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‘The definitive biography of the star who grew famous with Hollywood and did so much to make it famous in turn. It’s a horrifying book. It shows precisely what a legal authority can do to wreck people’s lives and foreshadowed the welter of moralizing which reached its zenith during the McCarthy “witch-hunt” of the 1950s.

‘It’s horrifying, too, because it shows conclusively that Arbuckle was innocent of the charges of rape and murder levelled at him by a politically ambitious district attorney. THE DAY THE LAUGHTER STOPPED is not just a biography of “Fatty” Arbuckle. It’s a history of Hollywood – and a damning indictment of hypocritical “crusaders” who tore a man to pieces in the name of morality’

SUNDAY PRESS

‘Lifts a stone, not just on Hollywood or Prohibition America, but on man’s inhumanity to man’

DAILY MIRROR

‘The zealots and reformers saw Hollywood and its works as the new Sodom. The Arbuckle scandal gave them exactly the weapon they needed … David Yallop’s book THE DAY THE LAUGHTER STOPPED shows that there was never a real case’

THE TIMES

‘David Yallop has dug up much valuable new information and is the first writer to draw extensively on the records of the trials, which he enthrallingly reconstructs’

NEW STATESMAN

‘An emotive story with a passionate exploration of the facts and fantasy. David Yallop’s knife-edge research has chopped through the guff and glut of the Hollywood jungle of the twenties from which censorship was born’

FINANCIAL TIMES

‘It would appear that anybody attempting to correct the Arbuckle story would be fighting uphill all the way. David Yallop does just that, he battles his way to the top and arrives panting to plant the banner of Fatty’s innocence … Tragic Roscoe, the poor bastard didn’t have a chance’

NEW YORK NEWS

‘Riveting … the full and unvarnished story of the dreadful ordeal suffered by Roscoe Arbuckle is clearly told and fully documented … It is a book that had to be written. It clears Arbuckle’s name, though several movie moguls of the 1920s come out of the story very badly indeed’

SCREEN INTERNATIONAL

‘Employing court transcripts once thought destroyed and interviews with the surviving principals, David Yallop meticulously tears apart the prosecution case. A fascinating work of film history which catches the social currents of the times’

THE NEW YORK TIMES

‘Three years of fanatical research worthy of the Sacco-Vanzetti case have gone into David Yallop’s angry vindication of Arbuckle. Yallop makes a convincing case that the generous woman-shy and somewhat prudish comic was victimized by a posse of women’s clubs, ministers and a Hearst press hungering after circulation-boosting scandals. THE DAY THE LAUGHTER STOPPED is a grim and lurid chronicle of an age. This engrossing book signals that a revival of Fatty Arbuckle’s funny and long-neglected films is overdue’

LOS ANGELES EXAMINER

‘A fascinating story of a witch-hunt and a thorough vindication of a man’

PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

‘As the book unreels the sense of outrage mounts’

CHICAGO NEWS

‘A stunning picture not only of the trials but also of Silent Hollywood and all its excesses … Yallop’s story gives a uniquely fascinating picture of Hollywood that is both moving and unforgettable’
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To Fletcher and Lucy

Saki observed ‘Hors d’oeuvres have always a pathetic interest for me: they remind me of one’s childhood that one goes through, wondering what the next course is going to be like – and during the rest of the menu one wishes one had eaten more of the hors d’oeuvres.’ Thank you for sharing your hors d’oeuvres with me.
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But one day in September 1921, all of the laughter stopped. Overnight what had been innocent fun was suddenly being denounced as ‘another Hollywood drunken orgy’ or ‘one more shocking example of sex depravity’. The day our laughter stopped was the day that Roscoe Arbuckle was accused of having caused the death of Virginia Rappe.

—Buster Keaton


PROLOGUE

It was a hot afternoon. The date: Monday, 5 September 1921. The place: a luxury suite in the St Francis Hotel, San Francisco. A lively party was in progress. The music played loudly and guests danced with abandon to a stream of fox trots. The Roaring Twenties and the Jazz Age had just begun; with the Eighteenth Amendment, so had Prohibition. Here the guests drank freely, which meant that everyone at the party was breaking the law. Still, they were in good company – it was Labor Day, and millions of their fellow citizens were doing precisely the same. Most of those millions would pay a small price for their pleasure: a few dollars for the bootleg liquor and a hangover the following day. For a number of the guests at the St Francis party, the price would be more. Much more …

Film actress Virginia Rappe (pronounced Rap-PAY)1 arrived at the St Francis Hotel just after midday. She had been having a late breakfast at the Palace Hotel with her manager, Al Semnacher, and a friend of his, Bambina Maude Delmont, when someone called to tell her that Mr Sherman and Mr Arbuckle were at the St Francis. Excited, Virginia told her friends that they had been invited to join the two men. Virginia mused, ‘I don’t know what Arbuckle that may be. It may be Roscoe, but I didn’t even know he was in town. But it may be he.’

As the breakfast progressed, they speculated on the possibility that the ‘Mr Arbuckle’ was indeed Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle. It seemed unlikely that the world-famous film comedian was in San Francisco. Wherever he went and whatever he did, Roscoe was news. Scanning the papers, they found no mention of his presence in the city.

‘It might be Andy Arbuckle, whom I know,’ Maude Delmont remarked.

Virginia Rappe intended to find out. ‘We will go over and see,’ she declared.

The two women waited impatiently for Al to appear at the Palace Hotel’s main entrance with his car. Eventually they walked over to the garage. There they found Al Semnacher arguing with one of the garage attendants. He had left instructions the night before that his car should be washed. It had not been done.

With Al grumbling about the inefficiency of the hotel staff, they drove to the St Francis. Virginia got out, saying, ‘I’ll go up first and see who it is, and you call me in five minutes, Maudie. If it’s someone I don’t care to bother with, I will say I will come right down. But if it’s all right and I want you to come up, I’ll say, “Come up.” ’ With that, Virginia ran up the steps to the hotel’s imposing front entrance and vanished.

Obviously everything was ‘all right’, for when Maude phoned the luxury suite and asked for her friend, she heard Virginia’s voice saying, ‘Come up.’ It occurred to Maude that although Virginia was obviously happy with their mysterious hosts, she might feel different. She told Al to wait in the lobby. ‘If we want to stay up there a little while, I’ll have you paged, and you come up.’ Twenty minutes later, Al was paged to Room 1220.

Al Semnacher must have thought he had struck gold when he entered the room. As a manager of film stars he knew better than most the importance of making influential contacts in the business. Besides Virginia and Maude, there were four men in the room, one of whom Al had never seen before. The other three were well-known to every manager in the business: actor Lowell Sherman, director Fred Fischbach, and Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle, the million-dollar-a-year comedian. As befitted America’s funniest man, Arbuckle exuded joy. Dressed in his pyjamas and bathrobe, he had the group roaring with laughter. There was plenty of bootleg whisky and gin, and everybody was helping himself. Maude was putting the whisky away as quickly as she could; in the space of an hour she consumed ten Scotches. During the same period, Virginia sipped orange blossoms (a mixture of gin and orange juice) and contented herself with three glasses. Inevitably, as the spirits in the bottles went down, the spirits of the partygoers rose. About thirty minutes after Virginia and her friends arrived, two showgirls, Alice Blake and Zey Prevon, joined the gathering. The boys phoned down for a Victrola and some records, and the party began to hum.

The fourth man at the party was Ira Fortlouis. Although unconnected with the movies and therefore not in a position to offer any of the girls ‘a part in my next major production’, he was in a line of business that was close to their hearts. He was a gown salesman.

The suite consisted of three large rooms and a couple of bathrooms. The rooms – 1219, 1220 and 1221 – had magnificent views of the city, and the girls oohed and ahed as they pointed out various landmarks. Maude Delmont turned from one of the windows to see Virginia emerging from the bathroom adjacent to 1219. The pretty young actress joined Maude at the window and confided to her friend that Roscoe had got hold of her in the bathroom. Maude, intent on having a good time, shrugged the incident off. The next thing she knew, Roscoe was back in the bathroom again with Virginia. Then, moving from the bathroom, Roscoe locked the door to 1219, shielding it from the view of Maude and the rest of the guests in 1220. Maude again shrugged it off, since Virginia had had only three drinks. Maude had noticed earlier when Roscoe had pulled up a chair and sat next to Virginia that he appeared to be more intoxicated than the other men – he showed it in his eyes and his general manner – but Virginia was a big girl and could take care of herself.

Maude got up and began to dance with Lowell Sherman. As time passed, she was conscious of the fact that neither Roscoe nor Virginia had rejoined the main party, and she wondered why her young friend had not re-emerged from Room 1219. She didn’t like the idea of Virginia’s being in there alone with Roscoe. It didn’t look nice.

