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—World of Our Fathers, Irving Howe “It was something of a miracle and something of a joke. They had come from the Ukraine and Poland and Austria-Hungary … but it was they, more than anyone else, who reached the fantasies of America, indeed of the entire world—a universalism of taste which shaped the century and which they could shrewdly exploit because they innocently shared it.”

—George Cukor “When people think about the studio system they should realize it was not a prison; it was not full of buttonhole makers, people who didn’t know anything, who were crass, who crushed artists into the ground. That was not the case…. Louis B. Mayer knew that the coin he dealt in was talent. He would husband it and be very patient with it and put up with an awful lot of nonsense if he really believed in it. Of course, he was tough, and he could be ruthless and very disagreeable but … he and Thalberg built up this extraordinary concentration of talent which was MGM, and when Mayer left the whole studio began going to pot. I think people don’t understand how a place like MGM had to be fed, sustained and organized every day.”






PROLOGUE

IN THE SUMMER of 1944, when he looked out his window on the third floor of the Thalberg Building, Louis B. Mayer saw a studio—his studio—that covered 167 acres. Lot 1 encompassed seventy-two acres, housed all the thirty sound-stages, office buildings, and dressing rooms, the seven warehouses crammed with furniture, props, and draperies. Lot 2 consisted of thirty-seven acres of permanent exterior sets, including the town of Carvel, home of the Hardy family, and the great Victorian street from Meet Me in St. Louis. Here was the house where David Copperfield lived, there the street where Marie Antoinette rolled to the guillotine.

Lots 3, 4, and 5 were used for outdoor settings—the jungle and rivers that provided the backdrop for Tarzan, much of Trader Horn, the zoo that provided the animals, including the lion that heralded each and every Metro-Goldwyn Mayer film. Connecting everything was thirteen miles of paved road.

In periods of peak production, which was most of the time, the studio had six thousand employees and three entrances to accommodate them—the gate between Corinthian columns on Washington Boulevard; another one farther down Ince Way; and a crew gate on Culver Boulevard, where the workers punched time clocks.

MGM owned forty cameras and sixty sound machines. Thirty-three actors were officially designated stars, seventy-two actors were considered featured players, and twenty-six directors were under contract. “Anywhere from sixteen to eighteen pictures were being shot at one time,” remembered actress Ann Rutherford. “They were either shooting or preparing to shoot on every sound-stage…. You could stick your nose into any rehearsal hall or soundstage, and it was just teeming with life.”

The studio had its own dentist, its own chiropractor, its own foundry. It made its own paint, its own rubber molds. There were shops where old cars could be fabricated and assembled; electric, glass, and plastic shops. If a prop could not be found in the vast warehouse, it could be made overnight, or pur-chased; the studio spent $1 million a year buying props.

About 2,700 people ate in the commissary every day, while the research department answered about five hundred questions daily. The studio’s laboratory printed 150 million feet of release prints every year. Power was supplied by an in-house electrical plant, which was of sufficient size to light a town of 25,000.

MGM maintained a police force of fifty officers, with four captains, two plainclothesmen, an inspector, and a chief—a force larger than that of Culver City itself. Each member of the MGM police was trained to recognize all contract players and to salute each star.

The MGM police had a slightly different mandate than most police forces. Part of their job was protecting the studio’s assets from the public, but they also had to protect those assets from themselves. No matter what an MGM actor did, police chief Whitey Hendry had to beat the local police to the scene, where publicity chief Howard Strickling would make arrangements to keep the story out of the papers. To do this, the studio had paid informants in every local police department.

Twenty years earlier, when Mayer had moved onto what was then the Goldwyn lot, the studio had consisted of forty acres, five stages, six cameras, six stars, a half-dozen directors, and six hundred employees. In the intervening years, Louis B. Mayer and his lieutenants built a company that was regarded by the public and his peers alike as the pinnacle of the industry.

“It was the studio in this town,” said screenwriter Bernard Gordon. “When I came out here in 1939, I drove by MGM and I thought to myself, ‘By God, that’s Hollywood.’ No other studio compared, and Mayer was the boss. Metro Goldwyn-Mayer. Mayer!”

Each studio had its own specific ambience, and MGM’s was a luxury that was a synonym for quality. The songwriter Harry Warren used to have a stock story about the difference between Metro and the competition: “At Warner Brothers, you come in the gate at seven in the morning. The guards on the walls keep their guns aimed at you. At 7:05, Hal Wallis calls out, ‘Have you written that song yet?’

“At Metro, the birds sing. The grass is green. Everybody smokes a pipe and has the Book-of-the-Month under his arm. Nobody works at Metro. You watch the flowers grow.”

For the audience, MGM was predominantly a means of escape. In the 1930s, MGM came to symbolize an alternate reality from the drabness and squalor of the worldwide Depression, an escape into a dreamworld of Park Avenue swells. During World War II, MGM movies were serving simultaneously as escape and rallying cry—Mrs. Miniver rallied support for England and, by implication, the internationalist cause, while the home front was bolstered by The Human Comedy and Andy Hardy.

For audiences at home and abroad, MGM was Hollywood at its most Hollywood in the best sense of the word, proved by the fact that MGM grosses were reliably leagues ahead of its competitors’ and had been since the company was formed in 1924.

The year before, in 1943, MGM had released thirty-five pictures, among them The Human Comedy, DuBarry Was a Lady, Girl Crazy, A Guy Named Joe, Bataan, Lassie Come Home, and a full roster of programmers. In 1944, Mayer was riding herd on a group of pictures that included Meet Me in St. Louis, Gaslight, National Velvet, Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo, and The White Cliffs of Dover. Although there was a war on—actually, because there was a war on—profits for the MGM division of Loew’s, Inc. for 1944-45 (the financial year ran June to July) would be an astonishing $22.4 million on a gross of $98.1 million, compared to $14.5 million in profits for Paramount, $10.9 million for Fox, $3.4 million for Universal.

Within the industry, when Paramount or RKO made a particularly good picture, it would be said that “it was of MGM quality”; at a sneak preview, when the MGM logo of a roaring lion appeared, there would be a spontaneous burst of applause from the audience.

Singer Tony Martin asserted that “Being … at MGM was the movie equivalent of being a pitcher on the New York Yankees—you were first-class, everybody knew you were first-class and there was no reason not to be grateful for having the privilege.”

“Warner Brothers had its stock company, sure,” said Ann Rutherford, “but who wanted to rub elbows with Guy Kibbee and Hugh Herbert, bless their hearts? … Most of the contract people at MGM stayed and stayed and stayed. Why? Because the studio looked after them. Warner Brothers wouldn’t—they were always spanking somebody or selling them down the river. From the time you were signed at MGM you just felt you were in God’s hands.”

“It was almost feudal in the way it was so self-contained,” remembered actress Janet Leigh. “Everything was grown inside. It was a complete city. There were doctors and dentists, there were people to teach you acting and singing and dancing. There were people to help you with your finances. You could live there. And the people were like family, because everybody was under contract, not just the actors and producers, but the electricians. If I finished one picture, I might find a different crew on the next one, but the one after that would probably have the same crew from the first picture. You had a sense of being surrounded by friendly, familiar faces; you had great continuity.”

“MGM functioned like General Motors,” remembered actor Ricardo Montalban. “It was run with such efficiency that it was a marvel. It was done by teamwork; they could project the product, and the product was not any individual movie, it was the actor. They created a persona that they thought the public would like; they tailor-made the publicity to create a persona throughout the world. It was amazing.”

The key to the smooth running of this machine was detail, a sense of the overall that kept employees functioning whether they were working on a picture or not. An actor who wasn’t assigned to a picture was still expected to be exercising, attending acting, dance, music, or speech classes, working in screen tests with prospective talent, promoting the studio’s releases, or slipping into a tux to fill an empty chair at a studio dinner.

And none of this vast, smooth-running organization mattered as much as it ordinarily would have that summer of 1944. Louis B. Mayer, sitting in his office with white leather walls, a custom-designed wraparound desk, and an adjoining soundproof telephone room where he could consult with New York a half-dozen times a day, had a serious problem: He believed that his most popular young leading man was homosexual.

This issue had arisen before, when MGM had to finesse the fact that two of its top stars, William Haines and Ramon Novarro, were gay, but that had been more than fifteen years ago. The movie business had expanded exponentially since then—weekly movie attendance had increased by a third, from 65 million in 1928 to 85 million in 1944. Now, there was more at stake.

Van Johnson had been handed the job of replacing Lew Ayres in the Dr. Kildare movies, then landed a supporting part in The Human Comedy. The fan mail had perked up, and the fan magazines were avid for interviews and photographs.

Johnson was an engaging personality, a competent actor. And he was an ex-chorus boy who was, claimed one MGM employee, “notorious on Broadway.” Mayer knew it was only a question of time until MGM’s money would have to be used to buy somebody’s silence. The studio had done that before, with William Haines, an experience Mayer had vowed he would never repeat.

For Louis B. Mayer, homosexuality was not necessarily an insurmountable obstacle. As with many people of his time, Mayer believed that homosexuality was a psychological aberration that could be successfully treated—especially by a good woman. As Mayer’s suspicions about Johnson grew, he ordered every available, beautiful woman on the lot thrown at the young actor in an effort to establish his heterosexual bona fides.

Nothing.

But now there was a chance …

On April 1, 1943, during the production of A Guy Named Joe, Johnson had been badly hurt in an auto accident on Venice Boulevard and had spent a month or so recuperating at the home of his best friend, MGM character actor Keenan Wynn, the son of the legendary comedian Ed Wynn. While recuperating, Johnson had sparked to Evie, Keenan Wynn’s vivacious, entertaining wife. He had told anybody who would listen about how sweet she had been to him after his accident, how he envied Keenan’s taste in women. Word got back to Louis B. Mayer. Word always did. Ida Koverman, the dreaded Mount Ida, Mayer’s executive secretary and protectress, sent a limousine for Evie Wynn.

Mayer’s office was designed to intimidate and it succeeded splendidly. The anteroom, where the secretaries sat, was grand enough, but behind the mammoth walnut doors the sanctum sanctorum was even grander. Evie Wynn entered and saw that the office was huge and white—completely white. The carpet—all sixty long feet of it—the walls, the ceilings, desk, chairs, sofas, and lights were all snowy and pristine, with silver accents that combined to suggest a moderne temple.

At the end, behind a white-leather-sided crescent-shaped desk, sat the five and a half feet and 175 pounds of Louis (always pronounced Louie) Burt Mayer, who made the decisions that helped shape the parameters of the American Dream for twenty-five years of the twentieth century.

He looked rather like a very small, very charming white penguin, and he had soft, silken hands that disguised the fact that he had done manual labor for years.

“I have thrown June Allyson and Gloria De Haven and Sonja Henie at Van,” Mayer began. “He will only marry you. I’m here to see if we can’t work something out. What would make you happy?”

The tone was unthreatening—a sophisticated, fatherly man of the world talking to his female equal, offering up his concern, his vulnerability, asking her help so they could protect each other’s interests.

Evie Wynn was surprised but not flabbergasted. “I had thought about Van a lot at that point,” she would remember nearly sixty years later. “Keenan was always busy; his work was his life. ‘Go with Van,’ he’d say. So Van and I would go to parties and premieres, and Keenan went into the background. I think Keenan thought Van was safe. Maybe he knew about his proclivities, but he never said anything. Van was thirty years old, and my head was turned.”

Mayer went on to explain sorrowfully that MGM was in a difficult position. Character actors were a dime a dozen, and the studio had to economize wherever it could. Keenan, for all his great talent, was expendable.

But perhaps there was a solution. If Evie divorced Keenan and married Van, perhaps the studio could make some … accommodation. If Evie did this thing that would benefit her, Van, and, coincidentally, the studio, Keenan would be signed to a new contract that would pay him far more money than any character actor on the lot. That was only fair; he and Evie had children, after all.

Moreover, he would guarantee Keenan good parts in good movies—no B films, no throwaways. And, as a final sop, there would be no unsalaried layoffs, the three-month hiatus that was a nominal part of all but the most gold-plated stars’ lives. MGM would pay Keenan fifty-two weeks a year for seven years.

He wanted Evie to think about this situation, think about it very carefully. Everybody would win; nobody would lose.

“He was very fatherly,” said Evie Wynn. “And I was scared to death. I did stick up for Keenan. In retrospect, I can see he was arranging my marriage to Van just as Universal did later for Rock Hudson. That was a farce. Ours was a real marriage. I was in love with Van, but I wouldn’t have married him if I’d known he was homosexual.”

Evie promised to think about it. Suitable arrangements were made. About a year after the meeting in Mayer’s office, Evie and Keenan Wynn were divorced, and in January 1947, she and Van Johnson were married.

Mission accomplished.

For Louis B. Mayer, arranging marriages was a normal part of his job. Coping with occupational hazards like alcoholism, suicide, and outré sexuality was as much a part of his job as negotiating contracts with stars and directors, as devising and promoting the accepted myths that first bewitched, then defined, several generations of Americans.

For Louis B. Mayer, it was just another day at the office.

There was no middle ground about Louis B. Mayer, not then, not now.

“You are talking about the devil incarnate,” the normally mild-mannered Helen Hayes would say. “Not just evil, but the most evil man I have ever dealt with in my life. He was an untalented, mean, vicious, vindictive person. He deliberately undermined people, went after individuals who were good box office for Loew’s, Inc.: Buster Keaton, Billy Haines. He turned everyone against everyone else, establishing himself as a kingpin, without having anything to offer himself. And he would lie to your face.”

“Louis B. Mayer was a Jewish Hitler, a fascist,” said Ralph Bellamy. “He had no feeling for any minority, including his own. No feeling for people, period. When he found that Lew Ayres was a conscientious objector he was furious. He informed everybody that ‘Lew Ayres has some kind of phobia about killing people.’ And he killed his career.”

Others had a different view. Adela Rogers St. Johns described him as having “absolutely infallible judgment. And that’s the only thing that is required of a producer…. He headed the greatest studio that ever existed, and he was the only immovable figure in it.”

“Everything that has been said about him has been the case for the prosecution,” asserted the director Clarence Brown. “Louis B. Mayer … made more stars than all the rest of the producers in Hollywood put together…. He knew how to handle talent; he knew that to be successful, he had to have the most successful people in the business working for him. He was like Hearst in the newspaper business…. He made an empire out of the thing.”

Sam Marx, an MGM story editor, said that “Mayer is [an overly] maligned man. His reputation is far worse than it should be. He once said to Hearst, ‘We have two strikes against us—we can write a check for a million dollars and it’s good.’ He was a true capitalist and a devout Republican, but he wasn’t as violent as people thought he was. He had to be strong to do his job, and he couldn’t do that without making enemies.”

Even Helen Hayes had a disconnect between the man she hated, and the organization he had created and ran. “It was the great film studio of the world,” she said. “Not just of America, or of Hollywood, but of the world.”

