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Trusty, dusky, vivid, true,


With eyes of gold and bramble-dew,


Steel-true and blade-straight,


The great artificer


Made my mate.


—Robert Taylor on Barbara Stanwyck, quoting Robert Louis Stevenson


She was the greatest emotional actress the screen has yet known.


—Frank Capra


I only met her once. She was introduced to me by, of all people, Gertrude Lawrence . . . Stanwyck was gracious and laconic; very tiny; very chic; very controlled. But I met her! I saw the eyes, the lips. Contact was made.


—Tennessee Williams


When John Ashbery was asked where he turned for consolation, he replied, “Probably to a movie, something with Barbara Stanwyck.”


—Deborah Solomon, The New York Times Magazine, January 14, 2007





PART ONE



Up from Under


Life beats down and crushes the soul, and art reminds you that you have one.


—Stella Adler
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Ruby Stevens, 1923, age sixteen. Note the spelling of her name: “Rubye.”








ONE



Family History


My grandparents on both sides were probably horse-thieves. No one ever told us anything about them. Therefore I suspect the worst. I imagine they were born and raised in Ireland. But wherever the family tree is planted, whether its branches are rotten or sound, I’ll never know.


—Barbara Stanwyck, 1937


It has been written about Barbara Stanwyck, born Ruby Stevens, that she was an orphan. Her mother, Catherine Ann McPhee Stevens, Kitty, died in 1911, when Ruby was four years old. Following Kitty’s death, Ruby’s father, Byron E. Stevens, a mason, left his five children and set sail for the Panama Canal, determined to get away and hoping to find work at higher wages than at home.


The story goes that Ruby and her older brother, Malcolm Byron, then six years of age, were passed from Brooklyn home to home, from tenement to tenement, to whatever family would take them in for the few dollars the family would be paid for their care. Ruby would earn her keep scrubbing toilets, doing whatever she could to stay alive. Her three sisters, who were much older, two of whom were married, were busy with their own lives. One sister was in show business, a dancer who frequently traveled and was barely able to care for herself, but who looked out for Ruby and Byron and earned enough money to keep both children off the street.


In and around that story is the notion that Ruby Stevens came from nowhere, that she was a tough Brooklyn girl, educated on the streets, who never finished high school, who became a showgirl as a young teenager, hoofing her way from one club to another, from one musical revue to another, until she landed a job in a play, got her big break, and was a sensation on Broadway.


And some of this story is true.


•  •  •


Ruby Stevens from the streets of Brooklyn, who danced in cabarets and clubs, a Broadway star at twenty, was a daughter of the American Revolution.


The Stevens family can be traced in America as far back as 1740. Ruby’s great-great-grandfather Thomas Stephens Sr. was from New England—Georgetown, Maine. Her great-great-grandmother Mary Oliver was from Marblehead, Massachusetts, and married Thomas Stephens when he was nineteen and she sixteen.


Stephens established a business in maritime shipping. During the Revolutionary War, his ships were used against the Crown in a massive seaborne insurgency that helped to win the War of Independence.


Thomas junior, Ruby Stevens’s great-grandfather, one of five Stephens children, was born in Georgetown, Maine, nine years before America won its war of independence. Her grandfather Joseph, one of ten children, was born on July 4, 1809, and married three times—first to Isabelle Morgan, who died soon after; then to her sister, Arzelia Morgan, two years later (together they had four sons); and then to a young woman from Derby, Vermont, living in Lowell, Massachusetts. Joseph Stephens, at almost six feet tall, dark with dark hair and blue eyes, was fifty years old; Abby Spencer, twenty-seven. The Stephens family bought farmland on the main road of Lanesville, Massachusetts, near Gloucester, which, with a voting population of 350, was the largest town in Massachusetts. The Stephens house at 16 Langsford Street between Lanes and Folly Coves was built with the compactness of a ship’s interior. Behind it was a carriage barn with an old cherry tree that dominated the Stephenses’ front lawn. Off to the parlor side the branches of a mulberry tree spread out over the wooden fence that surrounded the property.


Cod and mackerel fishermen used Lanes Cove, taking their pinkies and schooners out before dawn and returning by three to unload their catches. They kept their nets and tackle and pots in wooden sheds that faced the water along the curve of the beach.


•  •  •


In 1862, almost a year after the shelling of Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor, and at the age of fifty-three, Joseph Stevens (spelling now changed) traveled to Boston and enlisted in the U.S. Army, a private in Company L of the First Massachusetts Heavy Artillery Volunteers. Months later, Stevens, as a sergeant, was engaged in the Second Battle of Bull Run and was discharged in mid-October 1863, days before two of his sons, Melville and Sylvanus, enlisted.