The Victrola was playing a current hit of the period, ‘I’ve Got the Wonder-Where-He-Went-and-When-He’s-Coming-Back Blues’. As vocalist Marion Harris wailed the words, Maude swayed in time to the music. Giggling, she remarked to Lowell Sherman, ‘I’m so warm. I wish I could take this dress off and slip into something cool. Do you mind if I slip on a pair of pyjamas?’ Lowell offered her a pair of his. They went into 1221, where Lowell opened a dresser drawer, pulled out a pair of yellow silk pyjamas, and handed them to her. Then to show how much of a gentleman he was, he left the room while Maude disrobed. She was certainly taking up Sherman’s offer to make herself at home. Maude emerged resplendent in pyjamas. She continued dancing and, as she later expressed it, ‘having my pleasure’.

As the party progressed, Maude became obsessed with the thought that Arbuckle and Virginia were together behind a locked door. From time to time she moved to the door and called out to her friend, but there was no reply. She turned to Al Semnacher about the situation, but he and Ira Fortlouis had left to take a car ride around town.

Time passed, and Maude became more and more concerned at the continued absence of Roscoe and Virginia. She called out again. After getting no response, she took off her shoe and began hammering on the door with the heel. The others, presuming this was a party trick of Maude’s, took no notice. But after an hour had elapsed, something occurred that made them all take notice. From behind the locked door they heard Virginia screaming. The sounds were those of a woman in agony. Maude repeatedly hammered on the door, but there was no response. Grabbing the phone, Maude screamed, ‘Send someone up, please, right away. There is someone here in trouble.’ After replacing the receiver, Maude began kicking on the locked door.

‘You’d better get changed, Maude,’ Zey Prevon exclaimed. ‘The manager is coming up. Go in and slip your dress on, quick!’

Hurrying back to Sherman’s room, Maude Delmont quickly slipped out of the pyjamas and into her dress. Mr Boyle, the assistant manager of the St Francis, appeared and called out for Arbuckle to open the door. The door opened. There stood Roscoe, minus his bathrobe, his pyjamas wringing wet and clinging to his body. On his face was the famous Arbuckle foolish grin; on his head, Virginia Rappe’s Panama hat. ‘She’s in here,’ he said.

With Mr Boyle leading, the entire party rushed into Room 1219. Virginia was lying on the twin bed nearest the wall; screaming and tearing at her clothes. She was fully dressed. As she tore the clothes from her body, everyone present heard her yell, ‘I am hurt, I am dying. He did it, Maudie.’ One moment she was conscious and hysterical, the next semiconscious.

Maude, who had been a nurse, concluded that a cold bath would ‘brace her up’. They removed her green dress, shirtwaist, brassiere, panties and stockings.

Virginia clutched at her stomach and screamed, ‘I am hurt.’

Maude asked her, ‘What happened to you, Virginia?’ and the young girl replied simply, ‘I don’t know.’

Roscoe moved indifferently in and out of the room as the others fussed around the distressed girl. Fred Fischbach picked her up like a baby doll, carried her to the full bathtub, dropped her in it and then pulled her out. He carried her back and placed her on the bed. Maude was too excited to organize the drying, so the others rubbed Virginia thoroughly. After she had been wrapped in a sheet, Fred Fischbach, at Mr Boyle’s suggestion, went down to the reception desk and registered the sick girl in Room 1227.

Picking her up, Roscoe walked out of the suite and made his way along the corridor towards 1227, accompanied by the assistant hotel manager and Maude. Fearing that Roscoe was about to let her slip, Mr Boyle took the girl from him and carried her the rest of the way.

When she was settled, the hotel doctor was called. The house detective had already arrived, and the party was virtually over. Everyone but Roscoe Arbuckle was worried about Virginia Rappe’s condition. Alice Blake, Zey Prevon, and Fred Fischbach all came to see if they could help. Roscoe Arbuckle didn’t come near her again.

While they waited for the hotel doctor, Virginia continued to writhe, crying and complaining of terrible pain. ‘Maudie, what has happened to me?’ she asked. ‘What could he have done to me?’

Puzzled, Maude asked in return, ‘Virginia, don’t you remember anything at all?’

‘Not one thing,’ the girl replied. ‘I do not, no.’

At this point the hotel physician, Dr Beardslee, arrived. After listening to the garbled accounts of the partygoers, Dr Beardslee concluded that Virginia was hysterical because she was drunk. His examination was slight. He felt her abdomen, and as he did so she screamed, ‘Don’t touch me! I can’t stand it!’ He gave her a morphine injection to calm her, but she continued to cry aloud, complaining of pain. Nevertheless, he held to his opinion that her only problem was having drunk too much. Maude Delmont did not agree. She knew that the girl had had only three drinks and must be seriously hurt.

The doctor gave Virginia a second injection of morphine, which quieted her a little. Satisfied that the situation was under control and that his patient would soon be suffering only a hangover, the doctor left.

Maude undressed and got into bed beside the now-sleeping girl. Although the party guests had left the room, the hotel detective stayed to keep her company. Some two and a half hours later, Maude woke up. Virginia was still sleeping. Maude and the house detective went to the party suite, collected the last of the liquor, brought it back to Virginia’s room, and finished it off. At about three o’clock in the morning the detective left.

At six-thirty in the morning Maude was awakened by Virginia’s crying out in pain. Dr Beardslee was summoned and quickly gave Virginia a morphine injection. As Virginia had been unable to urinate all night, Maude asked the doctor to catheterize her. He used a glass catheter, the biggest that Maude had ever seen. The urine came out thick with blood, filling about two-thirds of the glass that Maude was holding. To Maude’s startled ‘What in heaven is that, Doctor?’, he replied, ‘Blood.’ At this point Maude realized the seriousness of Virginia’s condition, that she was probably suffering from an internal injury. Saying no more to Dr Beardslee, she resolved to dismiss him from the case. She did not care for his attitude or his appearance.

After the doctor had left, Maude, persuaded of the extreme urgency of the situation, telephoned a Dr Rumwell, who had been a friend of hers for nine years. When Rumwell learned that there was already a doctor on the case, he was reluctant to come to the hotel. ‘You understand, Maudie,’ he told her, ‘that I cannot take the case until you have dismissed the hotel physician.’ Maude said that she understood, but that she still wanted him to come over. He obliged her, but when Maude asked him to give the young woman a thorough examination, he demurred, saying that he had come merely as a friend.

Desperately, Maude told him of what had taken place at the party, how Virginia had complained of being injured, and how Dr Beardslee had catheterized her. She declared that Arbuckle had lain on Virginia and crushed her. Virginia confirmed this herself, saying she thought her body had been crushed by the weight of the 266-pound comedian. The bed on which the partygoers had found Virginia had been soaking wet, just as Arbuckle’s pyjamas had been, and to Virginia this was evidence that Arbuckle had assaulted her.

Maude then told the doctor of the blood that had been passed, but Rumwell only repeated, ‘I cannot take the case until Dr Beardslee has been dismissed. You understand that, Maudie. Dr Beardslee and I have worked together. I cannot afford any mix-up with him.’ Maude said that she understood, and the doctor left without examining Virginia Rappe.

At about noon that day, Tuesday, he returned; this time he did examine the girl. He checked her lungs with a stethoscope, then looked at the little marks on her neck, her arm, and her leg. He felt her abdomen, but when he lay his head on her stomach, she exclaimed, ‘Oh, please, Doctor! I cannot bear the weight of your head. It hurts so.’

Soothingly the doctor reassured her: ‘I’m not going to hurt you. I’ll be just as easy as I can be.’ He made no attempt to examine her internally.

When he had finished, the doctor did not offer his diagnosis to either woman. He simply told Maude Delmont that he would order a hot-water bottle and some medicine from the store. He did this, and left.

By Tuesday evening an exhausted Maude telephoned Dr Rumwell, requesting assistance. He sent a nurse, Miss Jameson, and the two women kept vigil through the night by the sick girl’s bedside.

By Wednesday morning Virginia was still unable to urinate normally. Nurse Jameson telephoned Rumwell, who advised her to catheterize the patient. The waste fluid resembled that of the first catheterization.

Throughout this period Virginia asked a number of times what had happened to her.

At about noon on Thursday, Virginia Rappe was moved to the Wakefield Sanatorium.

Shortly after noon on Friday she died.

The foregoing account of what happened at that fateful Labor Day party and in the days that followed is based entirely on a verbatim record of the testimony that was given by Maude Delmont at the coroner’s inquest into the death of Virginia Rappe. Before the inquest, a post-mortem examination of the young woman’s body revealed that the cause of death was peritonitis, caused by a rupture of the urinary bladder.