Perhaps in trying to understand the man who created this great studio we should look for middle ground, areas where some general agreement can be found. Mayer was, first of all, a superb manager. “Mayer was a great executive and could have run General Motors as successfully as MGM,” said screenwriter director-producer Joseph L. Mankiewicz.

“Mayer was a man born for success,” said the producer Armand Deutsch. “He was a fierce man, beneath a variety of exteriors. Sometimes his eyes would just blaze. The thing that distinguished him and that made MGM the greatest was the insistence on being the best. He was a showman. And the engine that drove this factory, that sent forty or fifty films a year into the marketplace, was Louis B. Mayer.”

He was a businessman, but a businessman with a specific vision. He was unusual for a movie mogul in that he took an overt moral position in his movies—a provincial nineteenth-century Victorian propriety. An ardent purveyer of what would today be termed family values—indeed, as the main mover behind the Andy Hardy movies, Mayer was one of the defining agents of those values—he was not above being attracted to some of the beautiful women that crowded the MGM lot. But such was his personality that he tended to fall in love with them rather than maintain an essentially mercantile relationship. As with every one of the Jewish movie moguls, no matter how haimish he seemed to be, the first wife was eventually discarded and a shiksa enlisted for the job.

What Mayer wanted in his movies—and usually got—was an idealized vision of men, women, and the world they lived in. Mayer fervently believed that movies were not a reflection of life, but an escape from life. He believed in beauty, glamour, the star system, and materialism.

Marriage was sacrosanct and mothers were objects of veneration, hence completely desexualized. When MGM made The Human Comedy, Mayer’s favorite of the eight hundred movies produced under his aegis, Fay Bainter was cast as the mother of a five-year-old. At the time, Bainter was a matronly woman in her mid-fifties.

But Mayer was a businessman before he was a moralist, so MGM was the proud home of the tomcat sexuality of Clark Gable, the easy availability of Jean Harlow, the wry, common-man persona of Spencer Tracy, the wounded vulnerability of Judy Garland, the shopgirl heat of Joan Crawford, and the ethereal Greta Garbo—a personal discovery of Mayer’s, as were Hedy Lamarr and Greer Garson.

To get the vision he wanted, Mayer would implore, he would beg, he would placate, he would scream, he would threaten. And once in a while, if imploring, begging, placating, screaming, and threatening didn’t work, he would allow the actor or director or producer to go ahead anyway. If they failed, he would be sure to say, “I told you so.” And if they succeeded, he would just as invariably admit he had been wrong.

Even while he was alive, his values and the kinds of movies he loved were being supplanted. Since his death in 1957, he has been ruthlessly caricatured as a vulgar, roaring tyrant, a metaphor for the banality that New York intellectuals found in Hollywood, even as they scrambled to earn the salaries paid by those vulgarians. Respected film critics have thrown around the word “evil”—a word that should probably be reserved for the people who herded Jews into boxcars—about Mayer, as if he were Edward Arnold in a Frank Capra movie.

All this overlooks the fact that Mayer, more than any film producer of his generation, had a deep and instinctive understanding of the mass audience’s taste and needs, and built the most successful operation ever devised to meet those tastes and needs.

Sophisticates in New York or Los Angeles might scoff at Andy Hardy or the let’s-put-on-a-show MGM musicals, but Mayer knew that formula works. Then, as now, people—especially Americans—like stars, spectacle, and optimism, if possible with a little sentiment attached. They do not want to be challenged or instructed, but comforted and entertained, and the aesthetic quality of a film is less important to its commercial success than its fitting securely within an existing category—and certain categories are more easily manufactured than others.

Variety’s estimation of Mayer’s achievement is irrefutably accurate: “Placed in his proper perspective, he was probably the greatest single force in the development of the motion picture industry to the heights of prosperity and influence it finally attained.”

He was many things—tycoon is insufficient. Elia Kazan, who knew something about feral ambition, compared Mayer and the rest of the men who created the Hollywood studio system to those who thronged to Alaska during the gold rush, “desperate men in a bare-knuckle scramble over rugged terrain, roughnecks thinly disguised, men out of a book by Frank Norris or Theodore Dreiser, alike in reach and taste … but, when they felt they had to, ready to go for each other’s throats.” In Mayer’s case, literally.

He was a man with a manic intensity and creative vanity. Competition was everything, and the movies were the vehicle by which he would justify his beliefs. He competed with the other moguls to see who’d make the best or biggest grossing picture of the year, who would sign up the hottest star or writer or director. Usually, it was L.B.

He liked his drama melodramatic, his comedy laced with a strong dose of sentimentality. He loved swaggering, charismatic hams like Lionel Barrymore and Marie Dressler. He loved the respectability the studio gave him, and he delighted in the reflected glory earned by hosting meet-and-greet luncheons for visiting dignitaries. When Charles Lindbergh or George Bernard Shaw came to Los Angeles, they visited MGM. He had the essential narcissism of a child; there was no higher form of praise than for him to say of someone, “I like him; he can talk to me.”

And he loved music and the movies that featured music. In his most farsighted creative act, he made a songwriter named Arthur Freed the associate producer of The Wizard of Oz. When that film lost $1.1 million in its initial release, Mayer promptly gave Freed his own unit, for no good reason other than he had a hunch.

Freed responded by rolling out a series of films still venerated as the high-water mark of the form: For Me and My Gal, Girl Crazy, Meet Me in St. Louis, The Harvey Girls, The Pirate, Easter Parade, The Barkleys of Broadway, On the Town, An American in Paris, Singin’ in the Rain, The Band Wagon, and Gigi—cumulatively, Mayer’s greatest contribution to posterity.

For all of his idealism about the movies, inside the business, with the possible exception of Columbia’s boss Harry Cohn, there was no one in Hollywood who was more feared. He was a great hater, and once you got on his list, it was very hard to get off. And if he hated you, he would try his best, not merely to get you out of MGM, but to get you out of the movie business.

Mayer came out of Russia and into the movies laboring beneath a miserable education. His grandson Daniel Selznick remembers Mayer’s notes accompanying Christmas and birthday presents as being ungrammatical—misspelled, and with no capitals at the beginning of his sentences.

To survive he had had to be aggressive; to flourish he had to be ruthless. Empire builders by definition have to fight for money, fight for power. They may be kind to animals and small children while doing all this, but make no mistake: if, in the line of business, somebody has to get hurt, it won’t be them. Business, as Charlie Chaplin observed in Monsieur Verdoux, is a ruthless business. There should have been no surprise in any of this—show business is a jungle, and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s symbol was a lion.

“No one got to know Mayer but Mayer,” said Fredericka Sagor Maas, a writer at the studio in the mid-’20s. “He was a chameleon—strong and brutal. His people respected him highly, but he could destroy you with his pinkie and he damn well knew it. He brooked no contradiction or anything else that would diminish his power. And he was obsessed by his fear of [Loew’s, Inc. chairman] Nicholas Schenck, who was more powerful than he was.”

What he wanted was the same thing as what he needed, and to get it he would do anything he deemed necessary. As one MGM employee remembered, “Typically, he tried every angle. If Mayer couldn’t get in the front door, he tried the back. If he couldn’t get in the back, he’d try the chimney. If he couldn’t get in the chimney, he’d try to blow the house down.”

“He was always acting,” said MGM star Esther Williams. “He was the best actor on the lot, but since I wasn’t marrying him I didn’t care if he was sincere or not. But you believed him at your peril.”

Jack Warner was always Jack Warner, Sam Goldwyn was always Sam Goldwyn, Darryl Zanuck was always Darryl Zanuck. But Mayer was different things to different people. If you needed a father, Mayer would be your Daddy. If you needed a demanding coach, Mayer would set the bar six inches higher and tell you he knew you could vault over it. He would sob and wail, he would listen and offer advice. He could be whatever he needed to be. He always saw the endgame, and always saw that endgame in terms of what he wanted, what the company needed. He was Hollywood’s greatest closer.

The value Mayer cherished was a clannish loyalty. The employees of MGM, from Clark Gable to the night watchman, were family, part of his personal empire. He never wrote a movie, never directed a movie, and couldn’t have even if he wanted to. He never pretended to tell writers what to write or art directors what to design. But he grew up in a time when a businessman recognized good workmanship when he saw it, and that was what L.B. respected. He had a horror of hoodwinking the customer; he believed in giving good weight. He never stopped feeling and smelling the goods. He would never pretend to understand cinema—he usually disliked it when he saw it—but he understood movies and the people who buy them and live in them as few others have.

The problems of an uncreative man in a creative industry would seem to be insoluble, but unlike many businessmen, Mayer had a knack for abstract thinking, and he was a master at manipulating people, many of whom were inherently unstable, into giving him what his studio needed. His supreme gift was his understanding of the nature of stardom and the needs of the audience, bred by his years of being an exhibitor.

MGM movies didn’t have the best scripts or the best directors. Most of them weren’t even the best movies, but they assuredly had the largest concentration of the greatest stars, the illuminated personalities who meant the most to what Norma Desmond in Sunset Boulevard would call “those wonderful people out there in the dark.” For the audience, MGM represented what the movies should be.

For years, Mayer was regarded as merely a businessman, the one who coordinated, who set budgets and gave approvals for Irving Thalberg, the boy wonder who ran MGM production. And when Thalberg died in 1936, people in Hollywood waited for Mayer to stumble and fall.

It didn’t happen. The studio went from strength to strength, making even more money, making even better pictures. For ten more years, MGM thrived, until changing times and tastes conspired to destroy, first Mayer, then, incrementally, his studio.

It is easy to smile ruefully at, or be horrified by, a man like Mayer. He has been demonized in memoirs and relentlessly caricatured in popular art—Michael Lerner’s definitively hilarious turn in Barton Fink—as the archetypal emotional tyrant. And enough of it is true to give the stories the resonance of fact.

“He could be grating,” said Evie Johnson. “He was a bulldog; you had to believe what he believed. His opinion was the right one, and no debate was possible. Socially, as a dinner partner, he was a lot of fun—ingratiating and kind. But you had to remember he was also a despot who used the carrot-and-stick approach.”

Producer David Lewis, a protégé of Irving Thalberg, called him “brilliant, seductive, unprincipled. A rattlesnake was tame compared to Mayer. But all in all a man of genius, one of only three such men with whom I crossed paths in the motion picture business.”

Yet, to walk the streets of MGM during the Mayer era was to visit Olympus. There was Garbo with a retinue holding up the train of her dress; there the three Barrymores, or Clark Gable, who seemed to carry some sort of masculine spotlight that illuminated him from within. And there were the problem children—the alcoholic, impetuous John Gilbert, the crude, crass Wallace Beery, who physically abused Mickey Rooney until director Sam Wood challenged him to a fistfight.

In what we seem doomed to regard as the movies’ Golden Age, MGM defined Hollywood in ways that transcend any individual movie. Some of those things are intangible—glamour, gloss, the specific sound of the MGM orchestra—but some are not. Louis B. Mayer defined MGM, just as MGM defined Hollywood, and Hollywood defined America.

His is an extraordinary story, symbolized by the immense difference between the place where he began and the place where he finished. Dealt a miserable hand at birth, he made it to America and climbed the ladder of the most exciting business in the world.

I began this book knowing little of Mayer besides the oft-repeated stories, but the man that more than 150 interviewees told me about was far more complex than the one-dimensional ogre of legend.

The bell can’t be unrung, of course; it’s not that all the famously negative stories of Mayer are false, but, rather, that there was another Mayer—one willfully undocumented because he was less like an absurd comic heavy in a movie, more like a human being. This aims to be a portrait in three dimensions.

Mayer’s creation was MGM—the stars, the stories, and the way they were presented that led audiences the world over to applaud the moment they saw the MGM lion. More than Thalberg, more than any of the actors, Mayer was the constant, the man who set the tone.

Even today, with the studio divested of everything except its name, the words Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer still resonate with the glory of Old Hollywood—a town that wouldn’t have achieved half the renown it did without Louis B. Mayer.




PART ONE

—LOUIS B. MAYER

“Business is not an exact science.”
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A formal portrait of the rising young Haverhill, Mass., exhibitor. Mayer had an oil painting made from this photograph and hung it in the lobby of the Colonial Theater. (Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University)




Chapter ONE

HE WAS HUNGRY, always hungry.

That was the sum total of what Louis B. Mayer remembered about his early childhood. Since he was never a man to dwell on the past, and he had the kind of mind that could ignore or blot out what he didn’t wish to remember, he would always tell family and friends that his memories were few and dim—just that he was hungry, and thirsty for milk.

No human being leaves his childhood completely behind, but unlike many self-made men, Mayer never enjoyed talking about his childhood, for it was a time of deprivation and talking about things always made them seem real. Long before Hollywood, the story of Louis B. Mayer is indissolubly linked to Russian anti-Semitism. Without that, his family, not to mention millions of others, would never have left their homeland.

Among these despised Jews was one who would come to be known as Jacob Mayer, designated officially by anti-Semitic regulations as a “nonsettled petit bourgeois.” Jacob was born around 1847 and grew up to be an extremely short man—barely five feet—with a bad case of short man’s disease. In those days, the family name could have been Baer … or Meir. “Only God knows,” said one of Louis B. Mayer’s daughters, “where the Mayer came from.”

In 1881, Tsar Alexander II was assassinated by a group of conspirators that included at least one Jew, prompting an outbreak of even more virulent anti-Semitism, culminating in pogroms in 150 settlements in six western provinces. By now, Jews were forbidden to settle in villages, to buy real estate out of the town where they lived, forbidden to open stores or shops on Sundays or Christian holidays. They were, however, still eligible for conscription, obligated to serve in the army for twenty-five years. In 1882, Alexander III declared the May Laws, which prohibited Jews from purchasing or even renting land. All this meant that any Jew with a modicum of intelligence or drive knew it was imperative to get out of Russia.

Between 1881 and 1890, 240,000 Jews left. Eighty percent of these Eastern European Jews who migrated came to America; between 10 and 13 percent went to Canada. The usual route for Jews from the Ukraine and southern Russia was to cross into Austria-Hungary illegally, then take a train to Warsaw or Berlin, then on to Hamburg, where they could purchase a steerage steamship ticket to the New World for $34. The passage took between eight and fourteen days, depending on the weather.

Among those making this trip was a young boy named Lazar. The standard MGM biography of Louis B. Mayer would give July 4, 1885, as his birth date, and Minsk as his birthplace, for reasons that remain mysterious, as he wasn’t born on that date or in that town.

Mostly, Mayer was vague about his birthplace. But on his petition for American naturalization in 1912, he broke down and specified the town of Dumier, also known as Dymer. (Dumier is the Ukrainian name, Dymer is the Russian name, and Dimer is the name in Yiddish.) Under any name, Dumier is in the northern Ukraine, about twenty-five miles north of Kiev and about that far south of Chernobyl, not far from today’s border of Belarus. Today, Dumier has about ten thousand people, only ten of whom are Jewish. (In 1926, the Jewish population was 238, many of whom would die at Babi Yar.)