Stevens returned to Lanesville and found work as a ship’s navigator and caulker, putting jute rope between the joints of the ship’s boards and sealing the joints with tar. His wife, Abby, gave birth on July 16, 1864, to their only child, Byron, Ruby Stevens’s father.


On April 9, 1865, General Robert E. Lee surrendered the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia to Lieutenant General Ulysses S. Grant. The people of Lanes Cove celebrated by blowing fish horns and decorating their ships. Six days later, a horse and rider galloped into the village with the shocking news of President Lincoln’s assassination. Churches were draped in mourning cloth. Mourning flags flew with black-and-white stripes and white stars on a black background. Women sewed black-and-white ribbon rosettes and wore them on the left shoulder as mourning badges.


•  •  •


Byron Stevens grew up in the small fishing village of Lanesville and came to love the sea. His mother was a favorite of the fishermen who passed her house on their way home from Lanes Cove and offered Abby lobsters from their daily catches. The Stevens family wasn’t rich, but by 1870 Joseph Stevens had amassed a great deal of land, and they were comfortable.


The Stevenses were careful in their rearing of Byron. Joseph and Abby were formal people, strict Methodists. Each Sunday they traveled the mile by horse and carriage to the neighboring town of Bay View to attend the Bay View Church and often invited the minister to dinner.
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The Stevenses lived in Lanesville. Their house on Langsford Street was a short distance from the main harbor of Lanes Cove, pictured above.





By 1881, Byron had started college with the hopes of studying law. When his father died of consumption, Byron was forced to quit school and found employment a block away from his house, learning a trade in one of the great granite quarries as a mason and a stone setter. The towns of Bay View and Lanesville had grown up around the quarries.


During the winter months, the local fishermen worked at the Eames and Stimson (later Lanesville) Granite Company cutting paving blocks. Iron-rimmed wagons carried the blocks through the fields, up Langsford Street to Lanes Cove, where granite schooners and stone sloops were docked. Paving stones, as many as forty thousand, were loaded onto ships and delivered to New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and other cities being built up along the seaboard.


On a trip to Boston, Byron met a young girl from Canada who had come to visit her aunt Mary and cousin Mary Gallis.


Catherine Ann McPhee, from Sydney, Nova Scotia, was of Scotch-Irish descent. Her forebears had left Scotland in the seventeenth century like thousands of other Scottish Lowlanders who migrated to Ulster for a grant of land and a long lease. They were Presbyterian in faith and stayed in Northern Ireland until the mid-eighteenth century, when, with thousands of others who left in waves during the famine of 1740–1741, they came to the United States and Canada.


Kitty McPhee grew up in a large family that included a twin brother, Malcolm, who died when he was a boy. Their father, George, died when both children were young, and their mother, Elizabeth, remarried and had another family.


Byron Stevens and Kitty McPhee married in 1886 and stayed in Lanesville, boarding at 876 Washington Street, half a mile down the road from Byron’s boyhood home. Byron was twenty-one years old; Kitty was fifteen and carrying their child. On April 23, six weeks after their marriage, Kitty gave birth to a girl, Laura Mildred. After Mildred was born, Abby Stevens frequently visited Byron and her daughter-in-law to make sure things were done properly.


During the next four years, Byron and Kitty had two more daughters: Viola Maud in 1888 and Mabel Christine in 1890.


Byron found temporary work as a mason in New York City, but once the work was completed, the family returned to Massachusetts and decided to leave Lanesville to follow his older half brothers who had moved to the town of Lynn, on Massachusetts Bay.


•  •  •


Chelsea, Massachusetts, eight miles south of Lynn, had originally been part of Boston until it became a separate township made up of Chelsea, Revere, and Winthrop. The city of roughly thirty thousand people boasted of being fifteen minutes by iron steamboat from Boston as well as a twenty-minute ride from the sea along Revere Beach Reservation.


Lumber warehouses, rubber works, and bone-black factories lined the industrial heart and main street of the city, Marginal Street, which ran along the Charles River. Shipyards still produced schooners there as well as pilot boats and steamboats. The Stevenses lived in the rear of 106 Essex Street, a brick two-family building, like many of the houses of the city, a few blocks north of Marginal Street.


Each summer the family traveled the thirty-five miles to Lanesville to spend a portion of July or August with Byron’s mother, who stayed in the house on Langsford Street after Joseph’s death. The sun and sea air of Lanesville felt different, and the three young Stevens girls were happy to be in the village where they had grown up and in their grandmother’s house with its daunting parlor of horsehair-and-mahogany-backed chairs used only for special occasions and its marble-top tables displaying family albums. In the winter the parlor was heated by a small round stove at the room’s center.


