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INTRODUCTION


Although you can easily find Hollywood on a Los Angeles map, it’s a community that, in many ways, defies geography.


The film studios are scattered all over: Twentieth Century Fox in West Los Angeles, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer in Culver City, Walt Disney Studios in Burbank, and many smaller film-production companies in Santa Monica and the San Fernando Valley. The headquarters of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (the organization that gives out the Oscars each year) is located in Beverly Hills. For years announcer Ed McMahon introduced Johnny Carson’s late-night show by intoning, “From Hollywood, it’s The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson!” yet the program was taped at the NBC-TV studios in Burbank. We associate these centers of production, however, as being part of “Hollywood.”


More than just a place, then, Hollywood has become a term that symbolizes film and television production, and although more than half of the films we might see at our local multiplex have probably been made in New York, Canada, Europe, or Asia, we still call many of them “Hollywood” movies.


Many of the stories that follow did not happen precisely in that suburb of Los Angeles that the map designates as Hollywood, yet in many ways they are still very much Hollywood stories. This is because all of them are closely related to the movie business. It was a business where, almost a hundred years ago, a hearty band of entrepreneurs made the trek west from New York and New Jersey. In Southern California they discovered, to their amazement, a climate in which they could film outdoors almost any day of the year; fabulous locations with mountains, deserts, and an ocean; and a ready supply of people to fill all kinds of jobs. There was also another advantage: California was a long distance from New York. At the time there were several legal struggles going on over equipment patents and other business disagreements, and Southern California provided easy access for slipping across the border into Mexico to escape subpoenas!


Hollywood stories, however, are not always those of excitement, wonder, and discovery. You’ll also find a healthy share of scandal, disaster, and tragedy. And since Hollywood has always provided excellent fodder for news stories, the press has, perhaps too eagerly, picked on the film capital for juicy tales they felt would interest—and titillate—their audiences.


What follows are stories of those who came to Hollywood and thrived, like the filmmaker D. W. Griffith, whose epic films laid the groundwork for an entire industry, yet who, in many ways, was years ahead of his time. There are those like Mack Sennett, who learned how to make moving pictures that moved—at breakneck pace—where laughs piled up in rapid-fire succession. There’s Charlie Chaplin, who grew up in poverty but whose name, because of Hollywood, would eventually be known all over the world, and Walt Disney, a man whose name would live on long after his death as a symbol of family entertainment.


You’ll find tales of films that succeeded and films that flopped, and the story of the film that changed everything because it talked. Here are the people and the events that were famous and those that were infamous, and, of course, the stories of the Hollywood tragedies: the drugs, the deaths, the accidents.


So, good and bad, successful and tragic, happy and sad—all of these are Hollywood stories, each of them a compelling tale of an exotic and magical place that, like the movies themselves, almost always manages to fascinate, thrill, and captivate an audience.




A SLEEPY LITTLE TOWN GETS INVADED


1910


The thin man with a delicate French accent was intrigued. He needed a place to set up his studio—a quiet place where he could paint the flowers he loved so much. But in New York City flowers were just too costly, too hard to find in the winter, and definitely lacking in variety.


A woman, a Mrs. Wilcox, had approached him and suggested he visit Southern California, where it just so happened her late husband, Harvey Henderson Wilcox, had developed some property. She told the artist that the flowers there were magnificent, there was an infinite variety of blooms, and, best of all, the sun shined almost 350 days each year. When the artist, whose name was Paul Delongpre, asked her what the area was called, she explained that while it was originally referred to as Wilcox Ranch, she preferred the more romantic name, Hollywood.


Delongpre was definitely interested. He made the trip and liked what he saw. So in 1902, in exchange for three of his floral paintings, he acquired a lot and ultimately had a large mansion built on it. The manse was surrounded by a luxuriant garden, and it quickly became a tourist attraction.


The town Delongpre had settled in had evolved from a single adobe hut in 1853 to a thriving agricultural community. Several theories on the origin of the name “Hollywood” have been suggested. One involves the bright red berries that appear on the native toyon bushes that proliferate in the area, which some called the “California holly.” Another theory suggests that early settlers brought real holly when they came west. Probably the real story is that the name was coined by H. J. Whitley and his wife, Gigi, who in 1886 were on their honeymoon in the area and just came up with the name.