In the 1901 Canadian census, while Mayer was still living with his parents in Saint John, New Brunswick, his father gave July 12, 1884, as his son’s birth date. If Jacob knew when his son was born, then Mayer knew when he was born, which is why Louis’s chosen date of July 4, 1885, was so close to the truth. The small smoke screen of one year and eight days could be attributed to any one of several possibilities:


	Jacob gave different dates for Lazar’s birth at different times, so the boy was genuinely uncomfortable specifying a date.(Birth certificates for this area from the late 1800s to World War I were lost during World War II.)

	It was part of Mayer’s sense of showmanship. As many people noted over the years, he was a superb actor, a closet performerwho came roaring out of the closet at the slightest pretext, and being born on the fourth of July has a certain ring to it.

	He needed to believe in a myth of self-creation, which, in his case, was not that far off the mark.



It’s improbable that Mayer didn’t know the specifics of his birth—there wasn’t an ounce of vagueness in his makeup, ever. Perhaps the reason is contained in a remark he made many years later: “In the beginning, I had to be older. Later, I wanted to be younger.”

It’s possible that Mayer specified Minsk because, while Dumier was the technically correct response, the family had moved to the Minsk region soon after his birth, possibly in order to facilitate their emigration from Russia. It was easier to leave Russia from a region other than your own, because then you didn’t have to account for military service, whether or not your taxes were paid, and so on. It’s probable that the family moved around in the general area of Vilnius/Minsk/Kiev (think Jacksonville/Atlanta/Nashville) when Lazar was young, so stories about where he was “from” could easily vary. It’s also possible that they were reluctant to be specific because of some generalized insecurity as Jews.

In 1874, Jacob had used a broker to marry Sarah Meltzer, an Austro Hungarian girl born in 1851. The family had three children in Russia: Yetta, born in 1878, Ida, born in 1883, and Lazar. Sarah Mayer lost several children in infancy, and Lazar would always be her most cherished child. Jacob, Sarah, and Lazar are all religious names, so the family were definitely practicing, devout Jews, as were many others in their vicinity. There are some Meirs and Mayers in tax and property records that survive in the area. There’s a Gershevich Mayer in a 1784 property tax record, possibly a distant ancestor. The surname was not unknown, but it’s not common in surviving records either.

The family reached landfall in England in 1886, followed by stopovers in New York and Boston. Jacob stated on his immigration papers in 1921 that he was a resident of Long Island from 1887 to 1892, which would explain why his last two children were born there: Rubin/Rudolph in April of 1889, and Gershon/ Jerry in Brooklyn in April 1891.

It’s almost certain that Jacob was working as a peddler during this time, selling scrap off a cart, like many of his landsmen. Peddling was difficult and dangerous work. Merchandise on a peddler’s back—notions, dry goods, spices, old clothes—could weigh a hundred pounds and it was common for a peddler to walk ten to fifteen miles a day. Late in 1891 or early 1892, the family moved to Canada. Family legend has it that Jacob got into some kind of trouble—both violence and a convenient fire were mentioned—and had to light out for the territory. By the time they arrived in Canada, the family name was Mayer, and Lazar’s name was Louis.

Saint John, New Brunswick, is on the Bay of Fundy, one of the world’s great natural wonders. One hundred billion tons of water flow into and out of the bay twice a day, forming rip currents and whirlpools that power a vital natural ecosystem. The Bay of Fundy has shaped the environment and culture of the entire region.

The feeding grounds around Campobello, Deer and Grand Manan Islands make the Bay particularly rich for marine mammals. Up to fifteen species of whales arrive every summer to eat and mate, while the tides create large blooms of plankton.

Saint John is one of the only ice-free seaports on the east coast of Canada, so it has always had an important shipping business. It was a quaint old town, with streets paved with rectangular blocks of quarried granite—an old-fashioned city, a place where people knew their neighbors.

Jacob’s move from New York to Saint John was something Mayer could never rationally explain, probably because he never asked his father what he had been thinking.

The Mayers were naturalized as Canadian citizens in 1892, but the first documentary evidence of the family’s existence in Saint John comes in the 1895-96 city directory, where Jacob Mayer is listed as a “pedler” (sic). The Mayer family was living in the crowded tenements of the town’s North End, the equivalent of New York’s Lower East Side. Most of the directory references show Jacob as a dry goods merchant or a junk dealer, with a work address of 74 Smythe Street (about a mile from his residence), later on Paradise Row (about a five-minute walk from home), and finally on Main Street—right next door to his house. Jacob began picking up other people’s castoffs, anything he could carry or drag, then resold it door-to-door. Locks, metal, nails—anything.

The most lucrative salvage objects were the shipwrecks that drifted into the Bay of Fundy. As soon as Louis and Jerry were able, they were taught to dive for ripped pieces of metal, then drag them to shore. This went on all summer throughout Louis’s adolescence, while Jacob stockpiled the steel so he could spend the winter selling it. In later years, Mayer would tell friends that he had developed his barrel chest by diving for salvage without benefit of scuba gear.

Louis would imply that he was as hungry in Saint John as he had been in Russia. He would tell friends that he used to press his nose against the windows of shops that sold noodles, unable to afford any himself, dreaming of the day when he would have all the noodles he wanted.

Louis would never deny that he had been in the scrap business, but he objected to stories that he was also a rag picker. “I never picked rags. Never! All we did was pick up scrap metal.” Because of the catch-as-catch-can nature of his childhood, he would develop a somewhat extravagant sense of the importance of breeding and manners—people could get contracts at MGM, not because of any demonstrable talent or even force of personality, but because they had the sheen of gentility that Louis referred to as “class.”

Jacob Mayer was like his son in some ways, unlike him in others. Like Louis, he was short and chunky, but Jacob was also hunched over, almost as if he had a spinal defect, and he had a solemn, phlegmatic personality. He talked in a labored, almost asthmatic manner.

His wife, Sarah, was also small and round, but where her husband was placid, Sarah was industrious. She supplemented the family’s meager income by buying chickens from farmers and selling them to the poor families in the North End. Amongst the Jewish community of Saint John, it was considered a rather degrading way of earning money, but Sarah didn’t care. She had children to feed, and besides, she could always keep the occasional chicken for some of the soup that her son loved so much. Louis would come to resemble her emotionally as well as physically.

The Mayers regularly attended temple, and Louis occasionally reminisced about the various cantors he had known, and how they had achieved their effects. His feelings about his religion were hard to pin down—although putatively a good Jew, one who often alluded to Jewish liturgies and would quote Hebrew prayers and sprinkle his conversation with the occasional Yiddish phrase, he rarely went to temple as an adult. Yet, he once proudly showed off a beautiful, hand-illuminated copy of the Haggadah he had just bought.

As late as 1880, there were only eight Jewish families in Saint John, but the Mayers were part of a considerable Eastern European influx in the last decade of the nineteenth century. Many of the Jews that came to Saint John arrived, not because they necessarily wanted to live there, but because it was a major port of entry for immigrants, and had many economic and family ties with Boston, which was virtually a sister city for many in the Jewish community. Saint John was also slightly cheaper than traveling all the way to New York.

By 1896, there was a sufficient Jewish population to form their own congregation. When a synagogue was built in 1898, among the elders of the Jewish community placing the Torah in the Ark was Jacob Mayer, who was, an early history of the community revealed, regarded as a pillar of the Jewish community in spite of the fact that he “carried on a small junk business at the foot of Main Street. He struggled hard to earn a living.”

There was a fair amount of Jew-baiting among the population of Saint John, and there were times when Louis and his brothers, Rudy and Jerry, would have to fight their way home through nests of hostile Irish and German kids. Louis learned that you have to fight—not just for what you want, but to keep what you already have.

In later years, Louis would tell of a tussle with another boy at school. The fight ended in a draw, but Louis headed home with thoughts of revenge, just biding his time until he could get another shot at the child. When Sarah found out what had happened, she took him “to the end of the beautiful valley [!] we lived in and asked me to repeat the words I had been mumbling to myself the afternoon before.”

“Damn you,” screamed Louis into the valley, with the echo coming back. Sarah told him to shout the words “Bless you” with the same force. Those words seemed to come back with a stronger echo.

“Which do you prefer, my son?” asked Sarah. “It is entirely up to you. That is the way life is. It always returns to you what we say to it. If you shout at your fellow man, ‘Damn you!’ life and your fellow man will shout it right back at you. If you say to life, to humanity, ‘Bless you,’ then your life will be the echo of these words. ‘Bless you.’

“As the years went by, that law was confirmed in my experience. If I put in hatred, meanness, revenge, I would get it back. If I tried to speak of love, kindness, forgiveness, they would be returned to me.”

The story had obviously been polished to a fine, metaphorical sheen over the years, but the alternating strains of aggression and benevolence that would make the adult Mayer so hard for many to take certainly ring true. He would always be torn between taking revenge on the world that had made his childhood so brutal, and playing the benevolent padrone surrounded by the earned riches of success.

Louis became a familiar figure around the streets of Saint John: a small, energetic boy carrying a large, coarse bag over his shoulder. He kept his eyes on the ground, scanning the area in front of him for anything metal—nails, discarded pipe, a horseshoe. When he saw something, he would dart forward, grab it and toss it into the bag. It was his now, but he had to have more, so he would keep moving quickly, so nobody else could get to the precious metal before he could. The habit of a rapid pace, almost a trot, would stay with him all his life.

John Wilson owned a tin business on Sidney Street and one day in the mid 1890s he found one of his employees hanging on to a ragged, crying child. He had a battered cart, and on the side of the cart was a sign that said “Junk Dealer.”

“I caught him in the yard stealing scrap metal,” the employee said. “I’m getting the police.”

The boy was terrified, sobbing and begging them not to call the police. “I didn’t mean to steal anything. I thought you’d thrown the metal away.”

“He wasn’t stealing,” said Wilson. “I gave him permission to take that metal. We’re partners, aren’t we, son?”

This beau geste resulted, first, in young Louis having access to Wilson’s foundry for all the tin and copper trimmings he had no use for. Second, they became lifelong friends.

The older man gave the boy a piece of advice he would hold dear: “When you come to the end of your rope, tie a knot and hang on.” In other words, never, never, never, never, never, never give up. It was a maxim Louis would follow until the last weeks of his life, and it is probable that Wilson was a far more sympathetic father figure than Jacob Mayer. “Mr. Wilson was my best friend,” Mayer would say, “my first partner.” Whenever Mayer came to Saint John in later years, he placed flowers on Wilson’s grave, just as he did on his mother’s.

It’s obvious that Louis was an industrious child, taking control because his father couldn’t or wouldn’t. John Wilson remembered that he was impressed with the boy’s good manners and bright personality. Louis’s own stories of his childhood revolved around his work ethic and respect for the dollar.

He remembered that he saved up pennies until he could buy a little red wagon. When his mother saw it she asked him what he intended to do with it. “Put it to work,” he replied.

“When?”

“Tomorrow.”

And so the red wagon delivered bits of iron and brass to the small salvage business Jacob Mayer had started. Louis became enamored of baseball, and saved a penny and a nickel at a time until he had enough to buy a glove, and he made all his friends wait outside so they couldn’t see how much he was paying. He wore the glove on his belt, and he became the kind of ballplayer managers love—scrappy, intense, making up in desire what he lacked in ability.

Mayer remembered a hotel dining room he passed regularly on his scrap rounds. He would stop and look at the luxurious environment—silver candlesticks, pink lamp shades. He vowed that one day he would go into that dining room and order an expensive meal. Years later, when he had more money than he had ever dreamed of, he was back in Saint John. When he went by the hotel to fulfill his childhood fantasy, he found that it had been torn down. “That,” he would remember, “is the definition of the tragedy of success.”

One writer has claimed that Mayer had a good education and graduated from high school in 1902. But a review of the graduation lists of Saint John High from 1899 to 1902, as well as the accompanying class photos, not to mention a roster of all graduates prior to 1914, shows no sign of Louis Mayer. The school records list Louis as a student in the fifth grade in 1895, but there is no evidence to suggest that Mayer’s education extended past 1897, when he was just short of thirteen. There are three references to Louis in the school records—once he was listed as a “Good” student, the other two times as “Fair.”

Louis attended the Winter Street school, where he was taught by Ada Cowan. “I knew you’d be a successful man some day,” Cowan remembered when Mayer came back to Saint John in the 1930s for one of his very occasional visits. “Do you remember the time I asked my pupils what they’d do if they had $20?”

Mayer thought for a while, then laughed. “I remember that day,” he said. “One lad said if he had $20 he’d buy a bicycle, and another said he would buy a pony, and I said that if I had $20 I’d go into business.”

Mayer had to leave school—there was a family to support. He always said his only regret was not having left at the age of ten, so he could have gotten a two-year head start on all the other kids who quit school at twelve.

After he left school, Louis subsidized the scrap business by working part-time as a mobile merchant, a sort of early Fuller Brush Man. He carried a basket full of stock—combs, cards, stationery, which he peddled from house to house.

By the time Louis was fifteen, Jacob decided to let him make all the deals for the family business, probably because he spoke better English than his father. This meant that Louis had to travel to Halifax and the other Canadian ports in search of salable scrap. He also had to make semiannual trips to Boston to sell the machinery and metals he had salvaged. Louis boasted that there came a time when he had two hundred men working for him, helping him raise such sunken ships as the Alpha and the City of St. John.

The family lived in five different places in Saint John. The first three years were in apartments for one year each, then they lived at 28 Acadia Street from 1898 until 1902. Finally, in 1903, they moved to 724 Main Street, which became known as the Mayer Building, where they lived until 1914. All these houses and buildings were within a couple of blocks of each other, so young Louis’s childhood was circumscribed to the point of claustrophobia. (This area was leveled for urban renewal in the 1950s and 1960s; nothing remains of the buildings L. B. Mayer grew up in.)

“In most people, you can perceive the child,” said Mayer’s grandson Dan Selznick. “You can look at them and say they were such-and-such kind of a child in relation to their parents, who were the following. With this particular person, even though I’ve seen pictures of my grandfather as a child, it’s very hard to get a sense of what the fabric of that family was.”

“It was a crappy childhood,” said Mayer’s nephew Gerald. “They were poor. My grandfather barely spoke English, and he hadn’t been trained to do anything at all.” It was young Louis’s ambition and drive that was supporting the family. In April 1899 “Louis Myer” was arrested for running a junk business without a license. It was a classic catch-22, because as a minor he couldn’t apply for a business license. So Louis was hauled before a judge, and when the judge heard about the young boy supporting his family, he had Jacob set up a business so the boy could say he was working for him.

Jacob Mayer was very hard on Louis, much easier on Jerry and Rubin. What Jacob and Sarah produced was an aggressive Momma’s boy capable of a deep and lasting affection for women but who was a trifle uneasy with men. From men he expected deference, loyalty, obedience. He wanted retinues more than he needed friends.