Byron Stevens was a strict father with a fierce temper and frequently lashed out at his daughters. The girls would have preferred he beat them than punish them with such harsh scolding. Abby expected her daughter-in-law to be equally strict with the girls. Kitty tried to follow Abby’s dictum when her mother-in-law was around, but on her own, when Byron left for work and his mother wasn’t in the house, Kitty, who had talent and dreams of being on the stage, would sing and put on playlets with her girls. She longed to be a dancer.


•  •  •


Byron and Kitty were soon able to afford a house on Spruce Street, a step up, a modest two-family structure away from the water, closer to the center of town.


Byron found work in New Hampshire, and the Stevens family closed up their house and took the Boston-and-Maine train to Dover, a small but once busy port with ships from all over the world traveling the ten miles up the narrow Cochecho River to tie up at Dover Landing. Brick schooners carried cargo from the twenty-three Dover brickyards that stood along the clay banks of the Cochecho and Bellamy Rivers to eastern cities like Philadelphia and Boston. Dover brick was being used to build row houses along Copley Square. Dover was also a mill town, supplying cotton for soldiers’ uniforms and blankets during the war. Now, thirty years later, the town’s mills produced dress cloth—organzas, sateens, ruffles, and calicoes. The largest of the mills, the Cochecho Plant Works, employed more than a thousand people and produced eighty million yards of cotton a year.
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The Stevens family, Chelsea, Massachusetts, circa 1901. Left to right: Mabel Christine, age ten; Catherine Anne (“Kitty”) MacFee Stevens, thirty-three; Viola Maud, twelve; Byron, thirty-eight; Laura Mildred, fourteen. (COURTESY GENE VASLETT)





A year before the Stevenses’ move to Dover, the town was devastated by the worst disaster in its history. In March 1896, a late winter storm came in, bringing rain so driving that the Cochecho River rose more than six feet, causing huge ice floes to break loose and destroying the town’s five bridges as well as its central avenue and a row of stores. Carloads of lumber were swept off the wharves at Dover Landing; more than a thousand barrels of lime ignited a fire that raged through the buildings.


Dover as a port was devastated. The silt that had taken fifty years to be dredged out of its harbor was swept back in by the furious waters in thirty-six hours. The harbor’s 140-foot schooners were destroyed.


Byron had been hired to help rebuild the town, and the Stevenses lived on a street of white clapboard houses that ended a block from the Cochecho River. During the days, Millie, Maud, and Mabel, eleven, nine, and seven, played hide-and-seek in the storage trunks of a factory that was close to the house.
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Maud Stevens, age ten, circa 1898. (COURTESY JUNE D. MERKENT)





Soon the family returned to Chelsea, and Abby Stevens, sick with heart disease, died on February 14, 1898. She was sixty-six years old.


Kitty and Byron and the three girls traveled back to Lanesville for the funeral but were barely able to make it through the February southwester that had started the night before. Snow squalls were raging through the town; the main street was strewn with live wires and downed telephone poles. Coasters, sloops, and fishing vessels still in the water made a tangled chain.


Abby’s funeral was held later that day at 16 Langsford Street with the service led by the Stevenses’ pastor, the Reverend Nicklin of the Bay View Church. The snow was so deep it was impossible for a horse pulling a carriage with a casket to make its way to the Lanesville Cemetery; the burial was postponed a day. Abby was buried in pastureland that had once belonged to the Stevens family.


•  •  •


Kitty Stevens was free. With the death of Byron’s mother, she no longer had to withstand her mother-in-law’s instructions on the correct way to raise children, keep her house, comport herself and her family. Kitty had lived through twelve years of Abby’s iron rule, and she could now give her daughters the things she wanted for them.


Dancing classes topped the list. She worried that Byron would disapprove, knowing that his mother would have been aghast at the idea that her granddaughters were learning to dance. But her resilience and spirit were hard to resist, as was her determination. Finally, she had her way; Byron agreed to let the girls attend dancing classes, and Kitty, an expert seamstress, sewed dresses for them of organdy, challis, and Lansdowne silks in case they should be asked to attend any balls.


The Stevens girls gathered in their kitchen to rehearse their dance lessons as Kitty whistled the songs and Byron accompanied them on the violin. Millie danced the “French dance”; Maud, the “Highland Fling”; and Mabel, “the Sailor’s Hornpipe.”


The Stevenses were a proud family. Byron was a man whose bearing bespoke austerity, strength, and formality, but things weren’t right in the house. Byron’s drinking was unsettling, and one day he left and didn’t return. Kitty had three daughters to care for and no money. Her eighteen-year marriage was all she had known.