Within twenty-four hours of Virginia Rappe’s death, Maude Delmont had sworn out a complaint against Roscoe Arbuckle, accusing him of the murder of Virginia Rappe. Twenty-four hours later, Arbuckle was arrested and officially charged with murder.

The state’s star witness, Bambina Maude Delmont, never gave evidence in court. She initiated the charge that Arbuckle had murdered Virginia Rappe, and she told this story at the coroner’s inquest. But Maude Delmont was never again allowed to give official testimony. And there was a very good reason for this: Maude Delmont’s account was a tissue of lies.

Within twenty-four hours of Roscoe Arbuckle’s arrest on the charge of murder, the district attorney, Matthew Brady, was aware that the testimony of his star witness was riddled with lies. Yet he pursued Arbuckle through the courts of San Francisco for eight months.

Thus was born the myth of Arbuckle the rapist, Arbuckle the murderer, Arbuckle the monster. On that Labor Day there began an American drama, with a cast of thousands, which would ultimately cost, at a conservative estimate, one hundred million dollars. Besides the drama, there is the fantasy: the majority of the people who have heard of Fatty Arbuckle will tell you he is the man who killed a girl with a Coke bottle.

So this book does not deal merely with the events of one party. It is the life story of Hollywood’s first comedy star to sign a three-million-dollar contract, a man who in 1921 was one of the best-known, best-loved people on this planet. And it is the story of much more, because the day the laughter stopped for Roscoe Conkling Arbuckle, it did not stop just for him. In the aftermath of that party came censorship, repression, fear, the Hays Office, two generations of an industry running scared before the self-appointed arbiters of morality in America. It is reasonable to say that on one hot September day seventy years ago there occurred a macabre event that is still having an effect on everyone in America today.

To any reader who has previous beliefs about any of the events I am about to record, I offer a suggestion: forget all that you have read or been told. Here, for the first time, is the truth.


PART ONE

BEFORE

The United States in the late nineteenth century was an exciting country to live in. The whole western seaboard was opening up to an invasion of determined pioneers striking out from the East. In the West, it was said, a man could be penniless at breakfast and a millionaire by suppertime, as the result of a gold or silver strike. Thousands, dreaming of easy wealth, literally fell by the wayside in the great trek west. Many others were content to become ranchers or farmers along the way. One of those who settled for the gold of wheat fields in Kansas was William Goodrich Arbuckle.

Born in Indiana in 1849, William Arbuckle settled just outside the town of Smith Center, Kansas, in 1880, when the town was at the precise geographical centre of the United States. The life of a farmer then was not without danger. A man could get an arrow in the back while farming the land – the massacre of the Seventh United States Cavalry, commanded by General Custer, had taken place a mere four years earlier. And with the nation still licking its wounds from the Civil War, a man could also get himself killed just by whistling the wrong song.

Roscoe Arbuckle was later to say, ‘My birth and a cyclone blew Smith Center off of the map. The place has not been heard of since.’ There was to be a cyclone in Roscoe’s life, but not till thirty-four years later. It is perhaps fitting that Roscoe, about whom a million words of myth and lies would eventually be written, should create his own fantasy about his first hour on earth. The fact is that 24 March 1887, was a warm, pleasant day in Smith Center. William Arbuckle and his eldest son Arthur – William had four children – were out early working in the fields that day. From time to time William would leave his son and stroll back to the sod hut that was their home. He would stay a few minutes, then return without comment and resume working. At dusk they returned to the hut. As they entered, William turned to his son and said casually, ‘Come on over here and meet your new brother.’ Moving to his parents’ bed, Arthur saw in his mother’s arms a huge, red-faced baby boy with a face so fat that the closed eyes were hidden. Staring in awe at the 14-pound bundle, Arthur said, ‘Oh, Christ!’

For some reason, William Arbuckle, who was an ardent Democrat, named his latest son after a notorious right-wing Republican, Roscoe Conkling.

Recalling his early life in Smith Center, Roscoe would later describe an idyllic childhood for the press. Speaking of his earliest Christmas memories, he said,


Now, let me think, yes. I was only five or six years of age, a good little boy, and it was back in Smith Center, Kansas, the little western town where I was born. Naturally, at that early date, my mind ran to tin soldiers and locomotives, candy, ice-cream cones and popcorn balls. In those days, it was a long, long way to slapstick comedy and the dramatic possibilities of custard pie, and I never worried about either.

It is my earliest recollection that my mother was the best first-aid to Santa Claus in existence, and that my Christmas stocking never lacked anything in depth or in the variety and desirability of its contents. On this occasion, if memory does not fail me, it began with a big red apple and continued down through oranges and nuts and marbles and knives to the most deafening of gaudy tin horns.

If the truth must be told, my innate fondness for custard pies dates back to this epoch of my career. Also the memory of a big freezer full of chocolate ice cream half-buried under the snow is still fresh in my mind.

My mother always insisted that we all sing Christmas carols together on Christmas night, and even as a very small lad I can remember my father’s deep bass and my mother’s soprano, singing the quaint old hymns. Our Christmas tree was always larger than any of the neighbours’, and it seemed to me to be a never-failing treasure trove.

I’ve spent many different Christmases in many different parts of the country, but never, even in New York, have I enjoyed the holiday as much as I did back in the old days in Smith Center.



Presumably the truth would have been less palatable to film fans. The Arbuckle family moved from Kansas when Roscoe was less than two years old. His early life was one of extreme poverty. He was regularly beaten by his father, and the harsh reality of the sod hut was a far remove from freezers full of chocolate ice cream. The most interesting fact about Roscoe’s childhood is that he did not have one.

During the autumn of 1888, William Arbuckle decided that the pioneers who had pushed on to California were smarter than those who had settled in the Midwest. The end of the rainbow, wherever it was, was not to be found in Kansas. He sold his farm and took the Arbuckle family nearly two thousand miles west, to Santa Ana, California, a small town near Los Angeles which would later become famous as the home of Disneyland. After opening a ‘small hotel’ – really a double house, at 826-828 North Birch Street – he promptly left his wife and children there and went north to Watsonville, California, apparently to look for the elusive pot of gold.

With the senior Arbuckle gone, Roscoe had to help out almost as soon as he could walk. He’d never lost his early fatness, and his playmates quickly gave him the nickname ‘Fatty’, which would stay with him throughout his life. The fat was in fact mainly muscle. He seemed to thrive on all work and little play, and even the thrashings his father gave him each time he returned to the North Birch Street house could not keep the youth down for long. (The antagonism William Arbuckle showed towards his youngest child is something of a mystery. One member of the Arbuckle clan suggested to me that the reason for it was William’s suspicion that he was not Roscoe’s father. Since Mrs Arbuckle was a devout, hard-working Baptist, this would be surprising.)

Roscoe was seldom in school. If he wasn’t helping out around the house, he could invariably be found at the local theatre, the Grand Opera House. At a time when the phrase ‘live entertainment’ still had some meaning, Roscoe’s idea of bliss was to creep in the stage door and watch the visiting company rehearse. One such company gave Roscoe Arbuckle his first stage experience.

The Frank Bacon Stock Company came to Santa Ana during the summer of 1895 with a revue called ‘Turned Up’. One of the sketches involved a small black boy, and when the touring company began to rehearse, they realized that they had lost their resident boy. The rehearsal ground to a halt. Telling the cast to take ten minutes’ rest, Bacon strode towards the stage door in search of a large whisky and a small boy. He found eight-year-old Roscoe standing barefoot at the door, gazing wistfully at the actors. Bacon asked him if he would like to play the part of the black boy, and Roscoe, delighted, said yes. Bacon told him to go home and get his socks and shoes, explaining, ‘If you are going to play the part of a pickaninny, your white legs must not show.’ The boy began to cry. ‘If I go home, my mother won’t let me come back.’ Bacon solved the problem by blacking Roscoe’s legs and feet as well as his face. Roscoe’s fee for his first week’s work was fifty cents.

Between 1895 and 1899 he took every opportunity to get involved in the theatre’s productions. One week he was assistant to Marvo the hypnotist, the next a demure little girl in a melodrama. His schoolteachers often lectured his harassed, overworked mother about his constant absence from the classroom, saying Roscoe would never amount to anything unless he learned his multiplication tables and what Julius Caesar had said when he landed in Britain. But if he was missing a traditional education, he was learning a great deal about the stage, which he had decided to make his career.

He was by now the only child remaining in the Santa Ana home. Some had gone out to seek their fortunes, others had joined their father in Watsonville. Suddenly the young boy had to cope with the most devastating of situations: his mother died. His oldest sister Nora, by now married to Walter St John, helped Roscoe through the traumatic period that immediately followed the death of their mother, then packed his bags and put him on a train for Watsonville and William Arbuckle.