Aside from being physically grueling, this was a spiritually desolate way for a child to grow up; there was no room for intellect or even dreams, just muscle, brute strength, and enough aggression to ensure that Louis got to the metal before anybody else did. The only way to make something positive out of it was to think of it as a kind of atavistic game—these were the steps necessary to get out of Saint John, to get to someplace more hospitable, someplace warmer: the United States, where everybody was rich, or could become rich.

The contempt many had for a lowly immigrant junk dealer made the young boy belligerent, and junk dealing itself made him endlessly resourceful and opportunistic. Out of this crucible was Louis B. Mayer formed.

“Jacob beat my father,” Irene Mayer Selznick would say. “He was always down on him for being so hardworking. It left my father suppressed.” The physical and emotional abuse left Mayer eager for revenge against the world, but he would be the kind of man who had to go through life justified. The only way to show his father and everybody else who had underestimated or abused him how wrong they had been was to succeed. He would have a lifelong crusade for power; if he could not dominate a situation, he tried to avoid it, but he also spent his life in flight from acknowledging his own pursuit of power.

Education could not be the vehicle by which he would lift himself up. His tastes in reading would never be more than basic, and he always had trouble with grammar-the fact that Yiddish was spoken at home and English everywhere else might have made the situation worse. The combination of his own lack of affinity for school, and the fact that his hapless father was a Hebrew scholar of sorts gave him a deep-seated distrust of abstract knowledge. He would come to believe in the wisdom of experience, the common sense of the streets.

For the half-million Jews arriving from Eastern Europe at the turn of the twentieth century, work in America’s big cities tended to be limited to the clothing trade, which was in the hands of the Ashkenazim—German Jews who had emigrated fifty years earlier, prosperous, cultured people who found it relatively easy to reestablish themselves in America.

But the Eastern Europeans were largely illiterate, fervently religious, and politically radical. They made Gentiles and Ashkenazim equally nervous. Back home in the shtetl they had raised haggling to an art form, which begged the question of what they would haggle about in America. It wouldn’t be theater, because the theater was in the hands of Frohman, Ziegfeld, and Belasco—Sephardic aristocrats by birth or pretension who specialized in seducing the carriage trade into their theaters.

The movies … that could be haggled over.

Louis was a dreamer and the movies are the greatest medium of dreams ever invented, as he would have known, for the movies came to Saint John in 1897. They took your mind off your troubles yet they satisfied the dramatic and emotional demands of just about everybody. Watching those beautiful shadows move across the screen, accompanied by the ardent music that supported and accented the movements of the actors, was a safe embrace, a shelter from the outside world—like being led into a tranquil, flowing dreamworld. There was something here, something that could be made … and certainly something that could be sold.

Louis began hanging around the York Theatre, first at the stage door, then backstage. After a day of cadging scrap, he’d go down to the York and watch the vaudeville acts. He was enthralled with the gritty romance of show business. The audience saw only the charisma of the performer, but Louis was as fascinated with the backstage grind as he was by the magic of performance.

There is a local legend to the effect that, when Jacob was picking up some fabric scraps at a Germain Street tailor shop, the tailor began lamenting the problems he was having with one of his sons. “I have one like that, too,” said Jacob. “All he wants to do is hang around that new Opera House every chance he gets.”

Louis had to get out, and get out he did.

He would always speak of his debt to John Wilson and pay lip service to Saint John (“No matter what part of the world I am in—in France, England or the United States—it is always a matter of pride with me to be able to say I am from Saint John, New Brunswick.”), but the truth was that Saint John mainly reminded him of how poor and unhappy he had been. Mayer would never be a generous man where Saint John was concerned, although he was made a Freeman of Saint John and received an honorary Ph.D. from the Provincial University. In 1949, he contributed money to the construction of a chapel to the memory of his mother and the mother of his cousin Nathan Cummings. But it would be left to the foundation he would fund after his death to endow a memorial scholarship in his name at the University of New Brunswick.

Louis Mayer was nineteen when he left Saint John. He had attained his full height of five feet seven inches, but little else. No matter. Poor and unhappy was a state of being he meant to put behind him. He was sure of it.

On January 3, 1904, Louis took a train from Saint John to Boston and rented a room at 17 Rochester Street in the South End. It was a neighborhood like the one he had just left: tenements and stores, pushcarts and yarmulkes. “I hadn’t the price of a sandwich,” he remembered. His landlord was distantly acquainted with his mother, and had promised to keep an eye on Sarah’s boy. First he got a job with a local scrap metal merchant in Chelsea, then he found the woman who would become his wife.

Across the street from 17 Rochester Street was a kosher butcher at No. 14. The butcher—Hyman Shenberg by name—and his family lived above the store. Shenberg was also the cantor of the Emerald Street Synagogue.

“He met Margaret Shenberg through a picture,” said Helen Sandler, Margaret’s niece. The person holding the picture appears to have been Margaret’s Aunt Annie. Aunt Annie recognized that the young man was serious, mature, and unafraid of success.

“ ‘Who is that beautiful girl?’ Louis asked. ‘Could I meet her?’ He was a homely little man, but Margaret’s mother liked him, so [Margaret] did what her mother wanted her to do and married him. I think, at the time, she loved someone else, actually, but she was an obedient girl.”

If Margaret had ever loved anybody else, he was immediately forgotten. She became devoted to Mayer, or, as Helen Sandler remembered, “hypnotized. Everything was ‘L.B., L.B.’ She worshipped him, and he worshipped her. She was his Margie.”

Louis B. Mayer and Margaret Shenberg were married on June 14, 1904, in Boston. He listed his age as twenty-two, and his occupation as merchant—two pieces of wishful thinking.

Mayer had married a sweet, supportive woman with artistic ability, and one who was accustomed to basking in the reflected glory of a domineering man—her father, Hyman Shenberg, was known as the Golden One for his voice, his bearing, and his beauty—a blue-eyed blond who demanded that his homely wife, Rachel, walk several steps behind him in public.

Margaret painted, and, remembered her niece, “could do a room in the most artistic taste. She could play the piano. She played a little golf, but not that great. But Margaret always did a lot of good for a lot of people.” She had a generous spirit and was always giving or serving one of the endless roster of relatives that landed on her doorstep. Her daughter Irene would say of her mother, with a brutal honesty, “My mother was the sweetest, purest, kindest person, but no one ever accused her of being bright.”

In the manner of newlyweds everywhere, Mayer had married Margie’s entire family, and he was regarded with a mixture of love and respect. “I loved him, and he loved me,” remembered Helen Sandler, the daughter of Margaret’s sister Lillian. When Helen’s father walked her to school, Louis would walk alongside them, a second Daddy. “He was always very generous and very loving with us.”

Louis and Margaret moved into the Shenbergs’ five-room Boston apartment. Their first child, Edith, was born on August 13, 1905, and soon afterward, Louis moved his little family to Brooklyn, New York, to 101 Russell Street, Greenpoint, where he sold junk. On April 2, 1907, Louis and Margaret had another girl, Irene, who looked so much like her mother that Louis called her “Little Margaret.”

By the summer of 1907, the Mayers had moved back to Boston, again to the Shenberg apartment. Mayer was basically broke and absolutely depressed; he told friends that if he had to declare bankruptcy, he’d kill himself. It was nothing more than rhetoric from a moment of weakness; actually, he was in the process of tying a knot at the bottom of his rope.


Chapter TWO

LOUIS RAN INTO a friend named Joseph Mack, who owned a nickelodeon on Dover Street. Mayer had attended Mack’s theater, and occasionally had even taken tickets and worked the box office. Mack told him of a burlesque house that was for sale in Haverhill, on the north bank of the Merrimack River.

Then and now, Haverhill is a blue-collar, working-class town situated about thirty miles from the ocean. It was a thriving mill town by the time of the Civil War, when it manufactured uniforms for the Union army. The Merrimack River, which drops with enough force to generate considerable power, made the town perfect for manufacturing. By 1893, there were more than thirty shoe factories in Haverhill.

The town had a population of 45,000 people in need of cheap entertainment. Of course, those who labored in the mills worked fifty- and sixty-hour weeks, not leaving them a lot of leisure time. But they did have some, and they also had $9 or $10 in their pockets every week. Fishing was a popular pastime, but not appealing to everyone. Some of them were bound to do other things, such as going to the movies, or to the theater.

Not many of them, however, went to the Gem, at 8 Essex Street, just off Washington Square, the theater that Mayer’s friend told him about. It was a six-hundred-seat, run-down, vacant burlesque house, generally considered so disreputable that one longtime Haverhill theater man said that no woman would go within a block of the place. The people of Haverhill also called it “The Garlic Box,” evidently referring to a preponderance of Italian customers. Stories about the Gem were numerous, usually very funny, such as the night the announcer proclaimed “Miss Blanche Fernandez will now sing ‘White Wings.’ “

“Blanche Fernandez is a whore!” yelled someone in the audience.

“Nevertheless, Miss Blanche Fernandez will now sing ‘White Wings.’ ”

“What I saw in front of me wasn’t that dingy theater,” Mayer told a friend thirty years later. “I saw what it could become, and I convinced Margaret that I knew what I was doing. I got the owner down to about half what he was asking, and gave him a hundred dollar bill as a binding down payment.”

Undoubtedly aided by family funds—Haverhill historians believe that investors also included Joe Mack and the Miles Brothers, a film distribution firm that wanted a Haverhill outlet—Mayer took a lease on the place, although he waited until 9:00 P.M. on the day his option expired to put down the rest of the money, which varies between $300 and $600 in the telling. The money bought him six months’ rent in advance. In August 1907, Mayer moved his family to Haverhill, converting the theater manager’s office into a small apartment, and began to work. (The jury-rigged apartment is probably the reason Mayer doesn’t show up in the town directory until 1909—“Mayer, Louis B. Mngr.” at 21 Temple Street. Certainly, a daily commute from Boston, nearly sixty miles round-trip, would have been unworkable.)

He recalled that it took about three months of labor before the theater was ready for the public. “Our only assistant was a lumberyard foreman, a skilled carpenter, who volunteered his services for nothing. He had already given us all the wood we needed with no more security than our word that we would pay the bill when the theater was a success.”

With the help of his brothers, Jerry and Rudolph, and a couple of local painters, he cleaned up the place. While lugging and painting, Mayer would keep a careful eye on a diamond ring he had acquired in his Saint John days. He had cut up a lot of iron with this ring on, he would say, and he had never taken it off nor had it been damaged by flying scrap. Just before the theater opened, he took an employee named Charles Shute on a tour around the theater, radiating pride. He had made this place shine, and he had done it himself.

A new name was mandatory for the old theater, so, on the advice of Joe Mack, Louis called it the Orpheum, which would be devoted to “high-class films … the home of refined amusement devoted to … moving pictures and illustrated songs.”

Mayer took the radical step of raising prices from 5 cents to 10 and 15 cents and of making the theater’s orchestra section for ladies only, to, as he put it, “attract other ladies” because “you tell me how one makes a success in any business without attracting the ladies.”

He couldn’t afford a band, not even a small one, but he wanted something better than a piano, so he compromised with an organ. He hired neighborhood kids to deliver flyers to every house in town, inviting people to come look at the new Orpheum. He hired three women to help Margaret bake cookies for each of the first three days of the open house, and everybody that came was given a pass for the opening week’s film.

The newly reconstituted theater opened on Thanksgiving Day, November 28, 1907. The Orpheum was a hit. The Haverhill Evening Gazette reported that “Throughout the day, a large number of patrons attended, welcoming the change and assuring the new management of a generous support in its new field … The program will be frequently changed as the new reels are received and it is planned to conduct the theater along the same lines as those practiced in the best houses … in the country.” The first feature to be shown at the Orpheum was The Passion Play, at Christmastime, accompanied by religious slides with the organist playing hymns.

Mayer was cautious at first; for a time, he paid the organist and ticket-taker in installments. One employee, a former New York policeman named John “Bodger” Flynn, came right out of The Last Hurrah. Flynn was five feet eight, weighed about 285 pounds, had a shoe shop in Haverhill, and moonlighted as the Orpheum’s bouncer/ticket-taker. If Flynn had a good week at the shoe shop, he’d let his pay for work at the theater slide for a few days.

Haverhill natives soon grew used to seeing the long lines waiting to get into the new cinema. “Many a … girl took the afternoon off from the factory to go to the Orpheum,” remembered Charles Shute. Mayer soon began to show hints of his showman’s personality, the motto for which seemed to be, Always Bigger, Always Better. Less than a year after the Orpheum reopened, he embarked on a major remodeling, and in September 1908, the New Orpheum opened.

The local newspaper reported, “A grand piece of work has been accomplished of which the city as well as Manager Mayer may justly feel proud. It is not a moving picture house enlarged, but an actual theater…. No expense has been spared in making for Haverhill theatergoers a model playhouse…. Louis B. Mayer, prominently identified with local theatrical enterprises, will offer a new and up-to-date line of entertainments of such a class as will speak for itself, no expense to be spared in securing for patrons exactly what they want.” Around the same time, the Mayers moved to 21 Temple Street, then, after a year, to 8 Merrimack Street. The girls finally had a yard to play in.

When other films didn’t repeat the success of The Passion Play, Louis had to do what he did best: convince people. He spoke to every Jewish group in Haverhill, telling them that he had two children of his own and would never show anything at the Orpheum that he would be ashamed to show Edie and Irene. Not only that, he said, but the movies were a good way for new arrivals from Europe to learn American ways, and reading the intertitles could help anyone master English. He pledged money to the Beth Jacob Synagogue, where the Ashkenazi Jews prayed, as well as to the Ahavas Synagogue, where the Sephardic Jews worshipped.

Speaking to a Gentile audience, he explained that the criticism of movies emanated largely from those involved with the legitimate theater, who wanted to drive out the competition. If the people of Haverhill would just give him a chance, he would prove that the movies were an occasion for delight, not danger.

Louis was becoming an A-list celebrity in Haverhill. George C. Elliott, a wealthy bachelor known for his philanthropy and long days at the country club, invited the Mayers to his showplace home. “The day my mother first walked through the door of that house, she thought she’d arrived,” said Irene Mayer Selznick. “This was the top—she never expected to see anything better.”

Mayer was invited to take over the management of the competing New Bijou. “Manager Mayer,” reported the Haverhill Record, “has gained numberless friends since his appearance here a year ago, and those who are acquainted with the New Orpheum have watched its progress from practically nothing to one of the finest playhouses in New England. Everything possible will be done to make the Scenic Temple [Mayer’s name for the New Bijou] as great a success as the New Orpheum.”

“We knew we had to spend money to make money,” said L.B., so he went to Boston and New York looking for touring legitimate shows. The Boston Light Opera came for two weeks; Maude Adams played Peter Pan there, and told her friend William Farnum about the fine time she had had with young Mr. Mayer. As a result, Farnum brought his company of The Littlest Rebel to the Scenic Temple.