In 1900 the community had a post office, newspaper, hotel, and two markets, and its population numbered about five hundred. A streetcar ran along the main street, Prospect Avenue (later known as Hollywood Boulevard), eastward for ten miles to downtown Los Angeles, a trip that could take as much as two hours. Incorporated in 1903, the town fathers passed ordinances that prohibited the sale of alcohol (except by pharmacists) and forbade the driving of cattle through the town’s streets—if the herd contained more than two hundred animals.


By 1910 the little town of Hollywood continued to add new residents, but there were problems. One of them was water, so the town voted to become part of nearby Los Angeles to have access to the water supply from the Owens River. It has been part of Los Angeles ever since, though a few attempts have been made over the years to make it a separate city.


In 1910 there were only a few paved roads, some automobiles, and one policeman who directed the minimal traffic from his spot at Hollywood Boulevard and Vine Street. The town, however, was not just being visited by health seekers and the curious—occasionally filmmakers, looking for a place to work during the cold eastern winters, showed up.


At the turn of the century, movies were a mere curiosity. They might last for a few seconds, as a person cranked a handle and peered through a hole in a box at a train chugging into a station or a dancer doing a few steps. But by 1910 a lot had changed. Now they were being projected onto screens: travelogues of faraway places, comedies with raucous humor, serious stories of love and tragedy. And there was a ready and eager audience paying a nickel or a dime each week to see the latest of these new attractions.


Though Hollywood’s town fathers banned the sale of alcohol, they did not consider banning movie people, assuming that they, like traveling actors, would not stay long. And for several years, that is exactly what happened. With film production centered in New York and New Jersey, Southern California was just a temporary location to work on movies until the eastern weather became more temperate.


One of the filmmakers who made the trek west with a company of actors and technicians was a man by the name of David Wark Griffith. He had started his movie career as an actor, but soon was given a chance to direct some of the ten-minute dramas that Biograph, the company that employed him, was noted for. By 1910 he had a well-established reputation and had made dozens of short films. He was respected enough to convince his bosses that Southern California was the best place for him to make his films in the winter.


When Griffith’s actors and crew arrived, they discovered that many of the accommodations were primitive: A large lot surrounded by a fence was their first studio, a few ramshackle buildings served as dressing rooms, and a wooden platform that was open to the air was to be used for interior scenes. But Griffith was intrigued by the lore of the West and decided to utilize California as a background for stories that were inherently local—films about miners, oppressed Indians, and life in Mexico—using locations like the mountains and the California missions.


When Griffith needed a garden for a film called Love Among the Roses, he approached painter Paul Delongpre and offered him $50 a day to use his luxuriant grounds. The artist offered the filmmaker a better deal: For just $300, he could buy an entire lot on nearby Hollywood Boulevard. But Griffith was not interested. He couldn’t conceive of owning property in Hollywood; to him, it was just a temporary place to visit and make some movies.


That first year in California (1910), Griffith and his company made about twenty films, including one called In Old California, which has the official distinction of being the very first movie actually made in Hollywood. He then returned to the East Coast, and came back each winter for the next three years.


In the meantime, other movie companies were catching on to the advantages of shooting in California. And it was not just the weather and the locations: There was a ready supply of cheap labor—with no unions anywhere in sight. Yet even as the area grew, it still had a small-town feel to it. Some ultraconservative residents refused to associate with the movie folks, even keeping their children away from the “theatrical types.” Many others, however, welcomed them, rented rooms to them, and looked forward to picking up work with the film companies.


As one veteran performer described those days: Once the word was out, every morning eager local residents would rush to the gates of the new studios to look for work. If one company had nothing, the crowd would rush to another lot in the hope that they were hiring that day. Saturdays and Sundays and holidays didn’t matter, if there was work. As a bonus, since the average one-reel (ten-minute) production was completed in about a week, it was not uncommon for the whole neighborhood to be called in to watch a screening of a newly produced movie.