Kitty soon learned that Byron was living in Brooklyn and sent sixteen-year-old Maud, the second of the three daughters, whose authority and fierceness made her seem as if she were the oldest, to bring him back. Maud made her way to Brooklyn, found Byron living in a boardinghouse, and persuaded him to return with her to Chelsea.


Shortly after, Kitty gave birth to a son, Malcolm Byron, on February 26, 1905, the name Malcolm from Kitty’s twin brother who had died as a boy in Nova Scotia. Millie, Maud, and Mabel were eighteen, sixteen, and fifteen.


The Stevens girls had grown into proper young women, each as accomplished a seamstress as her mother. Millie, the oldest, had a tender fey quality, a softness that surrounded the even features of her face. Her blue eyes were large and sharply defined. Millie was a dreamer like Kitty and, with her mother’s prompting, intended to be an actress and a dancer.


Maud was practical and grounded, proud and haughty. She made sure things got done in a way that Millie never quite could. Maud was proud of her family heritage, of her handsome papa and stalwart mother, and proud as well of her own position as a clerk in a dress shop. Maud cared about the way she looked and loved to wear the finest dresses and suits with fur stoles, fur muffs, and grand hats that were adorned with veils, feathers, and flowers.


Mabel, the quietest of the three, was soft-spoken and shy but a hard worker.


The family was back together, but work was hard to find in Chelsea. Byron realized that employment was available in Brooklyn, New York, where buildings were being constructed in brick. Within the year he and Kitty left Chelsea with Millie and her husband, Maud, Mabel, and Malcolm to make a new life across the river from Manhattan.
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Flatbush, circa 1900.





•  •  •


Flatbush in 1906 was a small town, similar to Lanesville and Chelsea, with row and clapboard houses and narrow tree-lined streets. Thirty years before, large farms ran along the avenues to Coney Island.


With the opening of the Brooklyn, Flatbush, and Coney Island Railroad in 1878, the area began to be developed. Sixty-five acres of land that had been a potato farm of the Vanderveers was transformed into a grid of streets. By 1906, when the Stevenses moved to Brooklyn, Flatbush was becoming a fashionable section that included Vanderveer Park, Ditmas Park, Fiske Terrace, Manhattan Terrace, and Slocum Park. Landowners had resisted dividing their fields into city lots, and the lush green lanes and country roads of Flatbush turned into wide avenues and boulevards, but once it became part of the City of Brooklyn, new tax rates made it impossible for farmers to hold on to the land.


Within thirty years Flatbush was transformed from a small village into a busy, thriving town.


The Stevenses moved to 312 Classon Avenue between DeKalb and Lafayette Avenues. Millie, Maud, and Mabel, twenty, eighteen, and sixteen, and Millie’s husband were living with their mother and father and year-old brother. Classon Avenue was a narrow, quiet, dark cobblestoned street of three-story brownstones two blocks south of Myrtle, with its grocery shops and vegetable stores crowded together.
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The Stevens girls, now young women, Brooklyn, New York, 1907. Millie Stevens, age twenty-one (left), Maud Stevens Merkent, age nineteen (center), Mabel Stevens, age seventeen (right). (ALL COURTESY GENE VASLETT)





Malcolm was two years old when Byron and Kitty had another child—a girl, who was born on July 16, 1907, the same birth date as her father, who had been born in 1864.


Maud and Mabel were employed as sales clerks at the Abraham & Straus dry goods store on Fulton, Hoyt, and Livingston Streets. Maud had befriended one of the other clerks there, a woman her age called Ruby Merkent Joppeck, and Maud wanted her mother to name the baby girl after her friend Ruby. Kitty and Byron liked the name and called their fifth child Ruby Catherine Stevens.


Millie, Maud, and Mabel, now young women, were embarking on their own lives.


In December 1907, Maud Stevens and Albert Merkent were married and moved to a house at 1330 Rogers Avenue. The Merkent family owned a well-established butcher shop, Merkent’s Meat Market, but Albert took a job as a chauffeur and was considered an excellent driver.


Millie had been married for three years and was struggling as an actress. She had always been thought of as the beauty of the family, with a softness and light that drew people to her. Her mouth was full, and the set of it with its slight smile was both an invitation and a warning of a determined spirit. The fullness of her face and violet eyes were similar to those of her mother, her proud stance that of her father.


In October 1907, Millie found work in a show and was on the road in the Midwest, appearing in a political comedy called A Contented Woman by the successful Broadway playwright Charles Hoyt. Millie Stevens was being singled out in reviews and was soon on tour in a production of The Road to Sympathy and traveling with the show as far as Columbus, Ohio.