Robert Louis Stevenson’s remark that ‘To travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive’ certainly applied to Roscoe. The twelve-year-old alighted at Watsonville only to find that his father had moved on. As he sat in the station clutching his cardboard suitcase and sobbing, a man named Sam Booker walked up to him. Booker had purchased William Arbuckle’s hotel, and Arbuckle had then left town without leaving a forwarding address, despite the fact – or perhaps because of it – that he knew Roscoe was coming to join him.

Booker took Roscoe to his small railroad hotel and gave him a bed for the night. They agreed that Roscoe would help out in the hotel in return for free bed and board. Sam Booker, meanwhile, began trying to trace William Arbuckle – buying the man’s hotel was one thing; a twelve-year-old boy was not part of the deal.

Between washing plates and setting tables, the youth was given lessons by the local teacher, a young woman named Pansy Jones. Pansy Jones quickly discovered what Roscoe’s teachers, in Santa Ana already knew – that his only interest was in the stage – but, unlike his previous teachers, she did not regard the stage as the invention of the devil. She actually encouraged Roscoe’s musical talent.

The local theatre, the Victory, regularly held amateur-talent nights, with a top prize of five dollars. Pansy persuaded Roscoe to enter. It was traditional at that time in the theatre for the management to literally hook off the stage any act that it felt was going badly or running over. The night that Roscoe sang his songs, he was warmly received. Inspired by his success, he announced to the packed theatre that he would sing some more. The stage manager thought otherwise, and the hook shot out from the wings. Still singing, Roscoe danced nimbly about the stage, avoiding the hook, to the huge delight of the audience. While finishing his encores, he bowed to acknowledge the applause. The hook crept out again and was about to pull him off when he somersaulted and did a pratfall right into the orchestra pit. It brought the house down. He won the five dollars and became a popular regular Friday-night act.

Besides having Roscoe help out in the hotel, Sam Booker gave him the job of delivering meat around town in a horse-drawn wagon. Roscoe soon became a familiar feature of Watsonville, singing his head off as he came hurtling down Main Street. On one occasion he took a corner too fast, and the wagon toppled over. When Roscoe got back to the hotel, Booker surveyed the wrecked truck and the dusty meat, turned to Roscoe and drawled, ‘You know, boy, I think you’d better move on. There’s another world to live in.’ The same day word arrived that William Arbuckle had been located in San Jose.

In San Jose, Roscoe discovered that his father, who was working a small farm, had married again, a homely woman by the name of Mary Ellen Gordan. It was a second marriage for both, and together they already had twelve children. Undeterred, they went on to produce two more.

The lifestyle Roscoe had established in Santa Ana and Watsonville continued. At every opportunity he played hooky from Santa Clara High School; his father regularly thrashed him. By the time Roscoe was thirteen, his father bowed to the fact that Roscoe would not stay in school, and the boy was put to work on the farm. In later years Roscoe wryly recalled, ‘I went to Santa Clara High, where I graduated in football, baseball and avoirdupois.’

He treated farm work much the same as he had schoolwork. The hay press held little excitement for him. He knew what he wanted to be, and it was not one of America’s great farmers. At the slightest opportunity he would dance, sing and fool around. Fortunately, his stepmother was a kindly woman, and though she and Roscoe never developed a true mother-son relationship, she prevailed upon her husband to show greater tolerance towards his son. Of Scottish descent, she was more than a match for her second husband. Her youngest son, Clyde, said to me, ‘Mother had two driving urges. One, to keep out of debt. Two, to keep her children out of San Quentin.’

Even at this age Roscoe was showing signs of the Pied Piper quality that would bring him worldwide popularity. He was in constant demand at socials and concerts, and achieved real fame among his peers when he became champion pie-eater of the county. (His weight at the time was 215 pounds. It was all muscle, but the nickname ‘Fatty’ had stuck, though it didn’t hurt him at thirteen the way it would in later years.)

In 1902 William Arbuckle moved again. This time he acquired a restaurant in Santa Clara. Roscoe was employed in the restaurant on a fixed wage – although the wage usually remained fixed in William Arbuckle’s pocket.

Roscoe’s stepbrother, Clyde Arbuckle, recalled that time for me:


I tell you, Roscoe worked like a dog in that restaurant. He hardly ever got paid. One particular night [the restaurant was open twenty-four hours a day] Roscoe is trying unsuccessfully to get the money he is owed out of his father. The hassle is going on all night, with Dad in the kitchen and Roscoe and Charlie [another brother] waiting on tables. Just before dawn in comes the local shoemaker, a German by the name of Friedrich Zipelheim. Now this Zipelheim has a reputation in town for salty language. He throws himself into a chair and shouts at Roscoe, ‘Hey, fat boy, I want ham and eggs. Move that fat ass and get them here damn quick.’ Now, it’s been a long night for Roscoe, what with one thing and another. He takes one look at Zipelheim and then he bursts into beautiful song that can be heard blocks away: ‘Hey, Pa, this son of a bitch wants ham and eggs.’



Roscoe supplemented his nonexistent salary in a number of ways. He worked at the Pabst beer cafe, serving beer. On amateur nights at the Unique Theatre he would either entertain the audience with his rendition of ‘The Holy City’, or he would sell ten-, twenty- and thirty-cent tickets for the theatre, for pocket money.

Living in San Jose at this time were two men who were destined to make significant contributions to the motion picture industry: Jesse Lasky and Sid Grauman, Jr. Grauman’s father, impressed with the quality of Arbuckle’s singing, gave him a permanent job singing illustrated songs at the Unique Theatre, which he owned. Roscoe would sing about the moonlight, the river, the girl – real moon-June-spoon material. He would warble ‘Tell Mother That You Saw Me’ while gorgeously-coloured slides with the lyrics were projected on a screen to his left, thereby ‘illustrating’ the song. Sometimes the slides got behind the song, but when the singer and the slides did not finish together, Roscoe merely improvised an extra verse. He received a salary of $17.50 a week.

One night in 1904 Sid Grauman, Sr, entered the restaurant with a stranger and said, ‘Roscoe, I wonder if you would oblige my friend with a song?’ Roscoe launched into song, and Grauman’s friend was very impressed. He immediately offered seventeen-year-old Roscoe a job for one month at the Portola Café in San Francisco. The stranger was Alexander Pantages, a man with a whole circuit of theatres, clubs and cafés.

San Francisco in 1904 was, as it is today, unique, a city for all seasons. Rudyard Kipling said of it, ‘This San Francisco, it is a mad city inhabited for the most part by perfectly insane people whose women own remarkable beauty. It has only one drawback, ’tis almost impossible to leave.’ An anonymous poet was more caustic:


The pioneers came in ’49, the whores in ’51.

Between the two they then begat the Native Son.



One of San Francisco’s native daughters, prostitute Iodoform Kate, made an international symbol of the red lamp; Kate’s red lamp ensured that her customers found their way to her through the city’s fogs. One of San Francisco’s native sons was publisher William Randolph Hearst, who was largely responsible for creating yellow journalism. (I asked one former Hearst editor what the editorial policy had been during the twenties. He looked at me, amazed, and remarked, ‘You mean to say he had an editorial policy?’ With one particular editorial policy, Citizen Hearst was later destined to play a crucial role in the destruction of Roscoe Arbuckle.)

During the early years of this century San Francisco attracted an extraordinary variety of people. Heavyweight champion of the world, black Jack Johnson, in a pearl-grey cutaway and top hat, strolled with a white woman on either arm. And Johnson wasn’t the only boxer around town: Joe Gans, Jimmy Britt and Stanley Ketchel were only a few of those who trained and ran riot through the town. Writer Jack London, lawyer Earl Rogers, and boxer Jack Sharkey were once arrested twice on the same night for brawling on the Embarcadero. When the police realized who they had arrested, they apologized and released them. The men refused to leave jail and finally departed only when the police chief threatened to charge them rent.

A thousand strange accents floated on the cool summer breeze: Chinese, Italian, Greek, Hawaiian, Irish, French, Japanese and Scandinavian. Sailors of every size and shape arrived from sixty different countries, bringing with them the food, songs and costumes of their native lands. Tetrazzini, one of the world’s great coloraturas, would stop on street corners and sing arias. Blossom Seeley could be heard singing the blues on the beach. The town’s high society would leave Nob Hill and gather at the opera to hear Melba or Caruso. Low society contented itself with the jazz clubs imported directly from New Orleans. Those who fancied neither opera nor jazz could listen to performers like Roscoe Arbuckle at the Portola Café.