So it was that an invasion had begun—and Hollywood would never be the same again.




MACK BUILDS A FUN FACTORY


1912


They were wild. They were fast. They were filled with breakneck activity. They were hilariously funny. Most of all, the public loved them.


They were the short films produced by Keystone Studios, which was created by a man named Mack Sennett. It was a studio that launched the careers of many individuals who went on to become popular and successful silent film comedians.


On January 17, 1880, in Richmond, Quebec, Canada, Michael Sinnott was born, the son of immigrant farmers. In 1897 the family moved to the United States, where Michael’s mother ran a boardinghouse. Bitten early by the acting bug, nineteen-year-old Michael went from his home in Connecticut to New York City and picked up some bit parts in plays, as well as doing some singing in choruses with his booming bass voice.


By 1908 Michael had changed his name to Mack Sennett and decided to try his hand in the movies. The Biograph studio was in New York, so he visited the facility and was soon doing parts in the short silent films they ground out on an almost daily basis. Sennett quickly learned a lot about movies—especially when he met David Wark Griffith, a very creative Biograph employee who had advanced from acting to directing. Soon Sennett was earning additional money by submitting stories for the films, and shortly thereafter he was directing and acting in a series of comedy films at a salary of $50 per week.


In 1912 the thirty-two-year-old Sennett, now working for Adam Kessel and Charles Bauman’s New York Motion Picture Company, was put in charge of a company called Keystone and sent to California. His job was to produce a steady supply of comedy films to fill the rapidly growing public demand. It was a responsibility he was to fulfill with much more than ordinary skill and artistry, as he was about to create a whole new art: the slapstick silent comedy. And Mack Sennett would be its master.


In Edendale, a suburb just east of Hollywood, Sennett assembled a group of skilled performers and began to produce some of the most hilarious films ever made in all of movie history. The themes of the Keystone comedies covered the whole range of human behavior, generally carried to some ridiculous extent. They made fun of the police, the clergy, the wealthy, and anyone who showed some pretentious behavior. Marital mix-ups were often their subject, as was almost any silly situation they could come up with.


Perhaps Sennett’s most lasting creation was that of the Keystone Kops. They became so popular that the term “Keystone Kops” is still used today to refer to any bumbling, ridiculous group that is unable to accomplish even the simplest task. The Kops first showed up in the 1913 film The Bangville Police. Soon they were appearing regularly, being flung off their autos, almost run over by trains, dragged behind vehicles, and suffering every kind of mishap but never getting hurt.


In the Keystone comedies, gags had to follow quickly, building to bigger and bigger laughs. The worst offense at a Sennett film was silence in the theater, so his performers (and directors) quickly learned how to pace the funny situations.


One of Keystone’s most popular gags was the pie thrown in the face. The first film to utilize this device was probably A Noise from the Deep in 1913. Comedienne Mabel Normand threw it, and Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle got hit. Soon pie-throwing became a frequent bit in Keystone comedies. Interestingly, the pies used were rarely edible ones. They were either filled with paste or with blackberries covered with whipped cream. Custard wouldn’t hold together well enough as the pies sailed from several feet away before meeting their target in an unsuspecting victim’s face.


Among the many actors who started with Sennett were Charlie Chaplin, Mabel Normand, “Fatty” Arbuckle, Gloria Swanson—and, later, Bing Crosby and W. C. Fields. Unfortunately, many did not stay long because Sennett was notoriously cheap and often, as in the case of Chaplin, refused to pay the salaries the performers demanded, even though their films were highly successful and, as with Chaplin, theater owners clamored for more of them.


By 1914 Sennett’s Keystone Studios were producing some of the most popular short films in the country, and business was booming. The studio was expanded to turn out more product, and soon there were three stages in constant operation and eight directors working steadily.