Mayer treated actors like visiting royalty and habitually rolled out the red carpet. He brought in Mary Pickford and her delinquent brother, Jack, for a personal appearance. “Mary was a darling,” he remembered. “Everything we asked, she did…. We won’t talk about Jack.” The most cooperative star of them all was Florence Lawrence, the beloved Biograph Girl. She sat in the lobby for hours signing autographs, shaking hands, kissing babies. “A beautiful lady,” said Mayer, who remembered her kindness to a struggling provincial theater manager, and later repaid it many times over.

Actors returned to New York singing the praises of this amazing man, Mayer. He invested his profits in a hotel, where the visiting shows were billeted, thereby getting a piece of all the travel traffic he was creating. He devised theme shows, getting director Sidney Olcott to send him all the films Olcott made on one of his location trips to Ireland, and running nothing else for two weeks. He invested in another theater, then another. Soon there was a chain of six Mayer theaters, each with a specific identity—one might concentrate on westerns, another love stories. Mayer was creating the kind of specific, branded identity that would have to wait eighty years to be widely replicated on cable television.

By 1910, Mayer was looking to do something grander. He enlisted some investors (George Elliott and C. Howard Poor), put together $100,000, and built the Colonial Theater on Emerson Street. Construction began in March 1911, and the new theater opened on December 11. There was a ninety-five-foot lobby finished with old rose and green frescoes, decorated with pictures of the great stars of the day, and boasting a marble staircase. The auditorium held 1,500 patrons and had a thirty-six-foot proscenium arch. Louis was so fond of a painting of a reclining lion that he gave it the place of honor, hanging it over the lobby’s fireplace. Near the entrance was an oil painting of the man who had made it all possible: Louis B. Mayer. The policy was movies and vaudeville, 25 cents a seat.

The Colonial became Haverhill’s showplace, and at the opening ceremonies, Mayer told the first-nighters that “The Colonial is the zenith of my ambition.” Over the years, such future luminaries as Milton Berle, George Burns, and Jack Benny would play the Colonial, not to mention “Hardeen, the Handcuff King.”

On February 11, 1911, just before construction began on the Colonial, Mayer sat down and filled out his “Declaration of Intention,” the first step toward becoming an American citizen. In his flowing, accessible script, he averred that his name was Louis Bert Mayer, that he was twenty-four years old and a theatrical manager. He was five feet seven, weighed 160 pounds, had brown hair and eyes, and had been born in Dumier, Russia, on July 4, 1885. Residing at 21 Temple Street in Haverhill, he renounced all allegiance and fidelity to Edward VII, King of Great Britain, “my father having been a naturalized subject of Great Britain.” Allowing for the slight evasion on his birth date, and the matter of his middle name, it was an accurate petition. (Around the time he arrived in Haverhill he began using the middle name Bert, sometimes spelled Burt, which later became Burton—possibly deriving from a Saint John lawyer named Burton who handled legal matters relating to the Mayer scrap operation. The euphony of the middle name indicates the extent to which respectability was a primary need for Mayer from the very beginning of his career. He would always tell people he liked that they could call him “L.B.”)

On June 24, 1912, Louis Bert Mayer, residing at 2 1/2 Merrimac Street in Haverhill, a married man with two children, occupation listed as “Manager,” became a citizen of the United States of America, sealing a fervent love affair that would never die.

The New Orpheum remained his pet, the one that played the best films he could get, with new stage shows every second or third week. Soon, Mayer was telling people how remarkable he was.

“Mr. Louis B. Mayer,” announced the program for the Colonial Theater for November 21, 1912, “whose inspiration and ambition it was to make grand opera in his home city a possibility, and through whose energy tonight’s performance was made possible, is undoubtedly as well known in Haverhill and its suburbs as any man in public life.” The program went on to extoll Mayer for being “on a plane equal with the most successful of theater men in New England; and Haverhill can boast, among other things, of having a citizen who is to be depended upon for those things which are necessary to enjoyment, with an assurance that everything is of the best.”

The occasion for all this hyperbole was Mayer’s importation of the Boston Opera, the first manifestation of a passion for bringing classical music and operetta to the masses.

Louis wanted success and he was getting it; he wanted class and he would get that too. George Elliott, one of Mayer’s investors, would remember “Louis was a worker. He never sleeps, you know, and he was always scheming up something.” Daniel Shea, who worked for him, noted, “He would spend a dollar anytime if he thought he could get $1.10 back.” By this time, he had the theater business in his bones; he was that rarity, a natural.

Haverhill was a wonderful town, but it seemed to enclose Mayer as he grew more successful. He was already talking about making movies. You could shoot exteriors around Haverhill, he explained, and interiors could be shot right on the stage of the Colonial, with sets his crew could build. When he explained his idea, people looked at him as if he’d lost his mind.

Mayer’s was a family operation as much as possible. His brother Jerry was the manager of the New Orpheum, and Margaret’s brother was the projectionist at the Colonial. Louis’s burgeoning success meant he was able to buy another house, at 27 Hamilton Avenue, formerly a home for nurses.

At the end of 1912, Mayer converted the New Orpheum into a legitimate theater, where he began running a stock company. With backing from investors, he built the Broadway Theater in Lawrence, Massachusetts. The opening was by invitation only, and the millworkers with their dimes got nowhere as the carriage trade swept past them with their invitations. The millworkers got mad and didn’t come back, and neither did the carriage trade. One local businessman said that Louis lost $80,000 on the theater. It was one of the few failures he had during this period, which included opening theaters in Lynn, Brockton, Manchester, and Lowell. There were also trips back north to visit family and friends and tend whatever business interests he still had there.

An old Saint John chum named David Perkins became the juvenile for the Mayer stock company for the 1913-14 season at the New Orpheum. This was the golden era of theater, at least in terms of density—there were dozens of road shows touring every year, and about 250 resident stock companies. Mayer invariably secured the best plays as soon as they were available for stock, and that winter of 1913-14, the opening play of the Mayer stock company was David Belasco’s The Charity Ball.

Irene and Edie were regular attendees of the stock company performances, always at Saturday matinees. Margaret Mayer used to come to the Colonial once or twice a week and check the box office statements. She always came in the evening, and she would always call the sitter at home, usually inquiring, “How are my babies?”

That winter, David Perkins caught pneumonia, and Mayer had the receipts for Christmas Day given to him. Perkins never forgot the gesture, and when he was an old man he remembered, “That shows the caliber of Mayer. He stood by his friends…. When he gave his friendship, he did so with no strings. As an executive administrator, he was a genius.”

The Mayer stock company was run on the highest level of the trade. “The scenery was of the best for each play, done by a very capable scenic artist, while the players were experienced actors with reputations,” Perkins remembered many years later. “Many a Broadway play of today in production values fails to surpass those of the resident winter stocks of 1900 to 1915.”

Salaries were small—Mayer paid Perkins $45 for the entire season, but that was enough for him to support his wife and two children back home in Portland, Maine, as well as put $5 to $10 aside for his savings.

A Broadway producer named Jack Welch developed a lucrative trade in road companies of Broadway shows, although his troupes were too high-priced for Mayer. But Welch liked Mayer and made a practice of allowing him to book his companies into Haverhill at the end of a tour for a cut price, so Louis could make some money.

Years later, Welch fell on hard times and found a sinecure at MGM, where Mayer gave him a position in the production department, a job that involved Welch reading the Racing Form. Still later, Welch’s son, also named Jack, got a stock acting contract.

It was often said that Louis B. Mayer never forgave a slight; it could also be said that he never forgot a kindness.

Success agreed with Mayer, enabling him to live up to his own idea of himself. Besides his activities in New England, in 1913 Mayer formed the Louis B. Mayer Company of Pennsylvania for the purpose of “establishing and maintaining theater and opera houses.” His partners were Samuel Johns, Nan Haley, and Edgar Pershing, all residents of Pennsylvania. Mayer himself was still residing in Haverhill, and he held thirty of the forty shares of preferred stock issued by the company. The capitalization was only $5,000, so it’s possible that the operation was more speculative than actual.

He also incorporated the Louis B. Mayer Co. in New York in January 1913, “to conduct general amusement business in New York City, U.S. and Canada … purchase, lease, license, sell, produce, manage, operate and exhibit plays, dramas, operas, musicals.” The initial capitalization for this company was only $2,000. The capitalization would be increased to $25,000, then, in November 1922, to $500,000, as the company’s producing activities solidified around movies, and the offices moved from the Fitzgerald Building at 1482 Broadway to the Longacre Building at 1470 Broadway. (The company’s name would be changed to Louis B. Mayer Productions, Inc., as of November 1920, before it was dissolved in June 1926.)

Mayer’s daughter Edith would remember accompanying him on a business trip to New York around this time. “He wasn’t like Little Father [her nickname for him] any more. He sounded tougher, he was doing business and I’d never seen him like that … I guess I saw him get more sure of himself, and I guess I realized overnight that he’s a very important man.”

Sarah Mayer had made at least one visit to Haverhill, so had an opportunity to see what a success her son Louis was making of his life. Brother Rudy—or Ruby, as he was known in Saint John—was briefly part of the expanding operation, but Rudy wasn’t like his brother; he was flashier, more concerned with the quick score than the carefully constructed foundation, and always carried the slight odor of the disreputable around with him. Rudy was quickly hustled out of the way.

In the second week of October 1913, Mayer was informed that his mother’s health was failing. She had been suffering from gall bladder disease. Mayer hired a private railroad car to get the family to Saint John, bringing with him his own doctor as well as a Montreal surgeon. Surgery was performed, but there were complications. Ida Mayer’s daughter, Ruth, remembered the dying woman saying in Yiddish, “I shall be crossing a great sea. And I shall never come back.”

“Do not grieve, Louis,” she told him. “We must all die sooner or later. Now it’s my turn. I wish I could have stayed a little longer, so I could see you do the big things I know you are capable of doing. But I will watch over you. I will know all about you and your work. And I will wait for you.”

That, at least, was what Mayer would tell people Sarah Mayer told him as she lay dying. That belief and the vision it outlined—the primacy of blood relations, the dead watching over the living—would inform his belief system and many of the films he would oversee.

Sarah Mayer died on October 14 and was buried in the Jewish cemetery of Saint John. Years later, after her son had relocated to California, he inquired about having her body exhumed and sent to California so the family could be united, at least in death, but the conservative congregation refused, angering Mayer. After that, he generally refused to contribute to the Saint John Temple, although he subsidized a considerable marker for his mother’s grave.

Sarah Meltzer Mayer was buried beneath a large monument that reads:

Sarah
Wife of Jacob Mayer
Born Nov. 14, 1851
Died Oct. 14, 1913
Rest in Peace O Mother
Sleep Within Our Hearts

Louis was completely devastated. If anybody asked about his mother, Mayer would say, “Only God was more important to me than her.” “No kind of emotion in his life ever matched the grief he felt at her death,” said his daughter Irene. “Every victory of his brought with it a pang that she was not there to share it, and that his money had come too late to save her.”

For the rest of his life, a portrait of Sarah Mayer hung over her son’s bed; for the rest of his life, Louis invested great religious power in her memory, and in her image. Irene Mayer believed that, had her grandmother lived a full life, long enough to see her boy become the emperor of Hollywood, his emotional development would have been considerably different. Had Louis been nine, say, rather than twenty-nine when his mother died, she undoubtedly would have been right, but he was a grown man, married with children; L. B. Mayer’s character was formed long before Sarah Mayer’s death.

The loss of Sarah increased his devotion to Margaret. His beloved mother had once knelt on the floor and kissed the hem of Margaret’s dress. The torch, you might say, had been passed. To the role of wife and mother of their children was now added the role of mother of her husband. “I do things in a day that maybe aren’t right,” he would say. “I make mistakes. I come home tired. I look in her eyes. Whatever I think of myself, it comes out all right. I am forgiven everything. I start fresh. I am cleansed. If she loves me, I’m a good man. It’s not that she’s smart; I don’t know what it is. Can you have intuition without being smart? It’s her intuition that counts.”

Mayer knew that the true entrepreneur never stops with an initial success; momentum needs to be encouraged, and if others aren’t willing to do the grunt work, you have to do it yourself. Charles Shute remembered that one day at a Mayer theater, the projectionist didn’t show up. The manager put in an SOS call, and in about five minutes, L.B. walked in, went up to the booth, and ran the entire afternoon show himself without ever telling the manager he was there.

The Colonial continued to prosper; Fred and Adele Astaire would perform there, as did the great Bill Robinson. But L.B. still had a sense that the movies were his future; he gingerly stuck his toe in the movie business and formed the American Feature Film Company. Mayer was pyramiding companies at this point, expanding in all directions. In Saint John he had bought and sold wholesale, and now in America he was discovering that he had a knack for retail as well. Louis B. Mayer was learning firsthand that what he wanted to sell, the public also wanted to buy—a reciprocal bond that would form the foundation of an empire.

The American Feature Film Company bought the New England rights to the first six pictures produced by a new outfit called the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company. The Squaw Man, their first film, was co-directed by an enterprising young actor named Cecil B. DeMille. “I guaranteed quality, wholesome films,” said Mayer. “And I gave them what I promised.” It was one more immersion in learning what people actually paid to see—not what they said they wanted, but what they actually wanted—a discipline in putting bodies into seats that served as an invaluable training for all the early moguls.

Charles Shute remembered the night Mayer ran The Squaw Man for the first time. It was after hours, and the vaudeville performers and stagehands were invited to sit down and watch the reputedly splendid new picture. “We all gave it the ahs and gee whizz’es because none of us had ever seen anything like it before,” remembered Shute. “Mrs. Mayer commented several times regarding the photography. Mr. Mayer said, ‘They say this is the coming form of entertainment.’ “

Mayer paid $4,000 for the New England rights; until the day he died, Sam Goldwyn, treasurer and sales manager of the Lasky Company, swore that Mayer only paid half of the money he had promised to pay, the beginning of a lifelong enmity between the two men. Also contributing was a tactless remark Mayer had made when Jesse Lasky asked what he thought of the impending marriage between Goldwyn and Lasky’s sister, Blanche. “I would rather attend your sister’s funeral than her marriage to that so and so,” Mayer replied.

The Squaw Man did well for Mayer and his partners, but George Elliott remembered that it was another DeMille picture, Brewster’s Millions, that was the real gold mine. It played for several weeks at the Colonial, with sub-runs at other theaters. The Lasky pictures made a handsome profit for Louis and his partners.

Throughout this period, the extended Mayer family was mostly out of sight, although Mayer’s employees would see an occasional visitor from Saint John. Rudy would come down and widen everybody’s eyes when he went out of his way to flash a roll that consisted of better than $2,000—several years’ salary for that period. By 1913, the Mayer boys were doing well enough to enable their father to retire.

L.B.’s usual uniform consisted of a dark suit, a knee-length black coat with silk lapels, and a derby hat. But he still thought economically whenever possible. When he went to New York for meetings and deals, he liked to pass out good cigars. The price was usually 10 cents, or three for a quarter, but occasionally they’d go on sale for 5 cents, and when that happened L.B. would send his employees out to canvas all the drugstores in the area and buy as many as they could find. That way, he could take an entire box of cigars with him to New York.