In April 1910, Maud, age twenty-two, gave birth to a boy, Albert Mortimer Merkent. While Maud was being a new mother, Kitty, forty-one, and Byron, forty-six, were rearing two young children. Malcolm Byron was five years old and had just started kindergarten at P.S. 45; Ruby was three. Work was steady, but times were not easy: Byron drank, and money was scarce. And in 1911, Kitty became pregnant with her sixth child.


•  •  •


Toward the end of July, the intense summer heat had settled in the city. Kitty was late into her pregnancy. She and Ruby and Byron were on a trolley when a drunk fell and kicked Kitty in the stomach. She lost her footing and was thrown from the car. Byron and Ruby watched as their mother fell to the street and people rushed to her side. A mounted policeman moved through the crowd and helped Kitty to her feet, and she and the children were brought home.


Kitty had started to hemorrhage. Five-year-old Malcolm saw blood everywhere as he waited for what seemed a long time before Mabel came to help. The doctor was called. Kitty had gone into labor. During the day and throughout the night she continued to lose blood and was overtaken by fever and chills. Byron, Millie, Maud, and Mabel were with her. Blood poisoning set in from an incomplete miscarriage. She fought to stay alive, but by the following evening septicemia had overtaken her body. Kitty was dead at age forty and was buried two days later in Green-Wood Cemetery.
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Ruby Stevens, age four, with her brother, Malcolm Byron, age five or six, circa 1911. (MARC WANAMAKER/BISON ARCHIVES)





Byron and Kitty had been married for twenty-five years, had raised a family together first in the village of his childhood and then made a new life in a small city. They had raised three girls and made a fresh start in a strange new place with a new family. Without his wife, Byron was lost, undone.


He couldn’t take care of his young son or daughter. Six-year-old Malcolm didn’t return to school in September. Byron Stevens moved out of the apartment. What happened next to Byron, Malcolm, and Ruby is unclear; there are variations to the story.


In one version, Malcolm, then six, and Ruby, four, were placed in orphanages and were moved to a series of institutions. In another, Millie took Ruby, tightly holding her hand and carrying a box that contained what bare essentials Ruby owned, to a tenement flat and, unable to care for her sister, left her with a family. Malcolm and Ruby were taken in by friends of the Stevenses. In another version, the children were taken in by a series of strangers, families who were paid to care for the children as they were moved from house to house. And in yet another version, Malcolm went to live with one sister, Mabel, and her husband of two years, Giles Vaslett, an accountant from Pawtucket, Rhode Island, and Ruby went to live with Maud and her husband, Bert Merkent, and their year-old son, Al.


Byron Stevens took a room in a run-down hotel, similar to the one he was living in when he had left Kitty years before. He continued to work through the early fall and into the winter until he was laid off. He wept for the loss of his wife, continued to drink, and found himself in one brawl after another.


During Christmas 1911, six-year-old Malcolm Stevens was brought to his father’s room. The boy sat on the edge of the steel bed, with father and son having little to say to each other. Malcolm was frightened and became even more so when his father left the room to go down the hall. The room was dark. One corner housed a pole for clothes with nothing on it but a few hangers. A chest of drawers had cigarette burns on it.


The boy sensed his father was going to go away, but he didn’t know what to do or say to stop him.


•  •  •


Byron Stevens left Brooklyn after the New Year. There were extra dollars to be made on a massive U.S. government project south of Costa Rica with food, living expenses, and medical services being paid for and written off to national defense. U.S. military engineers had taken over from the French government the massive construction of a waterway that was to be a new route joining the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans by way of the Isthmus of Panama.


Stevens found work on a freighter going south. He was headed for Panama, a long way from Lanesville, Massachusetts, and a longer way from the wife who had died and the children he was leaving behind.





TWO



The Perils


1911–1915


My father loved my mother madly and when she died, he went gypsy, I was raised by strangers, farmed out. There were no rules or regulations. Whoever would take me for five dollars a week, that’s where I was. So I really didn’t have any family.


—Ruby Stevens


Ruby, at four years old, and her brother, Malcolm Byron, were on their own. They had a family of grown-up sisters who loved them but couldn’t care for them, who lived in houses that were warm with their own families. For Ruby and Byron it was a world of loneliness. They were placed with different families. Ruby often slept at the houses of friends of Maud’s and Millie’s and would be given a cot in the dining room or parlor. During the day, she ate meals with her sister Maud and Bert Merkent. Millie paid to keep Ruby with families in the neighborhood, thinking it would be good for her.


Ten or twelve families took Malcolm and Ruby in, perhaps more. “There was never a family that had room for the two of us, Byron and me,” said Ruby. “That was the tragedy of it.” The names of the families became a blur, but the feelings remained sharp and clear: Ruby didn’t belong to anyone.


