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			Foreword

			When I was working at Warner Bros., I was so busy I didn’t realize what a fascinating place the studio itself really was. When I was invited to make a screen test in 1948, I wasn’t really interested in being an actress at all, and working in film had never so much as crossed my mind. Romance on the High Seas had been written for Judy Garland, but the deal had fallen through. Betty Hutton was the next choice but had gotten pregnant. I was in Hollywood at the time, and my agent, Al Levy, talked me into performing a song at a party in Beverly Hills—which somehow led to an invitation to come to Warner Bros. for a screen test. I didn’t know at the time that my life was about to change forever, that I would be on the lot for the next seven years, make seventeen pictures on its sets and backlots, record dozens of songs, and spend hundreds of hours working very hard in virtually every corner of the studio.

			I learned much during my days at Warner Bros. When they first took me onto the Romance on the High Seas soundstage, I naïvely asked when we’d be leaving for the boat. Everyone laughed at me. But as I explored that film’s intricate ocean liner settings, I realized that this soundstage and its dozens of sisters on the lot had actually been the place where hundreds of the movies I had watched growing up in Cincinnati had really been made. It astonished me that every location imaginable, from the high seas to tropical jungles could all be created, seemingly from scratch, in this remarkable place. Eventually it occurred to me that because most of what I thought I knew about ships or jungles, or about a thousand other places I’d never actually visited, actually came not from real life but from seeing these films. To this day I can’t decide if Hollywood takes its visual cues from the real world, or if it is in fact, the other way around. 

			I’m afraid I took most of this for granted at the time, of course. But I’m proud to be able to say that I did learn very quickly to appreciate the very real talents of those I was fortunate enough to be able to work with. I was absolutely thrilled to be working with people like director Michael Curtiz and composer Ray Heindorf. It was great fun! 

			 

			With this book we will all have a better appreciation of the studio lot and what went on there.

			 

			—Doris Day
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			PROLOGUE

			Through the Gates

			 Visiting Warner Bros. today, the studio feels like one of the few places in Hollywood, or anywhere, which, on the surface anyway, feels exactly the way a first-time visitor would have always imagined it to be. 

			First impressions, however, particularly in Hollywood, can deceive. It isn’t until one has been to the lot—or, ideally, worked on the lot for a little while—that one starts to realize that some of those perceptions don’t completely hold true.

			First off is the much-venerated cliché about being discovered here and turned overnight into a star. Good luck with that one. And then there’s the one about the glamour of moviemaking. After the first rush of excitement has passed, Warner Bros. doesn’t feel glamorous at all. It probably never did. The place is more a well-greased factory than a decadent emperor’s palace, more college campus than eccentric artists’ colony. 

			Furthermore, and it’s almost disappointing to admit it, but the people working in the offices on the lot seldom appear to be the cigar-smoking lunatics, megalomaniacs, tortured geniuses, sexual deviants, or preening, screaming mythmakers of legend either. Most of the people inside the studio gates are actually, at least to all outward appearances, happy. 

			There are, on any decent work day, five thousand people inside the compound. These industry insiders, from the talent to the lawyers, from the producers to the set painters, are, generally speaking, all proud to be at a point in their careers where they are working on the lot. A studio job is a symbol in the industry of success, an indication of being well paid, respected in their profession, and at Hollywood’s very epicenter. The people at Warner Bros. are, generally speaking, proud to be working at, in, and for the studio at all—rather than looking into it from outside its gates. Which most people in the industry will admit to you that they have done early in their careers.

			But most of those first impressions hold up, even after years spent on the lot. And the impression that the studio is best equipped to live up to is that, more than any other studio in the world, Warner Bros. feels like a movie studio is supposed to feel like. 

			What’s more, it’s hard to describe how wonderful it is for a visitor to see that this is true. So well does Warner Bros. embrace most of the surface clichés of filmmaking that the place almost feels like something designed by aliens who only knew about Hollywood by watching movies about the place. While other studios have continued to exist and continued to produce product, their physical facilities have been downsized, destroyed, marginalized, or outsourced. While other studios have seen their backlots mutate into theme parks or car parks and their production resources turned into carpeted office suites, Warner Bros. executives have continued to use their land and their resources exactly as they were designed to be used decades before anyone there today was born.

			A day spent walking around Warner Bros. reveals, to a twenty-first-century visitor, many of the same sights and sounds that would have greeted a visitor twenty, or fifty, or seventy-five years ago; driving through the gates and cruising about the wide streets, past the commissary—where, sure enough, the actors playing cowboys sometimes really are seen eating outside with those portraying Indians—marveling at the wonders of the prop, costume, and makeup departments; and cruising wide-eyed between the rows of soundstages. And, finally, drifting onto the backlot, where fanciful architecture from a thousand worlds awaits its next close-up. 

			 But, beyond the things that we recognize because these things are supposed to inhabit a Hollywood studio, the place feels familiar in a more subliminal way. 