The beginnings of L. B. Mayer’s wealth derived from his purchase of the New England rights to The Birth of a Nation. D. W. Griffith’s masterpiece was distributed in a haphazard fashion that involved subleasing the film in neighborhoods while the film’s producers and primary distributors, the Epoch Corporation, would roadshow the film at the same time, sometimes in the same town. Why? Because Epoch received 60 percent of revenues from the road show and only 33 1/3 percent from conventional distribution.

“Not only was this insane, it was probably illegal,” says Griffith scholar Russell Merritt. “What saved the situation was that there was so much money being made nobody cared.” Just from the road shows, from March 1915 to July 1916, The Birth of a Nation earned receipts of nearly $3 million, with a net profit of $1.449 million. The Aitken brothers, Harry and Roy, the film’s producers, also pocketed $237,000 from the sale of state’s rights to Mayer and a few other entrepreneurs. Griffith’s 37 percent royalty amounted to $485,182 for this period, while author Thomas Dixon made $438,137.

Harry Aitken was a dervish of deals, and he couldn’t keep his figures straight. At various times, he reported that Mayer had paid either $25,000 plus 10 percent of the gross, or $50,000 plus half the net. Associate producer Roy Aitken reported that Mayer, in concert with one Daniel Stoneham, offered $50,000 for the New England rights to the picture, half up front, with a 50-50 profit split once his costs had been recouped. He was consistent about one thing only—Mayer never sent him a dime of any percentage monies.

Mayer’s own version of the deal, as he recalled it ten years later for Lillian Gish, was that “I pawned everything I owned—my house, my insurance, even my wife’s wedding ring—just to get the New England states’ rights. Since then, everything’s been very pleasant. If it hadn’t been for D. W. Griffith, The Birth and you, I’d still be in Haverhill.” The figure he remembered paying was $55,000.

Actually, the deal seems to have been far more clear-cut than the Aitkens claimed. Mayer formed a company called Master Photoplays—he owned 25 percent of it and paid $50,000 down against 10 percent of the net after Mayer paid off his investment. Boston was excluded from Mayer’s territory until September 12, as the Aitkens had that area for themselves until then.

In his first year of handling the film, Mayer sent Epoch $15,000 for their 10 percent of the profits. The year after that, he paid only $1,500. Mayer always said that his company made a million dollars off the picture, 25 percent of which was his, indicating he radically underpaid Epoch. However much Mayer ended up with, it was the foundation of his fortune—and his future.


Chapter THREE

IN 1914, Al Lichtman, former sales manager of Adolph Zukor’s Famous Players, had organized Alco Films, dividing ownership among various local film exchanges in the country, among them Richard Rowland in Pittsburgh and Louis B. Mayer in Boston. Lichtman’s plan was to tie up the leading theaters in every key city—the same idea that would be brought to fruition after World War I by the formation of the First National Exhibitor’s Circuit.

As was typical of that time—the show business equivalent of the Wild West—Alco started with flourishes and high hopes. Among its films were Mack Sennett’s Tillie’s Punctured Romance, Michael Strogoff with Jacob Adler, and Olga Petrova in The Vampire.

By the end of the year, however, the receiver was at the door—Walter Seely, Alco’s managing partner, had drained off cash reserves into companies set up to avoid the new income tax. Alco failed, but the group had meshed. Besides that, they now had an effective distribution and exhibition group, lacking only a mechanism to supply product. They decided to stay together.

In January 1915, in a meeting in Parlor B at the Claridge Hotel in New York City, the shareholders reorganized as the Metro Pictures Corporation. Richard Rowland, a lurid fashion plate who favored green gabardine, purple socks and shoes, diamonds and sapphires, was chosen as president, Mayer was secretary, and the counsel was J. Robert Rubin, who was representing the creditors of Alco. Capitalization was $300,000. Metro subcontracted with independent producers for their supply of motion pictures. Metro’s plan was to release one feature per week costing between $15,000 and $20,000. The company’s first picture, Satan Sanderson, was released in May.

Of all of Mayer’s associates in Metro, it was J. Robert Rubin who would play the most critical role in his life. Rubin was born in 1882, attended Syracuse University and Law School, after which he became an assistant district attorney, then went to work in the New York police department. A friend was appointed a receiver for Alco, and he hired Rubin to do some legal work on the bankruptcy. It was there that he met Mayer, and as Mayer’s professional activities increased, Rubin became his lawyer.

Rubin was the sort of Jew that Mayer admired: tall, handsome, elegant—everything, in short, that Mayer was not. “Mayer looked up to him and vastly respected him,” said Mayer’s secretary. Rubin became Mayer’s lifelong partner, and the man who gave him entrée to the most crucial alliance of his life.

Mayer knew that The Birth of a Nation was its own star, but he also knew that the movie had made a couple of stars, and that the business was changing. When L.B. had bought the Gem, people had gone to movies without knowing who was in them, more or less on the basis of the title, or the story, or just because they liked to watch the pictures moving on the screen.

But Mayer and Adolph Zukor were among the first to realize that a picture could be sold—or, even better, presold—on the basis of the star who was appearing in it. Zukor had begun the Famous Players Film Corporation in 1912 and had a great success with Sarah Bernhardt’s Queen Elizabeth, which led him to sign Mary Pickford and set up an entire company (Artcraft) solely for the release of her pictures. Zukor always had expansionist instincts, and soon merged Famous Players with the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Film Company, the equal partners behind what would become Paramount Pictures.

“If we had a popular star we made a little money and we could build the star up by making more and more pictures,” was the way L.B. later described the phenomenon. “The real business of making movies … became the business of making idols for the public to love and worship and to identify with. Everything else was secondary.”

Metro’s most valuable star was probably Francis X. Bushman, a barrel-chested matinee idol of the old school who was slotted to make one feature a month. A few months after signing Bushman, the studio also signed Beverly Bayne, Bushman’s mistress and co-star at Essanay. The pair set to work, but soon grew dissatisfied with the quality of the scripts they were getting; at one point, late in 1915, Bushman was advertising in The Moving Picture World magazine for “scenarios for Francis X. Bushman…. Good, strong subjects as vehicles for the greatest star of the screen. Stories of romance and stories of adventure are especially desired…. Subject and treatment must be clean and wholesome.”

Metro sought to put Bushman’s complaints about material to rest by producing a lavish adaptation of Romeo and Juliet. It proved popular, but then Metro undercut the duo’s prestige by announcing that the succeeding Bushman Bayne project would be a serial called The Great Secret.

Shortly thereafter, Bushman triumphantly committed career suicide when he announced that he was leaving his wife and five children to marry Bayne. By August 1918, Variety reported that “The Mall and Alhambra theaters in Cleveland, Ohio, announced that they would no longer run pictures in which Bushman and Bayne appeared, clearly implying the recent marriage of the two was the reason for the decision.”

The primary Metro studio was on 61st and Broadway, a cavernous, two-hundred foot-long space over a garage. The stage was in the middle of the room, while offices circled the walls. Mayer’s office was on West 45th, and Edie Mayer remembered that her father would storm the sixteen blocks to the studio as if embarking on a military campaign, ignoring traffic lights at the risk of his life and exhausting anybody who was walking with him.

Mayer’s primary business partner at this time was Nathan Gordon, with whom he had a number of things in common. Gordon was also a native of Russia, who came to America at the age of seventeen. Although he was Jewish, he was notably unobservant. As his son, William, would remember, “It came as a complete surprise to me that I was Jewish. My father and Mayer could avoid Temple together, if you know what I mean.”

Gordon and Mayer formed the Gordon-Mayer Theatrical Company, which booked vaudeville talent for Gordon’s theaters and distributed Metro’s pictures in New England. Gordon was one of the largest exhibitors in the Northeast, and he had been forced into production by the fact that there weren’t enough top-of-the-line movies being made. But he didn’t like the people production forced him to deal with.

“My father was a typical bourgeois,” remembered William Gordon. “The theater business wasn’t formal enough for him. Some people he admired on the screen, but couldn’t do business with. Chaplin, for instance; he couldn’t stand him personally. Father was a banker; the sooner he could put on banking clothes, the more relaxed he was. Louis he regarded as perhaps overenthusiastic but an honorable man, far more than most of the people in the business.”

Nate and Louis were also bound together by the fact that their wives became close friends. Gordon’s wife liked Mayer, even though she would often parody his melodramatic responses to events. They were a happy foursome professionally and socially; Nate Gordon was puritanical, emphatically not one of the boys, and would never have overlooked dalliances on the part of his partner.

“He and my father made a lot of deals on the phone,” remembered William Gordon. “I’d be there, listening to the call. They could always decide things without writing or lawyers, even major expenditures involving corporations. A deal was a deal, and they trusted each other. It was always ‘Nate’ and ‘Louis.’ “

The men became even closer when Nate Gordon’s wife, Sally, began a drive to build a Jewish hospital in Boston. For Louis, this was a chance to alleviate some of the guilt over the death of his mother, who had died in a non Jewish hospital. L.B. pledged money to Sally Gordon’s project and became a director in 1915. On the same board he met Colman Levin, a carpet manufacturer who would often take vacations with Mayer in Palm Beach and invested funds in some of L.B.’s early enterprises.

People in the business didn’t know what to make of this bumptious, inquisitive young man. He would hover around the New York office of Universal, asking pointed questions. One day, Universal’s sales manager told Vice President Robert Cochrane he was vaguely disturbed about Mayer’s questions, that he was fairly sure he was sniffing around because he was planning to go into production and wanted to steal some actors. Cochrane said to give Mayer the salaries of people they didn’t want to keep, suggesting that perhaps he might even want to exaggerate their earnings.

Mayer and his family relocated to Boston, at 501 Boylston Street, in the Brookline district, close to the John D. Runkle school. As with all the other homes they lived in, the girls shared a single room and, until their teens, a single bed. L.B. wanted his girls to be friendly but aloof, not to trust anyone outside the clan. Above all, they were to tell their mother everything: “It is a sin,” Margaret told her girls, “to keep a secret from your mother.”

Edie was not a pretty girl—she would get better-looking as she aged. She had a sharp face, small eyes, and thin lips. Irene was far more attractive, overtly resembling her mother. Edie was willful and vain, and her father took her at her own lofty valuation: dainty and feminine, where Irene was more of an aloof tomboy. L.B. called Edie “Edi-La” throughout his life.

Mayer was an attentive father. He taught his girls how to row a boat, how to fish, how to drive a buggy. They were given the Book of Knowledge and the Golden Treasury, but anything other than these and a few other sanctioned texts drew disapproval. When he went to New York on business, he would make sure to bring back some of the deep chocolate ice cream the girls loved.

What he wanted was girls who would be useful to themselves and the men in their lives; he showed Irene how to play pinochle, and how to change a flat tire, but he drew the line at summer camp. Why go to a camp full of strangers and germs when they could stay at home, safe and surrounded by love? As for school, the occasional B was met by frowns. Expectations were high and achievement had to equal expectation. Once he took Irene to the World Series. Irene didn’t understand the game, and L.B. hadn’t taken the time to explain it to her beforehand. He grew irritated. Where was what he called her “instant grasp”?

Despite the enforced proximity, Irene and Edie were essentially incompatible. Edie liked clothes and makeup and romance; for her future, she had designs on acting or interior decoration. Irene was serious about art and literature and wanted to go to Wellesley and become a doctor or scientist.

“They were such different people,” remembered Budd Schulberg, who knew the girls as adolescents. “Irene was forceful, almost mannish. She did everything well. For instance, she was a big, strong tennis player. Edith was just the opposite, a little hothouse flower, sweet and soft and delicate. They had nothing in common, could not have been more different. Even as children, they didn’t relate to each other very much, although I don’t remember the enmity that developed later.”

A friend who knew both girls and their father in later years believed that Mayer “handled Irene and Edie the same way he handled everybody else: divide and conquer.” Each girl was particularly cognizant of the other, and of the ever-present question of who would be Dad’s favorite. Most people believed it was Edi-La. “He worshipped the ground she walked on,” said Jack Cummings, Mayer’s nephew. Others believed that the question was moot, because, as they saw it, the only person L.B. ever really loved, beside his mother, was himself.

At home, Margaret would relax by playing the piano, picking out a tune from sheet music one finger at a time and singing softly to herself. “She had the same kind of serenity I beheld when she blessed the candles at sunset each Friday night,” remembered Irene. While Maggie played the piano, L.B. would read the newspapers (he had no patience for fiction). He was partial to Hearst’s Boston American because of columnist Arthur Brisbane, who Mayer thought was superb and beyond criticism.

For Margaret, Louis was her Lord and Master. For Louis, Margaret was his Maggie, the woman he put on a pedestal. In every sense, it was a successful Victorian marriage—each put the other first within their respective domains, each backed the other completely.

The entire house was geared to L.B. What would his mood be? What had happened at the office? Had he talked to any stars? L.B. always brought the office home with him, pouring out his successes and frustrations so that his family could better appreciate his struggles, his acumen. Although he was a young man, his demeanor was oracular; he talked a lot about just rewards, sowing and reaping. Maggie and the girls were expected to sit in reverent, appreciative silence; spontaneous conversation was not encouraged.

Occasionally, he even brought home an authentic movie star, as when Francis X. Bushman magically appeared at their front door. Bushman tended to strike poses rather than act, but he was a smiling grand seigneur all the same. “He was the very first movie star I ever met,” remembered Irene Mayer Selznick. “What a magnanimous man he seemed—so big, with an enormous amethyst ring on his little finger. I recall thinking, ‘My husband shall wear an enormous amethyst.’ “

Metro’s pictures were popular for a time, but Louis was already becoming impatient with helping to run somebody else’s company. His primary quality, even then, was intensity, the enthusiasm that was the flip side of his temper. Mayer would come to credit the purgative function of his short fuse for his general health and boundless energy. He held nothing back, saved nothing for himself—what you saw was what you got.

Show business, he had come to believe, could not be a question of the lowest common denominator. It should be a diversion, of course, but also a potent force, a profound moral influence—if only the people in charge would treat it that way. And if show business and the movies were important, the idea of America was even more important. Americans, he said, took their riches for granted. They should be as proud of their country as he was.

It was all exhilarating and also exhausting. Even when he relaxed, it was with a driving singleness of purpose. “I’m not sure I always liked my father,” remembered Irene, “but I admired him and loved him. And I wanted desperately to please him.”

There was dissension within Metro. As Robert Rubin would recall, “Mayer’s idea was that the so-called ‘program pictures’ produced by the members of the Metro group for about $15,000 each were on the way out and that the future was for so-called ‘specials.’ Rowland, who was president of Metro from the start, opposed this idea, and upon this point he and Mayer broke.”