She came first only to Byron. There was no mother or father to love or comfort her; no one bothered about her clothes. Byron was everything to Ruby, and she, everything to him. He was a little boy, but to Ruby, Byron was a “little man” and she idolized him.
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Ruby (top row, second from left) and Malcolm Byron Stevens (middle row, far left), Brooklyn, New York, circa 1912. (COURTESY NANCY BERNARD)





•  •  •


Ruby learned to live on the streets and to make the best of it. “We never played games,” she said. “I never cared for games anyway. The only game I can remember playing,” she said, “is the game of fighting.” She learned at a young age that her survival was based “on self-preservation . . . When you live like that you always take care of yourself first, because there’s no one else to do it.”


Malcolm Byron was a quiet boy, never loud or outspoken in the way Ruby was. “He was always a loner,” she said. Malcolm never teased his little sister and was protective of her.


Ruby was the “leader of any gang” she and Malcolm played with. “Despite her quietness,” said Malcolm, “the other children would turn to Ruby when they were hurt, or bullied. She never failed them.”


The Dutch Reformed Church was a short walk from Rogers Avenue. Ruby found a world at the church deep within herself, “a world of . . . beauty and music and laughter and dancing,” without scorn or mistrust.


Ruby thought the church was beautiful and on Sundays went there by herself. Its clock and steeple stood over the old maple and oak trees on the avenue. On either side of the church along Flatbush Avenue were large white gabled houses that had been built during the previous century.


Ruby was enrolled in P.S. 152 and “hated school, hated arithmetic.” The teachers called her a “dunce” and wondered what was wrong with her. Literature was the first thing she could do well and the only thing she paid attention to. One teacher was gentle and understanding and warned her student who “hated so many things so earnestly” and lived in a fantasy world, “Life will deal you an awful blow, Ruby, unless you come out of the clouds.” Ruby acted as if she weren’t listening, but she heard her teacher’s words.


Ruby watched boys playing catch on the street. They tolerated her and allowed her to play football with them. Their games seemed more exciting than the girls’. It was the girls who resented Ruby’s easy companionship with the boys. A ring of girls one day closed in around her. “She’s an orphan,” one girl said, making it sound as if it were the worst thing anyone could be. “They were branding me an outcast,” said Ruby. She kept her eyes level with theirs and stared them down. With the exception of the football team, Ruby “hated everything about school. I hated the teachers, the other kids and the enforced obedience.” She signed her own report cards and envied the other children who had parents to sign theirs.


•  •  •


Ruby’s three sisters did the best they could to care for her, but they could never be mother or father to her or Malcolm. Millie, Maud, and Mabel had known an upbringing that was formal, where tradition and propriety were important. The girls had known the love, protection, and care of a mother whose magnetic, determined spirit and raucous laugh were their sources of hope and strength; they had grown up with a sometimes remote father who would drink and get angry but whose sense of fun and love saw them through their years together. Though they struggled, the Stevenses had had each other. Millie, Maud, and Mabel carried that inside them, and they tried the best they could to pass that on to Ruby and Malcolm.


He did his best to look out for Ruby, to take care of her and make sure she was safe. When Malcolm was to be moved to another family, Ruby tried to lock him up so they couldn’t take him away. She screamed and cried and promised she would be easy to look after if they would only take her too. “I promised everything,” she said, “if they would only keep us together. I couldn’t believe they were taking him, and I was being left behind. Afterwards all sorrow died away.” Ruby felt only “a terrible fighting anger.” If she needed to get in touch with her brother during the times they lived apart, a boy their age would act as the go-between and somehow get a message to Malcolm.


Ruby associated the women around her, she later said, with working at washtubs, at kitchen sinks, hanging clothes outside streaked, dirt-covered tenement windows. She remembered women whose backs were bent from exhaustion, whose stomachs were swollen from giving birth too many times, who were in an endless battle against poverty.


“I used to dream,” said Ruby, “that somebody got me all mixed up, that I belonged to nobility. That my parents had been rich, and one day they would come and take me out of all this muck and mire.”


It hurt Maud when, years later, Ruby described herself as a child who was “shifted from pillar to post.” Maud and Ruby, separated in age by nineteen years and worlds of experience, argued about what those early years had been like for Ruby. Maud described how she had raised her baby sister; Ruby understood that Maud didn’t want to hear the truth.


Millie didn’t have a home, much less a place where Ruby could live with her, but she took her to work with her as much as possible when Millie wasn’t on the road and had work as a showgirl.


Millie was the most beautiful woman Ruby had ever seen, with all the talent and emotion an actress should have. She was finding work in shows that played in New York and traveled the northeastern and midwestern circuits, opening for a few days in one city and moving on to the next, from Syracuse and Columbus to Toledo and Pittsburgh and back again. Her work continued to be noticed and get strong mention in local reviews in town after town.