			A footbridge connecting two postproduction buildings looks familiar enough when pointed out, but it takes on a somewhat haunted demeanor when we discover it was crossed by Judy Garland in A Star Is Born, played a sanitarium visited by Paul Newman in The Helen Morgan Story (1957), and, when decorated with barbed wire and plaster bricks, portrayed a prison wall breached by both Spencer Tracy in 20,000 Years in Sing Sing (1932) and Superman in a much later television show. 

			A basement office under a crafts building looks like a basement office under a crafts building, until we recognize it as the wine cellar where a fistfight between James Dean and Rock Hudson was staged in Giant. It’s hard not to hear the glass breaking and the cabinets splintering around the two stars when informed of this. Out on the backlot, a New York tenement street still has the fire escapes and alleyways utilized in a hundred black-and-white gangster pictures, a dozen Technicolor musicals, and the cast of the TV show Friends. 

			The ghosts are all around. They may not be recognizable on a conscious level, but they and the places they haunt are, perhaps, just as recognizable to us as the homes and the hometowns where we actually grew up. 

			It should be emphasized before we journey onto the lot that our story is not about the people who made that lot what it is. That story has been told before, although some biographical prying into the personalities of the people who created Warner Bros. has been unavoidable. This book also is not about the business of producing movies, although once again the economics of Hollywood has often affected its physical development. And, lastly, this book is not about the films that the studio created, although . . . well, you get the idea.

			What this book is, then, is the first-ever attempt to tell the story of Warner Bros. by documenting this remarkable 110-acre parcel of land. By going through the gates, behind the sets, and around the clichés, and exploring the most familiar yet least understood, and most photographed yet most paradoxically mysterious, property in the world.

		

	
		
			one

			Breaking Ground

			 So hardwired into our subconscious is Warner Bros. as a venerated American institution that it’s somewhat hard to imagine that in the early years of the motion picture industry, Warner Bros., and most other film companies, were at one point not only considered disreputable, but their very existence was actually illegal.

			In 1908 Thomas Edison organized the Motion Picture Patents Company, which attempted to force all producers to acquire a license from them in order to produce or exhibit motion pictures. In order to escape Edison’s dictates and licensing fees, many pioneer film producers fled west, where the Edison trust was harder to enforce and easier to avoid. According to legend, “Director General” Cecil B. DeMille, who at this point in his career was neither a general nor a director, but instead had been eking out a living as a remarkably unsuccessful actor, was assigned the task of creating a western in Flagstaff, Arizona, for Jesse Lasky’s Feature Play Company in 1913. Arizona had been selected for its authentic western locations and for its proximity to the Mexican border should Edison’s agents make an appearance. According to this same legend, it was raining in Flagstaff when the train arrived there, so DeMille stayed on board that train and rode it all the way west to the end of the line, which was Hollywood, California.

			Other fledgling filmmakers followed DeMille’s example. Among these pioneers were the sons of Benjamin and Pearl Warner.

			The name wasn’t really Warner. For years, even members of the family didn’t know what their actual name was. The only thing they were told was that Benjamin had emigrated from Poland (in 1883), so it was assumed that the name was probably “Varna” or “Verner.” It wasn’t until 2010 that his great-granddaughter Cass discovered that the actual family name, not forgotten but rather suppressed in a rather touching attempt at sounding more “American,” had actually been Wonksolaser—which would have been harder to spell out on marquees and on the side of the studio water tower than Warner.1

			The Warner brothers (and there were actually seven of them, out of twelve children) who played a part in the development of the studio were Harry (1881–1958), Albert “Abe” (1884–1967), and Jack (1892–1978). A fourth brother, Sam (1888–1927), was vitally important to the destiny of the company, but died the year before the brothers acquired their Burbank lot. 
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			There are very few photos of all four Warner brothers together. In fact, this is one of only two commonly used for business purposes. From left: Harry, Jack, Sam, and Albert. 1927.

			 

			Like most future movie moguls, the brothers drifted into the business almost by accident. First they were exhibiters, running other people’s movies, and as new films became harder to acquire under Edison’s repressive stewardship, they began to make their own product. The first picture they filmed themselves (in St. Louis, in 1912) was a two-reel western called The Covered Wagon, or The Peril of the Plains, depending on which city or which year you saw it in.

			Success didn’t come quickly, or easily, for the brothers. In 1917 Harry purchased the rights to James W. Gerard’s inflammatory World War I memoir My Four Years in Germany, and the resultant film’s success in 1918 went a long way toward giving them a degree of legitimacy in the booming young industry. The film itself carried many of the hallmarks that would later make the studio famous: a “ripped from the headlines” topic—in this case, alleged German atrocities—action, violence, and a marked political viewpoint, which was as rare in popular entertainment then as it is now. 

			In 1919, the brothers leased real estate on their first Hollywood studio lot—having previously rented production space in the Bronx in New York City, and, in California, in San Francisco, Edendale, and Santa Paula. This particular property was the Burston/Horsley Studio, located at 6050 Sunset Boulevard. According to historian Marc Wanamaker, during this period they also briefly leased space at yet another lot, nearby, on the corner of Santa Monica and Van Ness Boulevards.
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			The Horsley Park Studio, seen here in 1915, would four years later become a temporary home for the fledgling company.