In 1917, a group of exhibitors, infuriated by the block-booking practices of Famous Players-Lasky, formed their own production and distribution company, which they dubbed First National. For subscribing a given amount, each franchise holder got the rights to the First National pictures in their designated territory. The only way for the company to survive was to make a big splash in a hurry, and that they did, signing Mary Pickford and Charlie Chaplin, thus achieving instant credibility.

Mayer and Nate Gordon, under the name of the Gordon-Mayer Film Corp., with offices at 35 Piedmont Street in Boston, became the franchise holder in their area, handling First National films such as Shoulder Arms and Daddy Long Legs, not to mention less prestigious titles such as Kiss or Kill and Unpainted Woman.

There was a process of consolidation and filtering going on. The early movie studios—Vitagraph, Biograph—had often been run by WASPs who lacked the entrepreneurial spirit. Griffith had to leave Biograph to fulfill his expansive, grandiloquent vision, and Vitagraph never employed a top-notch filmmaker. The studios that would define and dominate the future of American movies were run by men named Zukor, Goldwyn, Mayer, and Fox (né Fuchs)—all Jews from Eastern Europe, all brilliant at expanding manufacturing and distribution. Because of their background, and their immigrant’s adoration of America, which would give them fame and riches, each of them believed in elemental values that needed only to be beautifully costumed. And they knew that people are mostly interested in other people, especially if they are beautiful, especially if they are stars.

For a few months in 1917, Mayer also distributed the product of L. J. Selznick’s Select Pictures in New England, but Select was failing, weighed down by more than a quarter-million dollars of debt. Mayer didn’t like Selznick’s gambling, he didn’t like Selznick’s drinking, and he didn’t like the way Selznick slept around and neglected his family, including his sons, David and Myron. Mayer got out of the distribution deal, and blamed Selznick for the failure of his company. “Watch what I say,” he said, “watch and see what happens to him. There is no firm foundation. Things must be built stone by stone.”

By this time, Mayer and his associates were familiarly known as “the pawn-brokers,” indicating their perceived lowly status, their hard-driving ways, and the pervasive anti-Semitism that surrounded them. If Mayer knew of the contemptuous epithet—and he almost certainly did, for nothing escaped him—it would only have caused him to redouble his efforts. Distributing and exhibiting other people’s films only put a small percentage of the proceeds in his pocket. Distribution was safe, but production was where the glory—and the money—really were.

He would show them. He would show them all.

Anita Stewart began acting at Vitagraph while still a student at Brooklyn’s Erasmus High School. Stewart’s patrician quality soon made her Vitagraph’s most profitable acting property, and she became the idol of millions of young girls, including Irene and Edie Mayer, who cut out the Anita Stewart paper dolls that were published in Ladies’ World magazine.

Sniffing around for a star on which he could hang his projected Louis B. Mayer Productions, Louis settled on Stewart, whose contract with Vitagraph was due to expire at the end of January 1918. With that sense of an opening that would never fail him, Mayer was introduced to Stewart by a man she remembered only as “Toby the Hunchback,” a newspaper boy who was her most ardent fan. Toby would beg pictures from Stewart’s secretary and give them away at large public gatherings, the better to spread the gospel of his adored star.

At some point, Toby became one of Mayer’s circle, and made it a point to meet Mayer at the train every time he came to New York from Boston. Stewart seems to have been a genuinely kind woman with a trusting nature, and the fact that Toby had admiration and confidence in Mayer carried a great deal of weight. (Years later, when Toby died of pneumonia, Mayer paid for his funeral.)

When Mayer returned from his first meeting with Stewart in Atlantic City, he was exuberant. “I met her, I met her!” he yelled. “And I danced with her, too! She was a princess! She carried a wand in her hand! You should have seen us! What a picture! Everybody was talking about me.”

“You know what they were saying?” asked his secretary, playing the Eve Arden part.

“What were they saying?”

“They were saying, ‘Who’s the funny little kike with Anita Stewart?’ “

In the summer of 1917, Stewart began to be regularly indisposed, and Vitagraph’s production of her films slowed, then stopped entirely. On September 15, it was announced in the trade papers that “Louis B. Mayer of Boston” had signed Stewart to a long-term contract. Anita Stewart Productions, Inc., was incorporated on September 1, with capital stock worth $1 million, and a board of directors including L. B. Mayer, Rudolph Cameron (Stewart’s husband), J. Robert Rubin, and Nate Gordon as chairman.

Louis knew that, when it comes to seducing actors, money was not always enough; vanity had to be appealed to. Anita Stewart Productions, Inc. was too much for the actress to resist. The new company would put Stewart on the same plateau as Pickford and Norma Talmadge.

But Vitagraph sued over the work slowdown, charging that Stewart had shortchanged them under her old contract, and that Mayer had tried to “induce Anita Stewart to break her contract.” The judge ruled that every day lost because of the legal battle over Stewart would be added to the end of her Vitagraph contract, which pushed the expiration of her deal to September 1918. Stewart returned to Vitagraph to knock off two more pictures, while Mayer began scouting around for suitable story material.

According to a Vitagraph financial statement, Stewart was no commercial prize. A 1917 release entitled The Girl Philippa lost nearly $20,000, which would indicate that either Vitagraph was foolishly trying to keep a money-losing star, or it was cooking the books.

Mayer’s signing of Stewart displeased Richard Rowland, the head of Metro. Rowland was sick of Mayer’s agitating for bigger and better movies, for spending more money. And now Mayer had gone and signed a big movie star for himself, not for the company he was a part of. As a result, Mayer resigned from Metro.

Mayer and Vitagraph finally came to a settlement under which Mayer paid off Vitagraph—Robert Rubin’s memory was $75,000—and took over the uncompleted pictures Stewart had started, in order to be rid of her old contract. To point up the family-quarrel aspect of the early film business, Stewart didn’t actually start filming for Anita Stewart Productions until August of 1918, and when she did, it was in a studio Mayer rented from Vitagraph!

The Mayers were gathering momentum and gaining status. L.B. spent $2,500 for another house in Brookline, one that was on the edge of the high-priced neighborhood. Back home in Canada, Rudolph had relocated to Montreal and was running a steel company, a wrecking company, and a railway company, with Jerry as his partner. Ida, Louis’s favorite sister—whose temperament was nearly as effusive as his—was in Boston, married to a dull man Mayer didn’t like.

In Europe, World War I had been raging for some time. When, by mid-1918, most of the scripts L.B. was reading were war stories, he became nervous; he had a feeling the war wouldn’t last much longer, and he didn’t want to be stuck with an inventory of war pictures when the public suddenly tired of the genre.

As Robert Rubin would remember, “Everybody told Mayer that now that he had a great star for his own picture, he didn’t have to bother with a story or production, but he paid a sizable sum [about $15,000] for a magazine story by Owen Johnson called ‘Virtuous Wives.’ “

Mayer hired George Loane Tucker to direct, and the excellent Ernest Palmer to photograph. In support of Anita Stewart were Conway Tearle and a character actress named Hedda Hopper. “When he was finished,” said Rubin, “he put on a phenomenal advertising campaign, taking a solid block of thirty-six pages of advertising in one trade paper. People in the business thought he was mad and that he would surely go broke right off.”

But Louis felt sure he was right—his model would be bread-and-butter program pictures, sold as if they were The Birth of a Nation. “Don’t worry, Bob, you’ll see,” he told Rubin. “This is going to pay off.”

“Mayer,” said Bob Rubin, “had foresight and courage, the essentials of a good showman.” L. B. Mayer had found the thing he was put on earth to do. Virtuous Wives, Mayer’s first personal production, opened at the Strand Theater in New York on December 29, 1918.

The printed program provided to patrons offered this encomium: “Mr. Louis Mayer presents Miss Anita Stewart in a series of new productions designed for the better theaters. Miss Anita Stewart and her company will interpret only famous plays or widely read stories by well-known contemporary authors. Each subject’s title will have a box office appeal at the better theaters second only to that of the star’s name.” The reviews for Virtuous Wives weren’t great, but they weren’t awful either, and business was good. Louis had guessed right, as he usually did.

In the trade press, Stewart’s salary had been announced as $1,000 a week plus 10 percent of the profits, but that was a diversion. Her deal with Mayer was actually considerably richer than that, but not impossibly so—Stewart was to be paid $80,000 per picture plus a percentage for the first six pictures, with an option for six more at $100,000 and a percentage. The contract was for three years, with an option for another two years.

The honeymoon didn’t last long. “I was completely happy at the Vitagraph,” Stewart would remember, “and have often felt that I made my best pictures there, but Mr. Mayer promised me better parts, better directors, more money—really the moon…. I have often wondered since if it would not have been better if I had remained with Vitagraph in dear old Brooklyn.

“Working for Mr. Mayer was not like working at the Vitagraph. There we were like one big happy family. Here, it was all work and no play and I guess I was a little spoiled and found it difficult to accept the strenuous routine.”

Stewart’s feelings of nostalgia were understandable but pointless; by the end of World War I, the business was steadily heading west, and Vitagraph would slowly asphyxiate. From the vantage point of the early 1950s, Stewart damned Mayer with faint praise: “Although we did have some differences of opinion, I have always had the greatest respect for his foresight and ability.”

During 1918, Edie Mayer came down with the deadly Spanish flu that was sweeping the world, but she gradually recovered. As a result, Mayer wanted to get his family to a healthier environment. Virtuous Wives had been made in New York, but he couldn’t supervise a sustainable flow of productions commuting from Boston to his office on West 45th Street. There was only one solution: go West, young man.

“It is with a tinge of regret that I am leaving the East this time, for it means taking my very home with me,” he told the Exhibitor’s Herald. “It is because I have set a standard of motion picture production so high that I am afraid to trust the reaching of that standard entirely to others…. I have stinted on nothing—money, time nor energy…. I have consistently held to my policy of combining the great star, great play, great director and great cast.”

L.B. announced that he was forming Louis B. Mayer Productions in Los Angeles, with the highly doubtful capitalization of $5 million, and he was planning to sell off his theaters in New England in order to consolidate—and raise money for—his production activities. (In association with Nate Gordon, Mayer now owned pieces of about fifty theaters throughout the area, including several in Boston.)

In the annual industry yearbook, there was a feature depicting the hobbies of major industry figures. There were caricatures of such people as William Fox (golfing), Cecil B. DeMille (flying), and Jesse Lasky (boxing). Louis B. Mayer is depicted standing firmly, holding tiny little movie stars in each hand, while at his feet, another one waits to be picked up.

(For eighty-odd years, it’s been thought that at the same time L.B. was making a respectable series of features with a major star, he was double-dipping in exploitation by making a cheapjack version of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde with the character actor Sheldon Lewis, competing with Paramount’s lavish John Barrymore version. But the historian Richard Roberts has discovered that the Sheldon Lewis version was produced by a man named Louis Meyer, the head of Virginia Pearson Photoplays. He produced two films with Pearson in 1919, and when they failed, he produced the quickie version of Jekyll and Hyde with Lewis, who was married to Pearson. The confusion stemmed from two articles in the Moving Picture World in 1920 that listed J. Charles Haydon, the director of the Sheldon Lewis film, as Charles J. Hayden and Louis Meyer as Louis Mayer—film history distorted by a typo.)

Beneath the tussling vaudeville, Louis was engaged in climbing a very slippery slope with a remarkable degree of sure-handed skill. “He made his first success as a theater owner,” said his nephew Gerald Mayer. “Then he became a distributor, and then he realized that if you made your own product, you were in a better position than someone who didn’t. This is very rational thinking; beneath the turbulent surface emotions he was an extremely rational man.”

In 1918 Hollywood was nothing more than a village. There were no parking meters, and very little smog (the Indians referred to the San Fernando Valley as the “valley of smoke” long before the arrival of the automobile). It was provincial and charming, and virtually every day you could see all the way to Santa Catalina Island. The corner of Hollywood and Vine was marked by a large orange grove, and one block down was the Lasky Studio, with its front entrance lined by a row of pepper trees. At the corner of Hollywood and Highland was the Hollywood Hotel, a glorified theatrical boarding house, with a large veranda that held rows of rocking chairs. In the early days, it was the town’s nerve center.

It felt like a small town that had been invaded by a genial carnival. Working actors walked down the streets in greasepaint makeup, and actors who weren’t working did the same thing, trying to create the impression that they were employed.

On Sundays, people would dine at a restaurant called Victor Hugo’s, then go to the Orpheum in Los Angeles to see the weekly vaudeville show. Likewise, the Mason Opera House was always crowded, and the visits of the D’Oyly Carte company brought out every Englishman within a hundred miles to luxuriate in Gilbert and Sullivan.

The William Selig Studio had been constructed in Edendale, at Glendale Boulevard and Clifford Street, in 1909. In 1911, Selig began moving the entire studio to thirty-two acres off Mission Road in Lincoln Park—a narrow, winding, semirural neighborhood. The studio was seven hundred by six hundred feet, shaped like a wedge, and was actually only half a studio; the other half held the remnants of the Selig Zoo. The animals were used in Selig’s films and were available for rent to other filmmakers—elephants cost $200 a day, monkeys $25 to $50 a day. By 1915, the Selig Zoo held seven hundred different species, but many of the animals died in a severe storm that washed over the zoo. By the early 1920s, most of the zoo was liquidated, and the ones that were left were donated to the city—the birth of the Los Angeles Zoo.

The north end of the studio had small offices, wooden buildings that were only marginally less crude than the administration office at the northeast corner. There was a skating rink and dance pavilion, septic tanks for sewage, and a single star dressing room that was only twelve feet long. Every activity at the studio was accompanied by the cackling, cawing cacaphony of the zoo, increased by two neighboring animal attractions.

“Across the street from the studio was an ostrich farm and an alligator farm,” remembered Budd Schulberg. “It was kind of like a tropical tourist attraction, but it was in open country. The studio itself only had two stages.”

A few years later, Mayer would move into a custom-built administration building on the Selig property, a structure that resembled the château at Chenonceaux. In addition to offices, it also had four stages and actual dressing room/bungalows for several stars. But at the moment, the primary decorations at the Mission Road studio were the stone lions and elephants that Selig had commissioned from a sculptor named Carlo Romanelli. Mayer rented the stages, enough room on the back lot for outdoor sets, and a eucalyptus grove of several acres that could be used for a variety of outdoor scenes.

L.B. wasn’t too sure about automobiles, so initially he took a house close enough to the studio to walk to work. By his own tally, he worked “seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year. My days sometimes started at five in the morning and ended at midnight.” He built a rabbit hutch at the studio for Irene, and, rather strangely, bought her a pet lamb, mostly because the image of the animal trailing after his daughter struck him as irresistible.

Mayer and the family went everywhere and saw everything—San Juan Capistrano, San Diego. As far as Mayer was concerned, California was the Garden of Eden. No flu, no sinus infections, no frigid winter weather. The hell with Boston. He took particular care of his daughters’ diet; the menus for the house usually featured chicken, beef or lamb chops, or fish. In restaurants, the girls would tell their father what they wanted to eat and he would order for them as if they hadn’t spoken.