Roscoe was such a success at the Portola that his one-month contract was extended again and again, until he realized with surprise that he had been singing there for over a year. Then he went on a tour of the Pantages circuit, travelling to theatres and cafés all over the West Coast. During 1905 another western exhibitor, Chris Brown, booked him into the Star Theater in Portland, Oregon – and he became a favourite of visitors to the 1905 Portland Fair. By now his salary had risen to $50.00 a week. Another tour of the Pantages circuit followed, with Arbuckle playing a hundred theatres between Spokane, Washington, and Tucson, Arizona. By April 1906 he was back in San Francisco – in time to witness one of the world’s greatest natural disasters.

On the morning of 19 April 1906, emergency editions of the city’s newspapers carried headlines like this:


EARTHQUAKE AND FIRE: SAN FRANCISCO IN RUINS



Mayor Eugene Schmidt declared, ‘I have ordered my men to KILL anyone caught looting or taking advantage of any other man or woman in this time.’ A number of looters were later shot. (Mayor Schmidt had taken advantage of a number of people in his own time. A fiddler in a dance band before he was elected, he was later found guilty of graft, corruption, bribery, vice and embezzlement. Gavin McNab, one of San Francisco’s most famous lawyers and someone who would play a key role in Arbuckle’s life many years later, was asked if he thought Schmidt an honest man. He replied, ‘Well, I think you should work it out for yourself. I’ll give you a clue, though. The night Schmidt was elected mayor every burglar alarm in San Francisco went off automatically.’)

Meanwhile, Roscoe found himself being forced at gunpoint to clear debris. He was not the only member of his profession to find himself employed in this manner; John Barrymore was another. Barrymore had been sleeping in the city’s finest hotel, the St Francis (which would also figure in Roscoe’s life), when he was thrown from his bed by the earthquake. Dazed, he wandered into the street, where an army sergeant put a shovel in his hands and forced him to work among the ruins of the city for twenty-four hours. His family in New York received this news with some scepticism. Ethel Barrymore read her brother’s cable to their uncle, Jack Drew, and asked him if he believed it. Drew replied, ‘Every word. It took an act of God to get him out of bed, and the United States Army to put him to work.’

Roscoe Arbuckle must have undertaken his next professional engagement, with the makers of Murads cigarettes, with a sense of wry amusement. People opened their newspapers and read the first cigarette testimonial: ‘Roscoe Arbuckle enjoys a good smoke, provided it’s Murads.’

In the summer of 1906, Roscoe returned to Portland. He was singing his illustrated songs at the Star Theater when an Australian with an accent a mile wide called back stage with an offer. The Australian, comedian and theatre manager Leon Errol, told Arbuckle to ‘come on down to the Orpheum [also in Portland] and I’ll teach you show business.’

Arbuckle went down in more ways than one. He gave up a job that was paying him $50.00 a week and began working for Errol for half that amount. It was a transaction that indicated foresight and a keen business sense. Roscoe realized that the day of the illustrated song was nearing its end. By taking a fifty per cent cut in salary, he was able to get in on the ground floor of a new field. What he learned from Leon Errol and those around him was worth more than a few dollars: comedy timing, how to tumble and fall, how to apply stage make-up – the tricks of the trade. Arbuckle’s range increased enormously: he did burlesque comedy, black-faced monologues, songs. He was becoming an all-round entertainer.

Using the Orpheum as his base, Leon Errol took his company of performers all over the country. On a trip to Butte, Montana, Roscoe added yet another string to his artistic bow.

They were booked to appear at the Last Chance Saloon, where a regular feature was the resident singer, Lilly, a big blonde with large breasts, who had been the uncrowned queen of Butte for some time. The miners would leave their gold dust and guns at the saloon door. Lilly’s appearance was invariably the cue for the clientele to roar with delight; they gave each of her songs a ten-minute ovation. It was rumoured that Lilly’s popularity owed as much to her horizontal performances as to her vertical ones, but, whatever the reason, Lilly was clearly a big favourite with the men. The only difficulty was that Lilly had a drinking problem, and one night the inevitable happened. Lilly, who always opened the show, didn’t show up.

In a panic Errol pushed Roscoe on stage. Now the miners had grown to like Roscoe, but he wasn’t Lilly. He began to get the bird as soon as he walked on. By the time he finished, the miners were threatening to rip the place apart if Lilly did not appear immediately. While Leon Errol quietly began to tear his hair out and wish he were back in Sydney, Roscoe walked into Lilly’s dressing room and closed the door. The next thing Errol knew, he was confronted by an enormous woman dressed in Lilly’s clothes, which looked better on this stranger than they did on Lilly. The woman demurely requested that Errol introduce her as his next artiste. Errol stammered, ‘I’m sorry, madam, I’m not auditioning tonight,’ and stopped dead. The woman lifted her wig to reveal Roscoe’s short blond hair. Roscoe muttered, ‘If you don’t get me on quick, we’ll all be on Boot Hill.’ Errol needed no more bidding; the ‘surprise artiste’ was brought on.

The audience of miners fell silent. It wasn’t Lilly, though the clothes were hers. It wasn’t Lilly, though the songs were hers. It wasn’t Lilly – because this woman sang better. A beautiful soprano voice filled the saloon, and the miners were entranced. They gave ‘her’ a standing ovation. The fact that Roscoe’s body was entirely hairless helped. A star had been born.

Word spread through the town: ‘Get down to the Last Chance and hear the new singer.’ The charade continued on the second night and then the third. By this time word had reached even Lilly. She staggered into the saloon on the third night, just in time to see Roscoe, who was dressed in her clothes, finishing his third encore of her songs. With a scream of rage she leaped on the stage and tore her wig from his head. Playing the situation for all it was worth, Roscoe affected fear and scrambled among the chairs and tables, followed by the furious Lilly. The miners, convinced that the whole thing was a superbly-rehearsed piece of comedy, howled with laughter as Roscoe, with Lilly in hot pursuit, jumped over tables, swung on lamps, did cartwheels and pratfalls, and finally vanished into the street. The next morning Lilly showed just who was Queen of Butte, and Errol’s company left town.

The troupe moved on to Boise, Idaho, and played in a theatre that had once been a church. While Errol packed his bags and headed for the friendlier pastures of New York, Roscoe returned temporarily to the relatively safe pastures of illustrated songs. He secured an engagement in Boise, but it was cut short by his second encounter with natural disaster: the theatre was burned to the ground.

Moving further northwest, he extended his range by working in a number of musical comedies. One of the men he worked with in Seattle was Mack Swain; in a few years’ time they would both be working in a lunatic asylum called Keystone.

During the winter of 1907, at the age of twenty, Roscoe was on the move again – this time north to Canada with John Burke’s burlesque show, which played first in Vancouver. When the company moved on to Winnipeg and subzero temperatures, the show folded, and Arbuckle was out of work again. He bought a ticket for San Francisco and counted his wealth, $2.00. Roscoe shivered, remembered that the last time he had been in San Francisco quite a good fire had been raging, and went south.

Back in San Francisco he did the round of burlesque theatres, working where he could. Then early in 1908 he signed with the Elwood Tabloid Musical Company, for an engagement that opened in San Francisco and moved on to southern California. They began rehearsals at the Byde A Wyle Theatre on the Pike in Long Beach. As a seasoned performer once again singing illustrated songs, Roscoe was not needed for rehearsals. There were several weeks to kill before opening night, so he had a chance to explore a strange new world, the movies – or, as they were popularly known in 1908, ‘canned melodrama’.

At that time films were regarded with suspicion or contempt by people in ‘legitimate’ theatre, so Roscoe was secretive when he went to the Los Angeles studio of film pioneer Colonel William Selig. (He was so successful in covering his tracks that although at the time he was courting the woman who would become his first wife, Minta Durfee, she had no knowledge of his film-making experience with Selig.)

Roscoe was not alone in approaching the film industry with caution. D. W. Griffith – who more than any other American lifted the flickering pictures on the screen to a new art form – directed under a pseudonym at first, for fear that his colleagues in the theatre might learn what he was doing. Film historians credit Griffith with great vision, suggesting that he realized from the beginning the enormous potential of the cinema; but, far from being keen to mould this stepchild of the stage into a serious art, Griffith was reluctant at first to be associated with it – except that it guaranteed actors $5.00 a day. He considered himself primarily an actor, and though in those days people were asked rather casually to direct, he said to his wife, Linda Arvidson, ‘Now, if I take this picture-directing job over and fall down, then, you see, I’ll be out of an acting job.’ Commenting on the future of film during his early days at the Biograph Company, he said, ‘They can’t last, I give them a few years … Nobody is going to know I ever did this sort of thing when I am a famous playwright.’