When Millie spoke to Ruby of their mother, her “eyes were soft and dreamy.” She described Kitty as “beautiful, with long, raven-black hair and violet eyes,” and a voice Shakespeare would have called “soft, gentle and low.” And, said Millie, “she had a wonderful lilting laugh.” She could still hear her mother’s laugh.


•  •  •


In 1913, when Ruby was six years old, the movie serial was sweeping the country. It started as a circulation battle among newspapers—the Chicago Tribune and six other Chicago papers—originally a promotional gimmick thought up by McClure’s Magazine to coincide with its publication in The Ladies World of a group of stories called What Happened to Mary. The idea was to publish a story and release a screen version of it as a two-reeler for the nickelodeons. Each story was self-contained but was connected by the same set of characters.


These serials were so successful that in 1914 Pathé Frères made a serial of its own—The Perils of Pauline—at Pathé’s newly built studios in Jersey City at One Congress Street. The story was printed simultaneously in the Hearst papers.




[image: Images]


Pearl White, star of Pathé’s serial, The Perils of Pauline, renowned for her hair-raising adventures and for doing her daring stunts herself. (PHOTOFEST)





The Perils of Pauline featured a young actress called Pearl White, a Missouri farm girl—part Italian (her father), part Irish (her mother)—who had joined the circus, tumbling and riding bareback, getting her nerve and her training. Pearl joined a touring stock company at five years old, appearing as Little Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Three years later she was in New York acting with the Powers Film Company. By 1914 she had starred in more than 120 one-reelers.


Occasionally, Millie Stevens would take Ruby to see Pearl White “in her perils.” “There wasn’t much money for anything,” Ruby recalled. There were times when, in order to get a hot meal, Ruby would go into a diner, order hot water, and add ketchup to it. Ruby “tended children, washed dishes, ran errands,” she said, anything to earn enough money to go to the serials.


The heroine of the Perils was a young modern woman of 1914. Pauline’s parents, like Ruby’s, were dead. Pauline is alone in the world and lives in a grand mansion with servants who attend to her needs and drive her about in her town cars and roadsters. Pauline is not stuffy, nor does she put on airs. She is simple, trusting, free-spirited, bursting with the possibilities of life, and hell-bent on experiencing its adventures. A devoted suitor asks for her hand in marriage, but Pauline laughs off the proposal. Marriage and its obligations are of no interest to her. Pauline intends to “realize life’s greatest thrills” and then describe them in a book that she will write herself, a romance of adventures.


Pauline’s new trustee is determined to get her money and plots to lure her to certain death, from which she manages to free herself. She is drawn into outrageous exploits, blissfully, innocently. In each episode, a surefire inescapable trap is set for her. And while Pauline’s reliable fiancé seems to be her rescuer, it is Pauline who withstands all forms of torture, somehow figuring out an escape from the most treacherous circumstances, defying the odds like an agile escape artist, avoiding death from gunshot, drowning, or falling from great heights. Whether she is kidnapped on horseback, pursued by Indians, tossed down the side of a mountain, ducking boulders, or bound and gagged and left in a cave, Pauline—quick, undaunted—always prevails. Or does she?


Tune in to the next episode . . .


The Perils of Pauline became a huge sensation. Even Madame Sarah Bernhardt requested an audience with the young Pearl White, telling her how she had longed to meet her, how the screen adventuress was worshipped by the soldiers back in France fighting in the war against Germany.


Pearl White supported women’s suffrage. By 1916 eleven states, mostly in the West, had ratified the right of women to vote. A referendum for suffrage had been defeated in New York, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and New Jersey. White was performing a publicity stunt to show how “fearless, peerless” she really was. The eighteen-year-old “lady daredevil of the fillums” stood on a scaffolding twenty-two stories in the air, painting her initials in four-foot letters on the brick wall of the Gregory Building on Seventh Avenue. Her manager was sure she would fall and be killed. But Pearl painted on. Draped over her shoulders was a scarf that said in large red letters, “VOTES FOR WOMEN.”


It was often mentioned in newspaper accounts that Pearl White, along with Paul Panzer (Pauline’s nefarious guardian), refused the help of a double to perform the hair-raising escapes that mesmerized audiences: jumping off cliffs, bridges, railroad trains, yachts; being chased by wild animals; being bound and gagged and left in dangerous positions; going over embankments locked in a car. Pearl had a fondness for reckless living; the more danger involved, the more pleasure it gave her.