Margaret hovered solicitously, constructing a kitchen at the studio and personally cooking L.B.’s meals. The actors and technicians began asking her to make their lunches too, so Margaret expanded, hiring a cook and two girls to wait on people. The result was one of the first studio commissaries, and, Mayer was proud to say, “it made a profit, which Margaret put in a separate account of her own.” When L.B. felt the concern was sufficiently stable, he convinced his brother Jerry to leave the salvage business in Canada and come to work as the Mission Road studio manager.

L.B. began gathering a nucleus of talent. The first director he hired had been the estimable George Loane Tucker, and soon he hired the innovative woman director Lois Weber. “THANKS FOR EXPRESSION OF SATISFACTION WITH OUR BUSINESS RELATIONS,” Mayer wired Weber. “IT IS MUTUAL, REGARDING MY IDEA OF LEADING MAN, IT IS THE SAME AS MY IDEAS OF THE PLAY AND CAST, NAMELY THE BEST. MY UNCHANGING POLICY WILL BE GREAT STAR, GREAT DIRECTOR, GREAT PLAY, GREAT CAST. YOU ARE AUTHORIZED TO GET THESE WITHOUT STINT OR LIMIT. SPARE NOTHING, NEITHER EXPENSE, TIME, NOR EFFORT. RESULTS ONLY ARE WHAT I AM AFTER. SIMPLY SEND ME THE BILLS AND I WILL OK THEM. BEST WISHES.”

Mayer began laying siege to Marshall Neilan, and hired John M. Stahl when Edward Small, Stahl’s agent, asked, “There are no Jewish directors in this business; why don’t you give a job to one?” A young girl named Margaret Booth, the sister of the late Griffith actor Elmer Booth, began working at Mayer’s studio assembling film. Stahl taught her how to edit, explaining how and why he was doing what he was doing. Every once in a while, remembered Booth, “an older man [would] come in. It was Mr. Mayer. ‘Oh, you’re working for Mr. Stahl.’ … He used to come by the cutting room and say, ‘How’s everything?’”

L.B. believed in organization and in discipline, and he didn’t stint on either with his daughters. One suitcase for both girls was sufficient. (They learned to travel light.) If they had to go somewhere, the girls were in the front hall, ready to go, purses in hand when their parents came down. L.B. was first out the door, then Margaret, then Irene and Edie. If they were supposed to go someplace with him and they were late, he left without them. (They learned to be punctual.)

In the mornings, L.B. and Irene would go riding, out to the Hillcrest Country Club for breakfast, then back. One morning at the stable, L.B. gestured for Irene to get on a horse with blue eyes, a black tail, and a white coat. The horse could dance and kneel. “Get on,” said Mayer. “Her name is Marcheta. She’s five-gaited. She’s yours.” A year later, he gave her a saddle horse with a gorgeous gait named Dixie.

L.B. and Irene would take car rides up over the Cahuenga Pass to Universal City, or through Hollywood’s Poverty Row, the area around Gower and Sunset, where Harry Cohn and the Christie brothers made shorts and westerns. Occasionally, Louis would park on Santa Monica Boulevard, where Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks made their movies in full view, enclosed only by a wire fence. “I’ll bet you’d be surprised if I became head of a studio like this someday,” he said, thinking out loud.

In most respects, his daughters turned out the way he wanted them to, but he was grievously upset by their refusal to learn to cook. “You can’t run a house if you don’t know how to cook,” he asserted. “Your cook will have no respect for you.” It didn’t work. For years, whenever he would get angry with them for some perceived insufficiency, his parting shot to everyone in the room would be, “What’s more, they don’t know how to cook.”

Mayer hired his secretary, Florence Browning, away from an attorney named Edwin Loeb. “That’s the kind of person I want working for me,” he told Loeb. “I want high-class people.”

Browning remembered that she “couldn’t have worked in more awful conditions. Mayer’s office was a little hole off in one corner of the large barnlike place, and I was in a larger room outside it, where the cameramen kept their cameras, the cowboys kept their saddles, etc. It was awful, but I loved it.”

Browning had never met anybody like Mayer before, but then nobody else had either. He was, she remembered, a “funny little man riding around in a Ford telling everyone confidently that he was going to be the greatest man in the picture-making business. He seemed to have absolutely no reticence, no inhibitions, no sense of embarrassment at his evident manifestations of conceit.”

Mayer was tireless in familiarizing himself with all of the crafts and techniques that go into moviemaking. He spent most days on the back lot, finding out how the carpenters built the sets, how the electricians wired the lights, how a cameraman lit a set. He was innately vigorous and invariably impetuous. When he answered his mail, he would bluster and fume. “Tell him to go to hell!” he would snap at Browning about a letter demanding overdue payment. “Give this son of a bitch a nasty answer!” was another frequent order, which Browning would translate into a diplomatic response.

Occasionally, Browning would use a word in a letter that Mayer didn’t know, and he would call her into his office and demand a definition. A few days later, she would notice that he would use the word in conversation, and always correctly.

He learned fast, he did everything he could to charm and captivate, and he never lacked for nerve. When Browning would go to their bank, she would be asked, “What sort of person is this fellow? Is he crazy? He owes us money and still he calls up and demands that we come out to see him! If he wants to see us, let him come here!”

Beneath the imperious exterior, Mayer was petrified. Everything was riding on him—his family’s future, his mother’s hopes, his own lofty expectations. The actress Carmel Myers remembered that, left to his own devices, in those early days, “Mayer was very shy and speechless.” Florence Browning grew used to displays of emotional uneasiness and instability. Before meeting someone he regarded as “big,” Browning would go into his office to find him crying helplessly, an inconsolable child. She would get him a glass of water, and he would sniffle and wipe his eyes. A few minutes later, when Browning showed the guest in, Mayer would greet his visitor with complete assurance, just like an actor beset with a panic attack who pulled himself together before he walked on stage.

“I recognized his faults and loved him,” said Browning. “I didn’t like—I couldn’t stand—to have people make fun of him, and many did.” Once, Browning requested a raise, and Mayer ignored her. A few days later, she was planning to go to Catalina for a weekend, but missed the trolley ride from the studio. Damning the expense, she hailed a cab, which passed Mayer’s own car.

On Monday, he asked her what she was doing taking an expensive taxi. After she told him, he said, “Who’d have thought a nice, careful Baptist like you would spend money on a taxi!” A few days later, he called her in and told her, “If you’re going to ride around in taxicabs you can’t afford, I guess you’ll have to have a raise.”

In its early days, Louis B. Mayer Productions was scraping by, with each picture earning just enough to make the next picture. Once, a small fire broke out at the studio, and someone rushed to the phone to call the fire department. “Don’t,” said Mayer as he quietly watched the blaze. “Let it burn.”

He subleased some space to the former journalist and publicist B. P. Schulberg, who was beginning independent production. Mayer then went east on a money hunt. While he was away, Schulberg erected a sign that proclaimed “B. P. Schulberg Studio.” When Browning told him about it a few days later, Mayer was nonchalant. “We need the money,” he said. “What do we care what sort of sign he puts up?”

With both Mayer and Schulberg attempting to use the small studio, a degree of cooperation was necessary. “The business managers had to work together,” remembered Schulberg’s son Budd. “They’d decide, ‘Well, we’ll use that set until Thursday,’ and then very often Louis or my father would use the same set, just slightly altered, slightly differently decorated, and shoot some other movie virtually in the same set.”

Mayer and Schulberg shared a reception office, guards and cleanup men, carpentry and paint shops. Each was doing the other a favor, each was saving the other money in overhead, and in the picture business, a dollar saved was a dollar earned. The Schulberg and Mayer families became close and would alternate Sunday brunches. Ad Schulberg, B.P.’s wife, and Margaret Mayer would drive down to the Jewish quarter around Temple Street and load up on lox, whitefish, cream cheese, bagels, and onion rolls. Margaret kept kosher until Louis demanded as a symbolic gesture of assimilation that she get rid of the extra dishes required.

By this time, the Mayers were “holiday Jews,” observing Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur but little else. “Sunday was a sturgeon and salmon and whitefish day,” said Schulberg. “They were very close friends and they were talking about the films that they were making, and there was a good deal of rivalry and cooperation.” The families became intertwined, and Ad Schulberg became almost like a second mother to Irene and Edith. L.B. felt so comfortable with the Schulbergs that he would even reminisce about the old days, when he was courting Margaret from his junk wagon, driving out from South Boston for a picnic in the country.

Mayer signed director Marshall Neilan to make two pictures with Anita Stewart, to see if Neilan’s humorous, whimsical directorial touch could do for her what it had done for Mary Pickford. The first Neilan picture, Her Kingdom of Dreams, was shot while Mayer was still back east, with what Neilan claimed as “my own organization, as Mayer had none,” and was followed by In Old Kentucky. But the relationship nearly ground to a halt over Mayer’s continual presence on the set of Kentucky.

Neilan’s response to Mayer’s hovering was, first, sarcasm, then venom. “My difficulties with Mayer in the early stages was simply the man was going to the school of HOW ARE MOTION PICTURES MADE, and this was a 24 hr. way of living with the man. He would come on the set and ask, ‘WHY are you doing that—it’s not in the scenario?’ This would call for a complete stop, and arguments would follow. After a few days of this, I put a quick stop to it. When he came on the set, I would stop work, set down by him and politely say, ‘Well, my little student, what lesson shall I give you today? Your interference yesterday cost you a lot of MONEY, KID.’ Then I would make a long study of my wristwatch. He would look at me dumbfounded, at the cast, at the workers standing by doing NOTHING, and then he would wipe the sweat off his brow and wend his way back to the front office WHERE HE BELONGED.”

Mayer seethed, but Neilan had talent and was a name. Even after Neilan’s humiliations, Mayer kept hounding him to merge his company with Mayer’s, a deal Neilan bluntly refused. Eventually, Mayer got the hint, and Neilan realized it “had to come to the point where he said to himself, ‘That SOB Neilan must not like me …’ “ It was also at this point that Mayer remembered never to forget.

Eventually, Neilan reverted to his old habit of disappearing for days or weeks at a time in pursuit of booze and good times. Alfred E. Green ended up directing large portions of the film, which might be why Mayer never paid Neilan the $5,000 bonus he was promised for bringing both pictures in under budget.

A little over a year after signing Anita Stewart, Louis agreed to pay Mildred Harris Chaplin, estranged wife of the great comedian, $50,000 apiece plus a percentage for six pictures. Harris had been a child actress, but had little public profile beyond her brief marriage to Charlie Chaplin; hiring her was exploitation pure and simple, and as close as Louis would ever come to bottom feeding.

Naturally enough, Charlie Chaplin was outraged. Robert Rubin was a witness to the famous fight between Mayer and Chaplin in the Alexandria Hotel. The two men ran into each other in the corridor leading to the men’s room. “You can’t use my name in your pictures,” snapped Chaplin. “What are you going to do about it?” asked Mayer. “I’ll show you what I’m going to do about it,” said Chaplin, and lunged at Mayer, who, according to Rubin, conveniently stuck out his fist just in time for Chaplin to run into it.

Mayer’s almost feral belligerence would always be a large component of his personality, one he undoubtedly regarded as necessary. He had no advantages of birth, money, or looks. He had to make his own breaks, and woe to anyone who got between Mayer and something he wanted.

Within two years of arriving in Hollywood, L.B. was running a successful, if small-scale operation, making predominantly melodramatic films with titles like The Dangerous Age, Women Who Give, and The Child Thou Gavest Me. Work fed home and vice versa. Louis admired Hedda Hopper’s flair with clothes and asked her, as a personal favor, if she would take Margaret shopping and get her “some decent clothes.” It wasn’t easy; Margaret had grown up without money and it felt unnatural to her to spend huge sums on clothes. About all Hopper could do was induce her to buy some nice underwear, “But only because she already had it on!”

At that point, Mayer’s star roster was fairly undernourished—besides Anita Stewart and Mildred Harris Chaplin, there would be a skinny young girl from Canada named Norma Shearer. But his directors were all solid craftsmen: Reginald Barker, John Stahl, Fred Niblo.

Most of the Louis B. Mayer productions of this era haven’t survived, but the ones that have are instructive. Several reels of Virtuous Wives, the first Mayer production, feature well-appointed sets and costumes, spacious locations offering compositions full of light and air, and a dynamically edited motorboat chase that confirms the gift of director George Loane Tucker—as well as Mayer’s ever-present eye for talent.

Sowing the Wind, a 1921 Anita Stewart vehicle, is insanely moralistic—not content with a Sins of the Fathers plot, it also throws in the Sins of the Mothers, with Stewart playing “A lonely little convent girl” who becomes a Broadway star. “She never deserted me,” she tells an old roué who happens to be her father, “and if her sins be as scarlet—she was my mother and I owe her reverence.”

But the film is very well produced, with excellent sets, good photography (by René Guissart) and direction (John Stahl), and effectively showcases the rather sedate charms of Anita Stewart. It’s conventional, but not negligible, and, script aside, is far better than equivalent pictures being made by other independent producers of the period.

The same can be said of One Clear Call, a 1922 John Stahl picture starring Milton Sills, Claire Windsor, and Henry B. Walthall, the Little Colonel from Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation. As Kevin Brownlow says, One Clear Call is “high hokum of Mother Love and Great Sacrifice, despite the title at the front which insists it’s about real people. It is very watchable—something big seems to be happening all the time, including a Ride of the Klan—and it out DeMilles DeMille.”

One Clear Call signaled a transition in Mayer’s work. He realized he had to do more than Anita Stewart movies—Mildred Harris Chaplin was discarded early in 1921—so he began making all-star movies, using three or more popular players instead of just one big star. For the next several years, Mayer’s productions would feature solid second-stringers like Frank Keenan, Anna Q. Nillson, Matt Moore, Enid Bennett, and Wallace Beery, as well as some attractive juveniles: Shearer, Ramon Novarro, and Renée Adorée.

At the end of 1920, for $1,000 down on a purchase price of $10,000, Mayer bought a house at 1834 North Kenmore, south of Franklin Avenue in the Los Feliz district of Los Angeles. It was a block or two from the house of William de Mille, C.B.’s brother, and L.B. added a sleeping porch for his girls.

He decreed that his daughters wouldn’t go to college. His girls work for a living? Under no circumstances. Of course, college also meant a loss of parental control. Irene and Edie might develop ideas that were … different. “Those [other] girls have to go to college,” he told his daughters. “They don’t have your advantages.”

Despite Mayer’s dislike for his father, he brought Jacob to be close to him—first to America in 1915, then to California in 1918. Jacob Mayer’s conversation was heavily spiced with Talmudic wisdom, and he would make regular pleas for money for relatives, especially Ida and her clan, whom he obviously favored. “Louis,” he would say, “God made you the treasurer. Every family has one and that is why He gave you the brains and the strength. It is to earn money for the family.”
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