The secrecy with which men like Arbuckle and Griffith cloaked their initial involvement in the movies was paralleled in the attitude of early film producers. It is hard to believe that an industry that has so celebrated the movie star avoided publicity during the first decade of the century, but by not advertising, even on the film itself, the names of their actors and directors, producers kept salaries down (and other studios couldn’t hire them away as easily). Thus the public was obliged to identify Mary Pickford, for example, by the name of the character she played (‘Little Mary’). Florence Lawrence was to change all that with the aid of Carl Laemmle in 1910. Until then she was known simply as ‘the Biograph Girl’, after the company that featured her. Laemmle lured her away to work for him, partially by promising her the chance to be known by her actual name, which he advertised – a move prompted in part by a natural reluctance to give publicity to a bitter rival. Things were never the same after that. The star system had begun – but it wouldn’t develop fully until the end of the decade.

Early in the twentieth century, virtually all of the films made in America were made on the East Coast. They were made on shoe-string budgets, and were usually crude and unimaginative. This did little to inhibit the audiences who watched them in the nickelodeons, where a frequent sign was ‘Please do not stamp, the floor may cave in’. By 1908 there were nearly ten thousand exhibitors in the United States. ‘Picture shows’ ran half an hour or an hour, and were shown continuously all day.

The early moviemakers were not afraid to express themselves on the social issues of the day. (For example, a number of them ridiculed the movement for women’s rights, in movies like Why Mr Nation Wants a Divorce.) Unencumbered by censorship, the film-makers were free to comment on anything. Escape from the Asylum argued sympathetically for Harry Thaw, an excitable young man who had murdered Stanford White, his wife’s lover. Thaw had been saved from execution by the testimony of a certain Dr Sheils, who declared that Thaw was suffering from ‘Dementia Americana’. Film historian Lewis Jacobs said, ‘Observers generally believed that this movie converted many people to the belief that Thaw had been sufficiently punished and that he deserved sympathy.’

By 1908 the industry had begun to move geographically as well as artistically. By 1910 a fifth of the world’s films were being made in Chicago and surrounding areas. Then Selig led the way further west to California, shooting interior scenes of The Count of Monte Cristo with one ‘Count’ in Chicago and exterior scenes with another ‘Count’ on the shores of the Pacific – the audiences apparently didn’t mind.

The reason for moving to the West Coast was simple: all summer and most of the winter the weather and the natural light were reasonably constant, so most of the time there was no need for expensive electricity. The variation of virgin landscape in California produced an endless supply of locations, and for film-makers using ‘bootleg’ cameras, the Mexican border was nearby, in case Edison’s spies appeared, as they frequently did.

Thomas Edison had come to the conclusion that he alone was responsible for the invention of the film camera, and he was determined that none should be used unless royalties were paid to him. A number of men took exception to this point of view, and the ranks of the West Coast film-makers were further swelled. A legal judgement of 1902 had said in part, ‘It is obvious that Mr Edison was not a pioneer. It is equally obvious that he did not invent the film camera.’ Indeed, had he not ‘economized’ some years earlier by refusing to pay a $150 international patent fee on inventions that made the movie camera more likely to be developed, he might have had stronger claims to royalties later. But he did economize, and thus the ‘flickers’ were invented almost simultaneously in four different countries. In fact, America at first lagged behind England, France and Italy in the development of its film industry. In 1912, while Griffith was still making one- and two-reel films, Italy produced an eight-reel Quo Vadis? It wasn’t until 1915 that Griffith (working for Mutual by now) was to establish American domination of the film industry with the production of The Birth of a Nation, an epic movie that ended the period of the nickelodeon and brought about the era of the movie palace.

In the meantime, it became apparent to some that the new gold rush was in southern California, because the mushrooming nickelodeons were producing a fortune. Optimistic adventurers jumped on the bandwagon west. Some got their film and their fingers burned, others plotted, connived, had good luck – and made a fortune. One of these was former jeweller Lewis J. Selznick, who joined Universal Pictures, which was rife with internal politics, found there was no general manager, got himself that position, and eventually became a powerful force in the industry. His success story was fairly typical, involving a sharp business sense and con as much as anything else.

Pirating and plagiarism were common. Films were not rented, but were sold outright, and it was easy for pirates to make cheap multiple prints. (Not until later would a system of film rentals evolve.) And there were other kinds of stealing. An enterprising gentleman by the name of Albert Smith gave new meaning to the word ‘opportunist’. Biograph had bought exclusive rights to the Jim Jeffries-Tom Sharkey fight, but Smith had other ideas. On the night of the fight he smuggled a camera into the stadium and, sitting a few rows from ringside, cranked away, courtesy of Biograph’s lights. Fight promoter Bill Brady spotted the camera and ordered a phalanx of private detectives to snatch it. The sporting crowd, feeling that odds of twenty to one were unsporting, set upon the detectives with a vengeance, and Smith escaped from the area with his camera and bootleg film intact. Jeffries and Brady gave chase, but he eluded them and developed the film – which was in turn stolen from him.

Bill Brady had good reason to watch for pirates: another of his promotions had launched a man who was to become a significant force in the movies, Sigmund Lubin. Brady, who had the film rights to the Corbett-Fitzsimmons fight, found that the film was popular everywhere but in Philadelphia. He dropped in at one of that city’s nickelodeons and learned the reason. Lubin had hired two muscular ‘actors’ to re-enact the fight, based on press accounts, and Lubin had filmed them. Lubin did not corner the market in Celluloid fakery. Arbuckle’s first film employer, Colonel Selig, had arrived at an agreement with President Teddy Roosevelt to film the man from the White House in darkest Africa. Film of the brave Roosevelt standing triumphant on the carcass of a dead lion was guaranteed to be a box-office sellout. To Selig’s chagrin, the President not only forgot their agreement, but had the audacity to take an English cameraman on safari. The thought of all those lost nickels was too much for Selig. He acquired a secondhand lion and a starving third-rate actor who bore a remarkable resemblance to the President. When a cable reached the United States with news that Roosevelt had actually killed a lion, the picture-going public was astonished and delighted the same week to see Hunting Big Game in Africa.

After making The ‘Counts’ of Monte Cristo, Colonel Selig filmed In the Sultan’s Palace, the first film to be made entirely in California. Shortly after this, Roscoe glided his 266 pounds on to the Selig lot, which was behind a Chinese laundry at Eighth and Hill streets. There he was to meet and work with the victim of filmland’s first murder.

One of Roscoe’s first films at the Selig studios was Ben’s Kid, starring Tom Santschi and directed by Francis Boggs. Some feel that if Boggs had lived long enough, he would have proved a serious rival to Griffith – that in fact some of the innovations attributed to Griffith should have been credited to Boggs. Arbuckle hardly set the screen afire with his first performance. Ben’s Kid was followed by a half-reeler called Mrs Jones’ Birthday. The New York Dramatic Mirror of 11 September 1909, said of Roscoe’s performance, ‘The Jones of the picture is a fat fellow, a new face in picture pantomime, and the earnestness of his work adds greatly to its value. There are times when he plays to the camera, but there are other actors more experienced than he is in this line of work, who do the same thing …’

Roscoe made several movies for Selig under the direction of Boggs. How many is uncertain; beyond any doubt, however, the last of them was made in 1913 without the benefit of Mr Boggs’ direction.

In early November, 1911, the Selig actors assembled on the small set awaiting the arrival of Boggs heard the sound of gunfire. They rushed outside to find that a demented Japanese gardener had shot and killed Francis Boggs, and had put a bullet in the arm of Colonel Selig. Tom Santschi, hero of a hundred gunfights, started running in the direction of Mexico. The gardener was apprehended and brought before Selig, who demanded an explanation. He pointed towards the film set and said, ‘Too damn much shooting all the time. Boom! Boom! All day, boom! Boom! It make me crazy.’

If Los Angeles attracted eccentric characters, there were others there who led quite normal lives – families like the Durfees. Railroad engineer Charles Warren Durfee and his wife lived with their four children in one of the better areas of the city, near churches that served all denominations and brothels that served all manner of clientele. The Durfees were of French, Welsh and Dutch extraction. Their youngest child, Araminta Estelle, was seventeen in 1908 and was still attending school. She would have been the last to believe that in a few months she would be Roscoe Arbuckle’s wife, and within a few years the leading lady in ten of Charlie Chaplin’s first films (not that she knew who either man was). Boardinghouses in the city displayed the sign ‘No Dogs or Actors’, which summed up the typical attitude of families like the Durfees towards the stage and the movies.

Minta stood less than five feet tall and weighed just over one hundred pounds. Her auburn hair when unpinned cascaded to her waist. Though diminutive, she was elegant and beautiful, with a grace that ensured that she was always noticed. One man to notice her was theatre owner Walter Morosco.