			 

			The same year, the brothers shot the popular serial Tiger’s Claw on this lot and at the Bostock/Selig Zoo. This period also found them, briefly, working out of yet another property at the corner of Washington and Ince Boulevards in nearby Culver City and downtown at the Horsley Park Studios. Near the end of the year, they could be found shooting Monty Banks comedies at Sunset and El Centro on a former Universal Studios facility as well. Each move, and each movie, brought them closer to mainstream success, and yet their breakthrough, the picture that would justify their years as relative bottom feeders, eluded them.

			In 1920, Sam convinced his brothers that in order to be successful, they would need to look successful first. He drove his skeptical siblings out to a massive (to them) 10-acre property, again on Sunset Boulevard. The cost of the lot was $25,000. But he emphasized to them how prestigious it would be to own the property outright. He also played to their vanity by pointing out how good the name “Warner Brothers” would look when permanently mounted above the gate (the company name would not be finalized as “Bros.,” as opposed to “Brothers,” until incorporation in 1923). Even the conservative Harry was eventually won over, and the deal was made. The company repeatedly missed making their monthly payments on the property for the first year, but somehow they held off eviction, convinced that their salvation was on the way. 

			It was. A banker with the wonderful name of Motley Flint, who had early on helped the brothers finance Tiger’s Claw, again came to their rescue by working out a generous line of credit with Harry for a cool million dollars. Harry realized that the company would have to grow in order to survive. He used the money not to pay off debts or to retrench, but to secure other loans, often from shadowy loan sharks at staggering interest rates. 
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			The future Warner Bros.–owned studio under construction. 1919.

			 

			And Warner Studios was growing. But at the same time it was seldom more than a single missed payment away from financial ruin. The brothers’ continuing inability to secure theaters in which to run their product kept their pictures from screening at all in many markets, and so returns on their production costs were often irregular or insufficient. Another problem was other studios that arranged that Warner films would be “delayed” by the film laboratories, the result being that what bookings their pictures did have were sometimes missed. Harry responded by putting Sam, always the most technical-minded of the brothers, in charge of building a three-story, 130-foot-long film laboratory from scratch on their lot. He did this in only ninety days.

			 

			[image: 1.4.tif] 

			“Welcome Exchange Executives to Warner Bros. Pictures Convention” shouts a banner in front of the Warner Sunset Studio. The bus in the foreground is pulling a portable generator to illuminate the gala affair. 1925.

			 

			Each brother had by now taken on the characteristic roles within the family, and consequently within the company, which they would play for the rest of their lives. Pragmatic Harry was the businessman. Even during this period, he increasingly spent most of his time in New York, arranging for financing from bankers and bootleggers to keep the fledgling studio afloat. Albert was the treasurer, although he usually deferred to Harry over where exactly these finances would come from and how they would be used. Sam, the middle brother, was both the technical expert and a mediating force between the older, more conservative half of the family, Harry and Abe, and the youngest brother, Jack. Jack L., or J.L. Warner, as he liked to be called—although the “L,” at least at first, stood for precisely nothing—was the one who usually selected the scripts, hired the talent, and assured that the product actually got made.

			 

			[image: 1.5.tif] 

			Jack Warner, left, takes to the KFWB microphone like he was born with it in his hand. Brother Harry, right, isn’t so sure. 1925.

			 

			On April 4, 1923, Warner Bros. was incorporated in Delaware—then as now, a business-friendly state. Most of Hollywood’s future giants were originally family-run businesses. Harry and Jack Cohn were the actual creators of Columbia Studios, and Walt and Roy Disney built an empire that they originally called “Disney Brothers.” Yet the Warners were the first ones, ultimately the only ones, to make it official and part of the company’s name and logo. Warner Brothers—and Warner Bros., it would be from then on. 

			The corporate landscape of Hollywood was already largely in place, or would be by the end of the decade. Hollywood’s seven major studios—the other six being MGM, 20th Century Fox, Columbia, Paramount, Universal, and RKO, the last of which would be displaced as a major in the late 1950s by the Walt Disney Company—continue to dominate the industry to the present day. These organizations are often referred to collectively, perhaps romantically, perhaps sarcastically, as the “Seven Sisters.” But that phrase itself, with its odd, lingering echoes of Greek myth, was in actuality borrowed from the name of a particularly luminous star cluster known to set in the West, the land where mythological heroes always journey in search of their destinies. 

			As the Warner Company gestated and then expanded, so too did their lot on Sunset Boulevard. The property had been used as a studio for only a year before the brothers purchased the lot, so most of the construction and improvements had been up to them. An impressive administration building with Greek-style columns rose in front of Sunset Boulevard in 1923. Pedestrians on the sidewalk in front could not have realized that this administration building was mostly a façade. The only offices in the building were behind the windows and behind those columns facing the street. Very few employees worked in offices at all during this period. Most “administration” at the studio was conducted on the stages, the largest of which was in the same building, behind those tiny, nearly unnecessary offices. In fact the building itself, much like a backlot, was constructed almost entirely of wood. Only the ornate fronting facing the street suggested the solidity and respectability that the brothers, and their industry, were striving for at the time. 

