives of this loving duo. Jackie is making and stacking pancakes on a hot plate, while Charlie is still in the process of waking up. It’s a picture of blissful domesticity, which makes the arrival of the truant officer all the more upsetting.


Charlie’s longtime leading lady, Edna Purviance, appears as the unwed mother who gives birth to Jackie and then abandons him in the back seat of an expensive automobile with a handwritten note: “Please love and care for this orphan child.” The chauffeur who returns to the vehicle wants nothing to do with the baby and pawns him off on another sucker, until he winds up in the arms of Charlie.


There are few title cards in the film because the action speaks for itself in almost every scene. Even when Edna is released from the maternity hospital and the camera lingers on two cynical-looking employees, we can imagine what they say to each other; we don’t need a road map.


When you witness an artist like Chaplin at his peak, you understand why he was loved around the globe. He began making films in 1914 for the rough-and-ready comedy producer Mack Sennett, and within months his likeness on a sidewalk standee was all it took to lure an audience into a theater. “He’s Here Today,” a sign would proclaim, and people responded enthusiastically. Chaplin became the most well-known human being on the planet at a time when there was no television or even radio, let alone an internet, to spread the word of his gifts. A shy, unassuming member of British impresario Fred Karno’s knockabout comedy troupe, he was recommended to Sennett during an American tour, and the producer hired him without even seeing him perform. Back then, it would take about a week to piece together a comedy produced by Sennett and the Keystone Film Company, and Charlie was a quick learner. Before long he was directing his own short subjects and working closely with such collaborators as Mabel Normand and Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle.


Sennett’s comedies aren’t subtle; sometimes the gags are downright crude, but Chaplin brought his own ideas to the fore and quickly established his screen persona as the Little Tramp, whose ill-fitting clothes indicate the kind of gentleman he aspires to be. The setting for most of his films is an unidentified pocket of urban poverty, inspired by the places in London that he actually grew up around. Memories of those squalid neighborhoods never left his consciousness, and he revisited them in the sets he built on his studio lot.




[image: Charlie Chaplin and Lita Grey stand facing each other in a scene from a movie. Chaplin wears a pair of wings, a short cape, and holds a harp. Grey is dressed as an angel. The scene is set outdoors.]

Charlie meets an angel in this daring dream sequence. He would eventually marry Lita Grey, the young actress in this scene.







[image: Charlie Chaplin and a kid in a scene from the movie ‘The Little Tramp.’ Chaplin pours tea from teapot while seated at a table with a child nearby. The table has several plates and cups arranged on it.]

Breakfast is no simple matter for the Little Tramp and the Kid.





After one year he was lured away by the Essanay Film Manufacturing Company, headquartered in Chicago, for a then-astonishing $1,250 a week, and just twelve months later he signed with Mutual Film Corporation for $675,000 per year.


If you’re just getting to know Chaplin, the Sennett shorts are mostly primitive and only watchable for purposes of study and context. The Essanay shorts are much better. But the “golden dozen” two-reelers he made for Mutual from 1916 to 1917 are among his all-time finest work. You would be hard-pressed to find twenty-minute shorts as funny and inventive as Easy Street, The Immigrant, The Cure, Behind the Screen, The Pawnshop, The Adventurer, The Rink, or One A.M.


If curiosity sets in and you want to learn more about this pantomime genius of early Hollywood, it is imperative that you see Kevin Brownlow and David Gill’s three-part television documentary Unknown Chaplin (1983). Using hundreds of outtakes that miraculously survived the years, we see how Chaplin developed an idea, rehearsed it on film (with his trusty cinematographer Rollie Totheroh hand-cranking the camera), and refined it through seemingly endless repetition. He was seeking nothing less than perfection, and as often as not attained it.


Charlie built his own studio in Hollywood on La Brea Boulevard, and it still stands. In fact, it was owned for many years by Jim Henson’s company, which put a drawing of Kermit the Frog as Chaplin on its signage. Owning his own studio meant that if Charlie wasn’t inspired to create comedy on a given morning, he didn’t, and he would send everyone on staff home for the day. The studio was his home base right through the early 1950s, when he completed filming Limelight (1952) there. He wisely retired the Little Tramp when sound came to Hollywood. After all, because he never spoke, he was just as popular in Nigeria as he was in Niagara Falls. If he spoke, he would risk his universality. Chaplin dodged the issue altogether by making two final silent films in the midst of a talkie hurricane: City Lights and Modern Times. He composed music scores for both and even sang a gibberish song in the latter film. And because it was Charlie Chaplin, people turned out to see him.




[image: A lobby card of ‘The Kid’. Text reads “Charles Chaplin in ‘The Kid’ written and directed by Charles Chaplin. Six Reels of Joy. A First National Attraction.” The image features Chaplin and a little boy standing next to each other. Text below the image reads “Here comes the gloom chaser.”]

An original lobby card for The Kid, now more than one hundred years old





The Kid was in production for the better part of a year. In fact, First National Pictures used this fact to promote the picture. The one-sheet poster declared, “This is the great film he has been working on for a whole year.”


Meanwhile, his first marriage, to Mildred Harris, was dissolving. You can see who took her place in Charlie’s affections in The Kid. During the climactic dream sequence—another innovative concept—she is the only girl who gets a close-up: Lita Grey.


As for Jackie Coogan, few actors ever had a launchpad as fruitful as The Kid. Jackie was a sensation, and with his parents making film and merchandise deals left and right, he remained a star into the talkie era. Coogan was four years old when Chaplin discovered him dancing a shimmy onstage at the Los Angeles Orpheum Theatre. He turned five during the extended production time the writer-director-star spent on this endeavor. Jackie starred in silent-film versions of Peck’s Bad Boy (1921) and Oliver Twist (1922) and played other famous juvenile characters. He was also the first child star to be licensed for a wide array of products ranging from peanut butter to stationery. As he outgrew his cuteness in the 1930s, Coogan’s career cooled and could best be described as sporadic from that point on. Baby boomers will remember him as the chubby, bald-headed Fester in the 1960s TV series The Addams Family.


In 1975, he attended a screening of The Kid at that year’s Cinecon convention. It was screened in the Blossom Ballroom of the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel, literally walking distance from the Chaplin studio. His young grandson Keith (who later pursued a film career) was in attendance. When it came time for a Q and A, I raised my hand and said, “Here we are, more than fifty years since the film was made, so close to where you shot it. Your family is here with you. What goes through your mind as you watch it?” He replied, “I think about the money.” It was not the answer I expected, and I think it brought everybody down—glad we had a chance to cheer for him in person but saddened by the realization that his parents’ recklessness affected him for the rest of his life. His name is still invoked because of California’s Coogan Law, which attempted to protect the earnings of minors from greedy parents and guardians.


Fortunately, you and your family can enjoy watching two special performers working beautifully together without the shadow of later problems clouding it. The Kid stands up today.















Coogan Cakes



MAKES 4 SERVINGS


The image of Jackie Coogan making pancakes for Charlie Chaplin is one that always makes us smile. The sweetness, the innocence (and the stealing of bites as you go). Let’s make some old-fashioned pancakes.




	2 cups all-purpose flour


	3½ teaspoons baking powder


	1 teaspoon kosher salt


	1 tablespoon granulated sugar


	Sprinkle of cinnamon


	1¼ cups whole milk


	1 large egg


	3 tablespoons butter, melted


	1 tablespoon vanilla extract


	Small amount of vegetable oil to coat skillet
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