At that time there were two stock companies in Los Angeles, the Belasco and the Morosco. Both were part of theatre circuits that stretched across the US. Oliver Morosco had placed his son Walter in charge of his Los Angeles theatre, The Burbank. As regular theatregoers, the Durfees were well known to Walter. One day after a matinee he stopped Minta and, after exchanging pleasantries, asked her suddenly if she would like to be on the stage. Minta, who had never considered the possibility, answered, ‘Sure I would, but I couldn’t do that. I wouldn’t know what to do.’ Walter explained, ‘Kolb and Dill have a problem’ – which meant that he had a problem. Kolb and Dill were a famous comedy team of the period. They worked their act with a group of girls, a ‘pony chorus’, and they had married the two end girls, but when the honeymoon was over, the two girls wouldn’t go back on the boards – hence the problem. Morosco’s new show was to open in two weeks, and he needed to find one more end girl.

Excited, Minta decided that this was for her. She confided to me recently, ‘I didn’t know what an “end girl” was any more than I knew how to fly a plane. I knew how to get on and off a stage – I had learned that during school productions – but that was the limit of my experience.’

Her parents, although more liberal than most, were reluctant to expose their youngest daughter to the stage-door Johnnies who, they felt, waited nightly to ravish young women of the theatre; but since the streetcar ran directly from the theatre to their home, they finally said yes, reasoning that Minta could scarcely come to harm on a trolley. (Her eldest brother, doubtless encouraged by his parents’ modern thinking, asked permission to become a prize-fighter. They flatly refused. One bizarre profession was quite enough to cope with.)

So, in the early summer of 1908, Minta Durfee gaily tripped down to The Burbank to take part in The Milk-White Flag, the first musical ever staged there. Immediately after each night’s performance, Minta caught the trolley home; at her stop, she would be snatched up by her mother and hurried away before the wolves of Los Angeles could catch so much as a glimpse of her pretty ankles.

Minta wryly recalled to me how popular she was:


I had finished rehearsals one day and remarked that I was going home for dinner. Two tall showgirls, upon hearing this, looked at me wistfully and sighed, ‘Oh, it’s been years since we had a home-cooked dinner.’

Well, I’ve never been one to keep the good things of life to myself. I believe there are so few of them, they should be shared among the greatest possible number. I telephoned home. ‘Momma,’ I said, ‘I can’t leave these poor starving girls here while I enjoy a good dinner. Can I bring my friends home with me?’ Mother of course said yes. A little while later I appeared home with ten showgirls. Yes, you make friends quickly in the theatre.



After Minta’s two-week engagement at The Burbank, she was offered a summer engagement at the Byde A Wyle Theatre in Long Beach, a theatre which was as elegant as the Virginia Hotel, which owned it. Excited, Minta and some of her new friends caught a trolley to Long Beach. Minta recalled that trolley ride for me:


Sitting opposite me was this great big blond boy. As smart as a new pin. Brown suit. Blue bow tie. Blue eyes. When he took off his hat, his hair was pure gold. I didn’t pay any attention to him, just glanced over and thought, ‘What a clean-looking young man.’ You must remember this was my first time away from home. I was determined to be very proper about everything.

I struggled with my suitcase when we reached our destination. The young man rose and, doffing his hat, said, ‘I would be very glad to take your suitcase off for you.’ I said, ‘I beg your pardon. I don’t like blonds and I don’t like fat men. I would be very happy if you would keep your hands off of my suitcase.’ The young man blushed bright red to the roots of his hair as I stormed down the stairs of the streetcar.



Having put him in his place, Minta continued on her way. She became engrossed in rehearsals for the show, which was to run for an hour and be performed twice nightly. Full dress rehearsals were unheard of at the Byde A Wyle Theatre, so members of the cast did not really see each other until the first performance.

On opening night the hotel guests sauntered down the steps of the Virginia Hotel, through the tennis courts, and into the theatre. The gentlemen sat in wicker chairs and smoked cigars during the performance. Minta was standing in the wings with the other girls and chatting excitedly, when she became entranced with the voice of the singer on stage. Peeking round the wings, she saw that the singer was the young man she had so effectively scorned on the trolley, Roscoe Arbuckle. She stared at him in amazement. The song, ‘When You Were Sweet Sixteen’, was a sing-along, but there was not a sound from the audience. His voice was so beautiful and clear that they listened in silence. Without the aid of a microphone his voice filled every corner of the theatre, and when he had finished, he received an ovation.

In a daze, Minta did her routine with the chorus. Then, as the chorus line waited behind the closed curtain, she again heard the voice, this time singing ‘Glowworm’. The curtains opened, and the dancing line came forward. There, lying stretched out on the stage and wearing a comic German suit and an extraordinary wig, was Roscoe. Again the audience was enthusiastic.

At the end of the show, when the entire company assembled on stage for a curtain call, Roscoe came and stood next to Minta. With the applause ringing in their ears, he calmly asked, ‘Can I walk you home?’

Still bowing, Minta said, ‘How dare you!’

‘What have I done?’ he asked sheepishly.

Stamping her size-two shoe, Minta went on, ‘How dare you be in such a small company as this with such a gorgeous voice and with so much talent! What’s the matter with you? I don’t want to talk to you or ever speak to you again.’

And so Minta entered Roscoe’s life.

As the season progressed, their romance ripened. While it was obvious to Minta that Roscoe had fallen deeply in love with her, she didn’t know whether she loved him or not, although she had never met anybody like him – he was ‘the most unconceited human being who ever lived’. Roscoe had found in Minta an interest that far exceeded his fondness for swimming, playing pool and drinking buttermilk. They would lunch at a little cafe on the waterfront, Roscoe nibbling on a piece of bread and gazing into Minta’s eyes. He would hire a pony and trap, and they would go for long rides. There was a charming formality about their courtship.

Towards the end of July, as the summer season drew to a close, Roscoe asked Minta what she intended to do when the time came to leave the Byde A Wyle Theatre. Sixty-four years later, in the summer of 1972, Minta recalled for me that conversation.

‘I think I ought to go back to school,’ she had replied.

Roscoe thought for a moment, then declared, ‘You know, I’m very much in love with you.’

Minta blushed and said, ‘Well, thank you very much, but I want to say goodbye to you.’

Roscoe stopped walking and, holding her in his arms, spoke quietly. ‘Well, you can’t say goodbye to me. You’re the first person in the world who ever believed in me. What do you mean you’re going to say goodbye to me?’

That evening, before the show, they walked by the sea. Roscoe had said little since their earlier conversation, and now he suggested, ‘Let’s go down by the pier.’

Minta agreed without enthusiasm; she liked swimming, but had a fear of the sea and hated getting her hair wet. As they walked towards the pier, Roscoe said, ‘I’m in love with you, and I want to marry you.’

Minta replied shyly, ‘Well, thank you very much, but I don’t think I should marry. I’m too young.’

Recalling this moment during our interview, Minta observed, ‘Sometimes when you are in love, you don’t know what to say. I was in love with his ability, his talent.’

They walked to the end of the pier. Roscoe asked intently, ‘Are you going to marry me or not?’

Certainty had deserted her. ‘Roscoe, I don’t know.’

He picked her up in his arms and, standing at the edge of the pier, holding her out over the water, said, ‘You are either going to say yes or no, or I’ll drop you in the water. Do you love me or don’t you love me? I love you and adore you.’

Minta looked down at the waves below and then at the determined face of Roscoe. ‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘I love you too, you’re a lovely person.’

Still holding her at arm’s length above the water, he asked, ‘Are you going to marry me?’

Again she looked down at the waves. ‘Yes, of course I am, dear,’ she replied. She intended to change her answer when back on dry land and in the bosom of her family, but somehow she never did.

Their friends were delighted at the news, none more so than the manager of the Byde A Wyle Theatre, Charles E. Moore. He got official permission to have the wedding ceremony performed on the stage of his theatre. The date was fixed for 5 August. Two weeks before, every seat in the house had been reserved at escalated prices – there’s no business like show business.

Soon twenty-one-year-old Roscoe and his seventeen-year-old bride-to-be got their first taste of the ballyhoo that in later years would be a daily part of their lives. The theatre was transformed into a chapel, and there on stage – after the two evening shows – they were married by the mayor of Long Beach. Among the guests was Minta’s cousin Marjorie Rambeau, one of America’s foremost dramatic actresses. Roscoe, the $50.00-a-week singer-comedian and Minta the $18.00-a-week dancer gazed in awe at the mountain of presents, many of them from people they had never met. (A big local store, Buffum’s, displayed the wedding gifts in its windows.)