			Six additional stages of assorted sizes eventually encircled the plant, which the brothers kept busy grinding out serials, westerns, and melodramas during this period. The most successful of these pictures starred a German shepherd and World War I veteran named Rin Tin Tin. Sam Warner’s remarkable laboratory was just south and slightly east of the administration-building-shooting stage, sandwiched between a property room and the mill, where sets and props were constructed. A water tower, a symbol of corporate filmmaking then as now, stood behind a lumber yard and was visible from nearby Van Ness Avenue. There was no designated backlot, although exterior sets were constructed, or torn down, as needed.

			In 1925, the brothers got into radio when they constructed twin transmission towers at the studio with the letters “KFWB” in glowing lights printed on each of them. Those call letters, which allegedly stood for “Keep filming Warner Bros.,” were actually a happy accident, randomly assigned by the U.S. Department of Commerce when Sam applied for a license. KFWB would continue to be affiliated with, and provide advertising for, the studio until 1950, although the station would be moved to the Warner Theatre on Hollywood Boulevard when it was discovered that its broadcasting was somehow interfering with the sound being recorded in the stages below. 

			In April 1925, Sam talked his brothers into acquiring an experimental sound system called Vitaphone, which had been developed at a laboratory in Manhattan. Other systems for combining sound and cinema had existed, at least in theory, for years. But the problem had always been how to amplify the audio (despite the existence of technology for doing so, which itself went back as far as 1913) and how to play back that amplified sound in synchronization with a projected picture. 
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			A Vitaphone projector, even simplified for public consumption, as in this 1927 press photo, illustrated all too well just how complicated and convoluted synchronizing audio and visual media really was in the 1920s.

			 

			Considering the financial straits the brothers still found themselves in during this period, and even considering the steady, remarkable popularity of Rin Tin Tin, their faith in this untried system is rather remarkable. In fact, Sam had to purchase some of the Vitaphone patents personally when his brothers initially refused to participate. At one point he threatened to take the process to Paramount before Harry agreed to let Warner Bros., yet again, risk everything on what could have been another mad scheme. 

			The first Vitaphone shorts were produced under Sam’s supervision at the Vitagraph Studios in Brooklyn, New York. Vitagraph was a long-established production company that Harry had recently arranged to purchase, and from which the name “Vitaphone” had been created. The tests were not encouraging, and the resultant shorts were reportedly not well received by audiences at the two theaters, which had been initially and expensively wired to accommodate the process.

			Undaunted, the brothers decided that audiences accustomed to silent films would have to be “educated” to appreciate talking cinema. Consequently, these early efforts continued music and effects and songs—but no actual dialogue.

			The first feature film selected by the brothers to utilize the Vitaphone process was Don Juan (1926), which even without the expensive sound system would have been a most unusual Warner Bros. picture. The film was a period piece with expensive costumes and settings, and it headlined a non-canine star, the very prestigious (and very expensive) John Barrymore. 

			Ultimately, Don Juan was well received. But once again, the very limited number of theaters where the picture could be projected insured that it would not be a moneymaker. What’s more, although the film had music and sound effects, the lack of dialogue made the result virtually indistinguishable from any silent picture from the same era—which of course would have been projected in the big cities with a (live) symphonic score, anyway.
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			Publicity materials for Don Juan were forced to deemphasize the films’ most marketable asset, its soundtrack, in markets where a theater equipped to project Vitaphone had not yet been installed. 1926.

			 

			It was obvious that the next Vitaphone release would have to be a sensation if the process, and if Warner Bros., was to survive. The Jazz Singer (1927) had been written as a Broadway vehicle for headliner Al Jolson, who, ironically, had then passed on it. Not only was Jolson signed to act and sing in the film version, but ultimately his adlibbed dialogue, “Wait a minute, wait a minute, you ain’t heard nothin’ yet. Wait a minute I tell ya, you ain’t heard nothing,” would be the first words of dialogue ever spoken in a commercial feature film. 
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			Original artwork for the “Warner Bros. supreme triumph,” The Jazz Singer. 1927.

			 

			The film was shot in Stages 1 and 6 on the Sunset lot. Certain sequences were done in New York and at the Vitagraph lot in East Hollywood as well, which the brothers had acquired as part of the purchase of that company. The technical details were daunting, and everyone on the set looked to Sam for the answers. A concrete bunker in the middle of the studio was designated the “recording stage.” Inside, Sam and his crew sweated over the large black discs on which the sound would be recorded. The sound itself was transported from the set via 6-inch thick black cables that serpentined out from the stage doors and across the lot into this booth. 

			Furthermore, once the sound had been captured it was discovered that editing these discs was an impossibility. The sound could only be altered by dubbing the resultant disk, selectively, onto yet another disk, and into the desired sequence, and by dealing with the resultant loss of quality each time this was attempted. What’s more, because the film and the disk were separate, any alternation of either one would cause the sound on the rest of that disk to be out of synchronization with the film on the rest of that reel! Nathan Levinson, a musician, eventually figured out a way to dub multiple recordings onto a “master” and was promoted to “sound engineer,” a newly invented title, for his trouble. 