Sennett also felt that it was time to expand the length of his films and venture into a production that was an hour or more long. He knew that his old friend from the Biograph days, David Wark Griffith, was at work on a long, epic film (which would ultimately be called The Birth of a Nation), and he wanted to do the same with a comedy. He was eventually able to sell Kessel and Bauman on the idea—although he had to put his one-third interest in the company on the line—and got them to put up the $50,000 needed for the project. He was also able to get popular stage actress Marie Dressler to act in the film at a salary of $2,500 per week, and, along with Charlie Chaplin (who was already on salary), they produced Tillie’s Punctured Romance. The film turned out to be highly profitable.


It would, however, be Chaplin’s virtual swan song for Keystone. Although he had two more short films to finish for the studio, he and Sennett could not agree on a new salary. The comedian wanted $750 per week with built-in increases, but this was more than the studio was willing to offer, so Charlie parted company with Keystone. Just a short time later, when Chaplin signed with the Essanay Company, Sennet was astonished to discover that the salary they agreed to pay him was an amazing $1,250 weekly.


Another of Keystone’s popular performers was comedienne Mabel Normand. She and Sennett had had an “on again, off again” romantic relationship over the years, but for various reasons it never culminated in marriage. Mabel had been quite ill with pneumonia, but returned to Keystone in 1916 to do a six-reel (one-hour) film called Mickey. When Kessel and Bauman saw it, however, they were appalled. It lacked all the knockabout elements of a Keystone film. Instead, it was a light, romantic comedy with Mabel as the daughter of a prospector who goes to New York.


Ironically, even though the film was initially shelved, it was released two years later in 1918 and proved a delight to audiences. It played for four years, grossing over $18 million. With her own company, Normand made several films after Mickey, before dying of tuberculosis in 1930 at the age of thirty-seven.


By 1917 Sennett himself left Keystone following a series of disputes with the owners. He would go on to produce films under the name Mack Sennett Comedies, making both features and short films with considerable success. He also produced some sound films in the 1930s, but in November 1933 his production company was forced into bankruptcy, a victim of the Great Depression.


During his career Mack Sennett and his Keystone Studios produced more than a thousand silent comedies and had established a style of film humor unrivaled in the world. Even today, almost a hundred years after their initial popularity, these rollicking, wildly paced movies still delight modern audiences.


In 1938 Mack Sennett was presented with an honorary Academy Award. He died on November 5, 1960, at the age of eighty.




HOLLYWOOD’S VERY FIRST FEATURE FILM


1913


His name was Shmuel Gelbfisz when he walked across Europe from his native Poland at the age of sixteen. Soon he made it across the channel to England, then put together enough money, by one means or another, for a ship’s passage across the Atlantic. He landed in Canada then headed south to New York State. In Gloversville he got a job working in a glove factory and then became a glove salesman, quickly becoming very successful at it. Gelbfisz was anglicized to Goldfish, and Shmuel became Sam.


The year was 1910, and the now-successful glove salesman met, courted, and married a young lady named Blanche Lasky. Her brother, Jesse, just happened to be a theatrical producer, and Sam Goldfish, who had by chance seen a few early films, talked to Jesse and tried to convince him that he should consider getting involved in this new popular attraction called the movies. Neither of them knew anything about moviemaking, and neither did a young playwright who had worked for Lasky. His name was Cecil B. DeMille.


It took a lot of convincing, but Lasky eventually agreed. Lasky, Goldfish, and DeMille partnered with a lawyer named Arthur Friend and, using money that Sam and Jesse put up (a total of $15,000), launched their company, the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company.


The group decided early on that they did not want to make short, ten-minute films like those being shown in nickelodeons and vaudeville theaters around the country. Many theater owners even called these short films “chasers” because they effectively chased people out of the theater so they wouldn’t stay and watch the vaudeville show more than once—leaving seats for another paying audience. Lasky and company wanted to make longer stories, and DeMille suggested for their first venture a play called The Squaw Man, which had already had some success on the New York stage. Since it was a love story but also had a western locale, they felt it would appeal to both men and women. And since it would be shot mostly outdoors, they thought it could be made cheaply. The group bought the rights from the author (Edwin Royle) for $4,000 and was able to sign up popular stage actor Dustin Farnum to headline the cast.
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