During the wedding reception at the Virginia Hotel, Roscoe heard the showgirls teasing Minta. ‘Wait until we see you tomorrow,’ one said. ‘You’ll sure look different.’

When they retired for the night, Roscoe emerged from the bathroom in a tan pyjama suit of Chinese shantung, topped by a robe of the same material, a wedding gift from the mayor. He sat on the bed and watched Minta change from a white chiffon nightgown to a pink gown, then asked her why she had changed. She told him that the pink gown was more appropriate for love-making. He brought up the teasing at the reception, which had obviously appalled him, although it had meant little to Minta. ‘Those girls have made up their minds that they are going to be able to tell we have made love,’ he said. ‘I’ve made up my mind that they will not be able to tell.’ The pink nightgown remained uncrumpled that night. It was ten days before they made love.

Minta told me that although he was affectionate, Roscoe was shy and experienced difficulty expressing love either verbally or physically. He told her that before his marriage his only sexual experience had been a brief encounter with a showgirl in Spokane, and as he told it, ‘She knew more than I did. Well, let’s face it, she couldn’t have known less.’

They honeymooned in San Bernardino. It was a working honeymoon, the only kind they could afford. Arbuckle had formed a touring company with Irish comedian Walter Reed, and they toured the state from Eureka in the north to San Diego in the south. Like Roscoe, Reed was a versatile performer: he choreographed the dances, did a Dutch comedy routine, and sang ditties like ‘When You and I Were Young, Honey’. Under Roscoe’s guidance Minta left the chorus line and began singing. The chorus accompanied her on songs like ‘By the Light of the Silvery Moon’, which Minta performed sitting on a cardboard cutout of the moon that was ‘flown in’ on stage wires. Her salary had increased to $30.00 a week. Roscoe was getting $50.00.

After a three-month tour of California the Arbuckles faced their first marital crisis. Roscoe and his partner, Walter Reed, decided to take their Musical Tabloid Company to Arizona. Minta refused to go to a place populated by snakes and outlaws, and went home to Mother. Mother Durfee told her daughter that her place was with her husband – outlaws, snakes and all – and Minta was put on the next train to Bisbee, Arizona.

She was met at Bisbee by a delighted Roscoe, the rest of the company, and a platform full of prostitutes, who in late 1908 were still called ‘sporting girls’. The sporting girls of Bisbee had come to meet the train and look over potential clients.

In Bisbee the company performed at the Orpheum Theatre at Brewery Gulch. There were three classes of patrons: the mining executives, the miners, and the sporting girls.

Minta’s song on the cardboard moon had by now become a regular part of the show. On opening night, after ‘By the Light of the Silvery Moon’, and halfway through ‘The Moon Has His Eyes on You’, the wires that suspended the moon about ten feet above the stage began to slip. With Minta clinging to it, the moon sank towards the stage. The tinsel on her yellow chiffon dress fluttering madly and her picture hat flying, Minta and the moon hit the stage with a thud. Walter Reed rushed on stage, picked Minta up and announced, ‘I’m one of the little stars, helping the moon out.’ It became a regular part of the show.

The company moved on from Bisbee (where they had shared the hotel with baseball’s Ty Cobb) and toured all over the state. At Tombstone, the proud sheriff showed the company the site of Wyatt Earp’s battle, the O. K. Corral. Roscoe asked him if things were quiet now. ‘Sure are,’ said the sheriff. ‘Nobody’s died of a sore throat for nigh on a month.’ (Dying of a sore throat meant death by hanging.)

Summer 1909 found the company in El Paso, Texas, where their show was such a success that the theatre owner announced at the end of the first week that he was taking the entire cast on a picnic. They all piled into and on top of a stagecoach and set out for the banks of the Rio Grande, the river that separates the United States from Mexico. Most of them lay on the grassy bank, eating and drinking; some splashed in the river.

Suddenly on the Mexican side of the river a row of large Mexican hats popped up, under each hat a swarthy gentleman – the famous (or infamous) Uralees, Pancho Villa’s guerrilla army. They had obviously decided that Roscoe’s company was no threat to the Revolution, for they waved and smiled at the comedian and his friends. Despite the army’s apparent friendliness, most of the picnickers were glad that the river stood between them and the guerrillas.

Roscoe, ever a man to share his good fortune, decided that the revolutionaries should join the picnic. He beckoned them over, but they shook their heads vigorously. Then Roscoe had a brainwave. He would become famous in later years for the unerring, almost uncanny accuracy with which he could toss a custard pie into a surprised face. That day on the banks of the Rio Grande he got in a little practice. Saying, ‘Well, if the war won’t come to the picnic, I guess the picnic had better go to the war,’ he picked up a large bunch of bananas and, adopting a pitching stance, hurled them across the Rio Grande. The bananas caught one of the Mexicans full in the stomach, sending him flying. His compatriots howled with laughter and began eating the bananas.

Now Roscoe sent a hail of oranges, fruit pies, and assorted goodies across the river. Each morsel went directly to one of the revolutionaries. The Mexicans became very excited; more and more of them appeared as if from nowhere. Each hit by Roscoe was accompanied by loud cries of ‘Bravo’ and ‘Olé’!

Suddenly a man on horseback appeared on the Mexican side, dismounted, came to the riverbank and called out to Roscoe, asking his name. Roscoe told him and added, ‘And may I enquire, sir, who you are?’

The answer came out loud and clear across the river. ‘I am Panchito Villa.’

Excitement on the American side of the river was by now intense. There stood the most hunted man in Mexico, a man with a price on his head, and he chatted with Roscoe as if they were at a party, Villa speaking in broken English and Roscoe in fractured Spanish. At one point Roscoe threw a pie, which Villa neatly caught single-handed.

The picnickers did not hear a horse approach from behind, but they heard the voice that called out, ‘Big boy!’ and they all turned. It was the sheriff of El Paso, with one of his hands dangerously near a Colt .45. Looking at Roscoe, he said, ‘What are you doing with all that fruit and stuff, big boy?’ Roscoe’s face broke into that famous foolish grin that was soon to delight millions. ‘Oh, nothing, Sheriff. Just tidying up after the picnic, you know.’ The sheriff laughed, dismounted, and joined the party. When the group turned back towards the Mexican side of the river, there was no-one in sight. Pancho Villa, his men, and their horses had vanished as silently as they had appeared.

There is an amazing sequel to this story. In late 1913 Roscoe Arbuckle’s face was appearing on cinema screens around the world – including those in Mexico. Although the Revolution continued, in Mexico everything – even a war – stopped for siesta and cinema, and one day Villa was sitting in the ten-peso section when Roscoe came on the screen. With a start, Panchito recognized the fat gringo he had broken bread with in 1909, and he became curious about the financial rewards of being a motion picture star. A short while later in El Paso, the agents of Pancho Villa let it be known that their client was available. On 3 January 1914, the Mutual Film Corporation of New York bought the motion picture rights to the Mexican Civil War from Villa. He was obviously a negotiator as well as a fighter. Besides a percentage of the box-office takings, he got an advance of $25,000. One of Mutual’s conditions was that as far as possible all battles would be fought in daylight, because beyond the high cost of transporting expensive electrical equipment to Mexico, there was the problem of finding a place to plug it in at a battle site. When Villa had the city of Ojinaga under siege, he delayed his final attack until Mutual had its cameras in position. The city fell, and The Life of Villa had a true-to-life dramatic opening. The problem was that Villa hogged the camera, so that Mutual shot hundreds of feet of Villa smiling, shouting, firing – Villa triumphant, Villa magnificent. Of the war itself, though, there was very little. In despair, Mutual negotiated a new contract. The company had learned a lesson that would be handed down to posterity and Errol Flynn: if you are going to fight a Celluloid war, fight it in Hollywood.

By early 1910 the Arbuckle-Reed touring company had disbanded. As Roscoe and Minta worked the vaudeville circuits from California to New York, Roscoe’s versatility increased constantly, although he seemed unaware of the extent of his talent. He had a superb voice, and was a first-rate acrobat and a naturally funny man. Now Minta was surprised to hear him speaking in French, German, Italian, Dutch and Spanish. Because he had a good ear, the man who had left school at the age of 13 was quickly becoming multilingual.

More astonishing was his dancing ability. At the time he never weighed less than 266 pounds, yet when he danced he floated. (Any man who could partner the legendary Bill ‘Bojangles’ Robinson and not suffer by comparison must have been good – and it has been said by some that Bojangles taught Fred Astaire how to dance.) Roscoe would sometimes mutter, ‘Hell, I’m fat,’ but he manipulated his body so skilfully that he seemed unaware of being built different from most men. He was a fat man, but he moved as if he were thin.
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