			There were hundreds of resultant aesthetic problems as well. The language of sound movies had yet to be worked out; indeed, it had to be invented during those long hours inside that dark little room. If, for example, Jolson was seen singing by the camera at the very back of a theater, would the resultant sound volume need to be lower than if the camera were positioned closer to the stage? And if the angle changed during the song to that closer angle, would the sound volume then need to be adjusted as well? 

			The Jazz Singer premiered on October 6, 1927, in New York City’s Times Square. The film was a sensation, but none of the brothers were there for the greatest moment of their lives. Sam had died of a cerebral hemorrhage the day before. Hollywood had created its first talking picture, and talking pictures had created their first martyr. 
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			The frenzied New York premiere of The Jazz Singer. None of the brothers were there. October 6, 1927.

			 

			The success of The Jazz Singer was immediate and irreversible. It has been estimated that The Jazz Singer made as much as $5 million at U.S. box offices. Within a year, more than 400 theaters would be wired to project sound movies—although in early 1930, the brothers caved in to pressure from theater owners and started using Fox’s competing, and less cumbersome, “sound on film” process to allow beleaguered theater owners to pay for a single and universal format. This had been a battle Harry had lost in spite of being there first. 

			Never again would Warner Bros. be a poverty row studio scrounging for theaters and audiences. In September 1928, Harry purchased the Stanley Theater Corporation, which owned 250 theaters in seven states, in order to solve the company’s continuing distribution problems. He also gobbled up a music-publishing conglomerate, and in the following month he purchased two-thirds of First National Pictures, a major producer-distributer. In 1929 Harry bought the company outright.
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			1926 window bill heralding upcoming Warner Bros. Vitaphone talkies, including the first sound horror film, The Terror.

			 

			First National had been founded in 1917 by Thomas Tally and James Williams, and was composed of a syndicate of theater owners both hungry for product and with the financial resources to produce that product themselves. In 1918, they had signed superstar Charlie Chaplin to a million-dollar contract, probably one of the first times in American business that a single individual was so well compensated. But battles with other producers-distributers, notably with archrival Paramount, had made First National vulnerable and perhaps more inclined to listen to Harry’s offer. An interesting tenet of the final agreement was an arrangement with Warner Bros. to keep the name First National “alive” even after the final sale had been completed. In fact, the words “A First National Picture” would open many Warner Bros. films until as late as 1958! In 1929 alone, Warner Bros. produced a head-scratching 86 feature films, 45 of which were released under the First National banner. 

			This puzzling arrangement was not just a sentimental or contractual one, however. At the time, the name and logo for First National equaled higher rentals from theaters than did Warner Bros. So the Warners used both names, hoping that the WB titles would someday obtain rentals equal to those of First National—which eventually happened. In fact, in Great Britain and other overseas territories, Warner Bros. for several years used the First National logo almost exclusively because the WB shield still meant nothing in Europe.
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			Vintage postcard depicting the Sunset Boulevard Studio as it appeared in 1932. Note the KFWB transmittal towers.

			 

			The primary reasoning for purchasing First National had been, again, for the company’s name and for its theater chain. But there was another benefit to the buyout as well. It was a benefit probably not immediately apparent to the brothers, but one that would ultimately become more entwined with the Warner Bros. identity than any other single asset in their history.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Burbank

			 David Burbank was a prosperous New Hampshire–born dentist who purchased almost four thousand acres of farmland in the southeast San Fernando Valley in 1867. Much of the land had originally been part of the vast Rancho Providencia tract, which ran along the Los Angeles River to the base of the Hollywood hills. In fact Mount Lee, eventually home of the infamous Hollywood sign, is just above the current studio and just behind the adjacent Disney lot, but is not visible from either studio because it is located on the opposite side of the mountain. The actual Hollywood district, with separate zip and area codes, now officially stops just beyond both studios’ back gates. The current Warner Bros. lot is quite literally close enough to touch Hollywood, but not quite close enough to see it.

			Management and production at First National Pictures on the west coast were at the time based at the Brunton Studios on Melrose Avenue, now the home of their one-time rival Paramount Pictures. Although the industry was more than a decade old in 1926, there had never to that time been a purpose-built studio constructed from a preexisting plan designed according to a single architectural theme or motif. Existing studio lots had been converted from army barracks or warehouses, or had been designed piecemeal, with some sections opulently designed and expensively realized and other structures on the same lot thrown up on the cheap, depending on the current fortunes of management. 

			But First National decided to do things differently. They purchased sixty-eight acres of this Burbank farmland from a farmer named Howard G. Martin (who had lived on the property since 1908) on February 17, 1926. This property included Dr. Burbank’s original farmhouse, probably the oldest structure in the city, which would survive on the property near the current corner of Warner Boulevard and Avon Street until 1952. 

			For the first time at a movie studio, architectural models were carefully designed and plans were drawn up detailing every building and street. Even more impressively, the lot was consciously designed using elements that would be carried over from building to building, tying the sprawl of the property together and giving it an architectural unity unique among industrial sites of any period.

			 

			 

			[image: 2.1.tif] 

			Howard Martin’s ranch house continued to stand on the property even after it was absorbed by First National, and in fact it was occasionally used as a set until 1952.

			 

			At the time, Spanish Revival was the preeminent design style in California. This motif is still reflected on the lot by the terra cotta tiled rooftops on many of the buildings and the rancho-style stucco walls and vaguely Moorish detailing. Surprisingly, this look was carried over to the later bungalows and soundstages as well, the rooftops of which were even painted red in the 1930s in order to mimic, backlot-like, the tiled rooftops on the earlier structures. 

			The Austin Company, which conveniently had offices in Los Angeles, was selected to design the new studio. The original plans called for thirty-six buildings, including eight stages. The budget for phase one on this project was set at $2.5 million. 

			Construction at the new studio would begin on March 28, 1926. Surviving photographs of the process, taken by official chronicler Cary Wilson, show a very muddy construction site populated by dozens of offices, four crafts buildings, and four shooting stages, all going up in a very orderly fashion seemingly at the same time and at the same speed—and teams of efficient-looking workers in white (if necessarily mud-soiled) coveralls, smiling into the camera at us from the other side of the soon-to-be site of a million movies. 

			The first of those movies, astonishingly, would begin principal photography on the lot a scant three months later, when, on June 25, cinematographer-turned-director Silvano Balboni yelled “action” to his leading lady, the beautiful Anna Q. Nilsson, from across a muddy set constructed for a film to be titled The Masked Woman. Decades later, Nilsson would bookend her rather tragic Hollywood career with a cameo appearance in Billy Wilder’s brilliant and acidic Sunset Boulevard (1950). But on this morning anyway, all things were in ascendance. 

			 

			[image: 2.2.tif] 

			View of the studio looking north into the San Fernando Valley, with simulated red tile roofs visible on top of many of the stages. Circa 1950s.

			 

			When the new studio fell into the Warners’ collective laps almost inadvertently, Jack Warner, the brother with the most sense of place about his soon-to-be empire, toured the vast new factory, and immediately saw past the mud and the wet cement and instead saw a place to build his own personal empire. The Burbank Airport was already up the road, a problem for sound recording, and for period pictures to be sure (a 1940 memo suggesting floating balloons to keep air traffic away was largely ignored, and the problem continues to this day), but overall the property was perfect for realizing every dream that Jack had ever had.

			One thing that the new studio did not contain was a sound department, or facilities for recording sound. When the Warners acquired the property, this was the first situation that needed to be remedied. An ingenious jury rigging by the overworked sound people in Hollywood allowed the audio to be transmitted via phone lines across the Hollywood hills to Sunset Boulevard, where it was recorded in the same airless booth as pictures shot in the stages on that lot. The sound occupied so much bandwidth when transmitted through telephone cables that only one movie could be made at a time, and only at night. 

			The first picture made at the studio by Warner Bros. was a Richard Barthelmess vehicle entitled Weary River (1929). In November 1930, Jack decided to move all of the company’s remaining production facilities and his personal office to the new lot in Burbank. Previous to this date, J.L. had been forced to keep his office on the Hollywood lot as part of an agreement with the U.S. Justice Department about keeping the two companies “separate.” Even after the official move, the original Warner Sunset studio, like the Vitagraph lots in East Hollywood and Brooklyn, New York, would continue as annex properties, but the power behind the throne, and the throne itself, would thereafter be found in Burbank.

			 

			[image: 2.3.tif] 

			Stages 4 and 2 are on the right above Dressing Room 3. The building in the foreground on the left was a suite of editing rooms—and still is. June 19, 1926.

			 

			The first Warner-dictated addition to the new studio was the so-called Warner Building, which was the first home of the Music Department, which had been created as a result of Harry’s 1928 purchase of M. Witmark and Sons music publishers. The building is still used today and contains a large screening room (211 seats) and suites of offices.

			By 1930, the lot contained seven stages (newly and expensively soundproofed at $13,000 each), an administration complex that consisted of four separate but adjacent buildings, a complex of dressing rooms, and, of course, sound and sound-recording suites. The backlot, or rather the area set aside for the construction of exterior sets, was at the time located on the eastern, or back part, of the lot, just south of where the Burbank family farmhouse at the time still stood. Movie studios of this era had yet to fully realize that these sets, recreations of architectural styles that were not available naturally in Los Angeles, could be used, with the assistance of new signage and camera angles, for subsequent films set in similar locations. Eventually, however, these outdoor sets became more elaborate and more substantial as their usefulness became apparent. 
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			September 15, 1928. Stages 4 and 5 under construction. At the time, there were no provisions for soundproofing these stages—an expensive mistake.

			 

			The first permanent backlot set at Warner Bros. (that is, if one can use such a word anywhere inside a Hollywood studio) was a “Brownstone Street,” which was constructed in the late 1920s to run from the junction of the commissary and a suite of recording stages to the rest of the (largely undeveloped) backlot. Originally the set was, as was the tradition at the time, only two single-sided façades facing each other for roughly the length of a single city block. But this New York City–inspired boulevard proved so versatile, and so lucrative, that it eventually, as production demanded, became what it originally had been designed only to portray; an actual row of city buildings outfitted with electricity, staircases, landings, and interior apartments. The set is still in use, and as of this writing it is probably being photographed for something at this very minute. The following year, a legendary “New York Street” rose at the lip of the Brownstone district. The backlot expanded east from there. 

			On December 4, 1934, a fire started inside a machine shop near an outdoor mine set for the Michael Curtiz picture Black Fury—currently, the corner of Warner Boulevard and Avon Street. Curtiz rallied his crew of approximately seventy to battle the flames and was quickly aided by other employees and the staffs of the nearby Burbank, Los Angeles, and Hollywood Fire Departments, as well as the on-lot Fire Department commanded by its sixty-five-year-old chief, Albert Rounder. According to the Los Angeles Times, nearby Toluca Lake resident Bing Crosby and Warner Bros. stars Dick Powell, Warren Williams, Helen Morgan, and Kay Francis helped man the fire line. Ultimately, the blaze took out most of the standing backlot east of New York Street, as well as the studio’s crafts departments, a property warehouse, and eight tractors just purchased as props for an upcoming Joe E. Brown comedy, Earthworm Tractor. 
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			Rare snowfall in Burbank was the occasion for this photograph looking southeast across Olive Avenue at Stages 2, 4, 6, and 8. 1932.

			 

			More tragically still, the fire also snuffed out the film vaults, where priceless negatives from many early Vitagraph and First National films were stored, and ended the life of Chief Rounder, who as the fire was brought under control sat down on the ground complaining of pains in his chest that turned out to be a heart attack. His last words were reported to be “We licked it, didn’t we?”1 

			Jack Warner, however, was not licked. “We have ample facilities at our Sunset Boulevard Studio to take care of all of our immediate mechanical and constructional requirements. Shops that have been destroyed will be rebuilt as quickly as the ground can be cleared of debris. The loss is fully covered by insurance,” he told the press.2
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			The aftermath of the December 4, 1934, fire that burned most of the backlot.

			 

			Those losses were estimated to be between $250,000 and $500,000. Fourteen acres of largely brand-new studio real estate had been leveled. But, unlike even a few years earlier, Jack’s optimism could no longer be dismissed as mere bravado. In the year the studio was being rebuilt, he also found time to produce fifty-four feature-length motion pictures.
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			After the 1934 fire, the backlot was quickly rebuilt.

			 

			Physically, the studio continued to expand as well, with the original sixty-eight First National acres eventually expanding to over a hundred. In 1929, Harry started purchasing the land that would eventually become the Warner Ranch as well. At the same time, the studio also apparently purchased or leased property near Cordova Street in Burbank, which was usually referred to internally as “30 Acres” or “the North 40.” 
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			“30 Acres,” a backlot property the studio operated near Cordova Street in Burbank, as it looked in 1947.

			 

			In 1931, they also purchased the Teddington Studios in London for the purpose of producing “British” product to fulfill legal quotas that needed to be met before Hollywood films could appear in English cinemas. 

			Another popular location for Warner productions during this era and beyond, constantly leased by the studio but never purchased, was the Providencia Ranch, which in fact was across the street from the back of the studio. The property was, at the time, sometimes still referred to as the old Universal Ranch, and in fact had been part of that studio’s original development. In 1915 D. W. Griffith had filmed battle scenes for his landmark The Birth of a Nation on the property. Black Legion (1937), Jezebel (1938), Sergeant York (1941), Objective Burma (1945), and Night and Day (1946) are among the pictures that filmed sequences on this hillside property, which today is the permanent home of the Forest Lawn Memorial Park Cemetery, where many of the studio’s late and legendary stars rest. 

			 

			[image: 2.9.tif] 

			An aerial view of the Warner lot and south Burbank from 1939. Note the “30 Acres” backlot property slightly northeast of the studio proper, and, beyond that, the future Walt Disney Studio lot, under construction.

			 

			Warner Bros. was the first studio to take a stand against Nazism with Confessions of a Nazi Spy (1939) and was the first American studio to pull their offices, and films, out of Germany. In 1944, a German buzz bomb struck a studio rooftop at the Teddington lot in England and destroyed the primary shooting stage, the administration building, and several other structures. It also took the life of the studio manager, Anenda Max “Doc” Salomon, who was Jack Warner’s wife’s cousin and one of his most loyal employees. So grieved was Jack by his old friend’s killing that he ordered a plaque put up on the wall facing the lawn in his office in Burbank. For the rest of his life, Jack would always point it out to acquaintances while walking across the lot. The plaque is no longer there, sadly (Jack Warner Jr. once mentioned that his sister Barbara kept it), although Jack transcribed what it said and even had it printed in his own autobiography: “In Memory of A. M. ‘Doc’ Salomon, who served Warner Bros. faithfully and well for 30 years, and who gave his life in line of duty during the robot bombing of England on July 5, 1944.”3

			The war ended with the studio still making unprecedented profits. In 1947 they ended the fiscal year $22 million in the black, their biggest profit ever. At the time, 3500 employees entered the gates of the Burbank studio every work day. But an era was ending at the same moment that it was peaking, and things would never be the same. In May 1948, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the studio’s control of production, distribution, and exhibition constituted a monopoly, and so the Warners and Hollywood’s other aging moguls would have to sell off their theater chains, which had been the reason for the purchase of the Burbank property to begin with. Originally, the Warners had hoped that they could avoid the new regulations by having two brothers own production and distribution and letting a third own all the theaters separately—a sly idea, indeed, but one that their lawyers nixed. Of the four hundred theaters in their circuit, the brothers probably particularly hated to give up the prestigious Warner Bros. Hollywood Theater on the corner of Broadway and 51st Street in New York City—because it was lit by the largest electric sign in the world, a fact that they seldom failed to mention in publicity releases. 
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			The backlot Bonnyfeather Street in flames in the May 16, 1952, studio fire.

			 

			The loss of income from the theaters was something that none of the Seven Sisters were ever able to fully recover from. Although smaller studios, such as Columbia and Universal, neither of which had ever owned a significant number of screens, ultimately fared better. In 1952, the Warner Bros.’ financial record indicated $87,548,158 in assets from land holdings. The following year, the first year without the theaters, the number was only $11,038,336, although the sale of the theaters did add considerably to the company’s reported profits for that particular year.

			The disastrous Supreme Court ruling was bad enough. But it was coupled with an inevitable aging of talent on both sides of the camera in Hollywood. By the 1950s, the major studios were all at least thirty years old and had become a part of the very establishment they had once craved admittance to. This made those studios’ movies, in general, less vibrant and less challenging than they had been in previous, less complacent decades. James Dean, the most interesting Warner Bros. leading man of this period, was an exception, but his tragic death in an auto accident in 1955 probably shoved the company backward into its previous, apathetic state. A growing and unexpected indifference by audiences, perhaps sensing all of this and lured away by television, as well as the flight of middle-class audiences away from urban areas and urban theaters and into the suburbs, were probably additional causes for a drop in movie attendance in the 1950s.

			The bad luck continued. On May 16, 1952, a fire broke out in an unused corner of New York Street. The flames quickly engulfed the nearby Stage 21, the largest on the lot, and burned it to the ground along with much of the backlot. As in 1934, the studio’s executives and stars, including Kathryn Grayson, Burt Lancaster, and Ray Bolger, pitched in to help out. Exploding incandescent bulbs kept both professional and amateur firefighters’ nerves on edge by popping incessantly and unexpectedly as everyone worked to extinguish the blaze, which ultimately consumed about $1.5 million of the studio’s assets and history. 
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			The second 1952 fire, on July 9, 1952, destroyed most of the sets from the bottom of the backlot Tenement Street to the Los Angeles River.

			 

			On July 9 of the same year yet another fire began, this time east of the setting of the first blaze near a ships’ dock setting beside the ruined Stage 21, which had yet to be fully cleared away. Forestry lookouts up to eighty miles away reported seeing the flames, which this time consumed twenty-five acres of real estate valued at nearly $5 million. Also destroyed was the original Burbank farmhouse, which was the only “real” structure on the backlot. Initially arson was suspected: a Los Angeles Times article speculated that investigators were on the lookout for an unidentified “fire happy person,” but eventually it was ruled that both fires were, in fact, accidental.4 

			In the wake of the two fires, J.L. surprised no one when in 1953 he announced that he was “tapering off” film production for as much as ninety days to concentrate on rebuilding and restructuring the company.5 Truthfully, however, J.L. was probably wondering most what to do about his brother Harry. 

			The relationship between Harry and Jack, always somewhat confrontational, had been disintegrating since Sam’s death in 1927. Sam, as a middle brother, had been a moderating force between the loud, brash Jack and his unsmiling (and usually unapproving) older brother. By the 1950s, Albert was largely out of the picture industry and in retirement in Florida. That left Jack and Harry to battle over the studio, which they did. 

			In 1956, the three brothers agreed to sell all of their stock to an outside investment group for just over $20 million. Immediately after the sale, however, it was announced that Jack had bought back that same stock and was now staying with the company as president, a title that had been Harry’s for decades. 

			Harry never recovered from this betrayal. He suffered a massive stroke from which he never recovered, either, and he refused to ever speak to Jack again. He died on July 27, 1956. J.L. was at a casino in the south of France at the time and did not attend the service. 

			Four days after Harry’s funeral, on August 4, 1956, Jack crashed his 1947 Alfa Romeo into a coal truck after a long night at the baccarat tables. Badly injured, he was unable to return to his studio for nearly four months. When he did come back to work, he was touched to see that “Welcome Back Jack” banners had been spread across all the gates. He entered the lot by driving under one of them, which included a picture of his own smiling face.
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