She was called a modern Joan of Arc, the empress of the Pathé serials, an actress without temperament who believed that “working ten hours a day took the edge off of artistic emotion.” The press described her as being “frank” and “having common sense to an unusual degree,” someone who “disliked flattery” and thought of her acting “more as work than as art.” She understood that “pantomime alone” was the way to the camera and the audience, that even if you had an effective voice, you couldn’t use it, and that in front of the camera the emotion was located in the play of the eyes, especially in close-ups.


Pearl White was a girl from the West who loved to do wild, daring things. She was a goddess whose sense of freedom appealed to Ruby Stevens. After watching Pearl in one picture be thrown down a deep well with a cobra lying at the bottom, Ruby walked through Prospect Park hoping to find a similar well with a cobra coiled at the bottom lying in wait.


•  •  •


During the summer of 1915, when Ruby was eight years old, Millie left to go on the road with a vaudeville show described as “high class vaudeville at low prices” and took her youngest sister with her. They traveled by train and lived in dressing rooms and railroad hotels in town after town, the show continuing in the fall and winter months in cities like Buffalo, Rochester, Pittsburgh, Indianapolis, and beyond.


Ruby stood in the wings watching each performance. She had a place to be, and people let her be there. She “loved the music and the lights. Everyone looked so happy out there dancing and singing for the audience,” she said. She became the heroine of her own plays.


When the show played the Lyric Theatre, The Indianapolis News called Millie Stevens “the hit of the bill.” The Pittsburgh Leader described her as “an expressive comedienne” whose portrayal was “so vital in spirit that her characterization compels admiration by the very human qualities through which she clothes it . . . the equal of Miss Stevens has not appeared in popular priced vaudeville in a great while.”


Ruby watched as the performers came offstage, removed their spangles and makeup, and turned into young women who worked hard and had problems and concerns like anybody else.


“I couldn’t have cared less about the birds and the bees in the park,” she said. “All I wanted to do was watch the actors and talk to the stagehands.”


The applause thrilled her. Ruby experienced an ecstasy just being in the theaters and made up her mind that she was going to be “a great dancer.”





THREE



Starting Life Anew


1916–1923


The Reverend William Chamberlain “was the only person outside of my family whom I loved,” said Ruby, who had fallen under the spell of the pastor at the Protestant Dutch Reformed Church.


The following year, the Reverend J. Frederic Berg became the pastor and spoke to the congregation about public spirit and ways to cultivate it. Ruby came to admire Reverend Berg as much as she had Reverend Chamberlain. “During one Sunday sermon, Reverend Berg asked us if we knew what love was,” said Ruby. “I thought he was going to expose my feelings for him to everyone.” The pastor talked about different kinds of love, about forgiveness, about the power of love and how it could save you and make you strong. “The hate was drained out of me,” said Ruby. “It was vague and strange but something happened in my heart.”


Ruby was inspired by the work of the church and wanted to become a missionary, to walk the world finding lost souls and save them from their unhappiness. On a spring day early in June 1916, Ruby was baptized in the sanctuary of the Protestant Dutch Reformed Church. Without any family members present, Ruby and Reverend Berg stood below the pulpit with the baptismal font between them. Ruby promised to be brought up a Christian, to avail herself of the church, and to renounce evil. Afterward, he gave her the testament, in which he had written on the flyleaf, “In all thy ways acknowledge him.” Many years later, Ruby still had the little testament.


•  •  •


Mabel and Harold Cohen, good friends of the Merkents’ who lived two blocks north of their home at 2586 Bedford and agreed to let Ruby live with them. The Cohens were poor, but their house was clean, and they knew how to prettify poverty.


They had meals together as a family, eating food that was plain but good. Mrs. Cohen thought children should have something hot in their stomachs before school and served oatmeal for breakfast. For dinner, she stewed chicken with cooked carrots and gave them soft little balls that tasted like dumplings. Ruby noticed that Mr. Cohen kissed his four children and wife when he came home each night.


He taught Ruby how to use a knife and fork. At first she was ashamed, but no one laughed, and Mr. Cohen, whose voice was soft and melodious, was patient with her. “They tried to teach me manners. They tried to stop me from swearing.”


The Cohens were the first people ever to brush Ruby’s hair or care how she looked. She learned to play jacks and marbles and to jump rope. “They were the first to give me affection,” she said later.


•  •  •


Ruby marked off the days of the calendar until Millie came to see her.


Whatever unhappiness Ruby may have suffered, it was compensated for when Millie and her fiancé, Gene Salzer, called for her and took her to the city for weekends.


Gene Salzer conducted the orchestra in the theater in which Millie was acting, and Millie and Gene looked forward to being married and making a home that would include Ruby. After performance Gene took Ruby to get something to eat; “if they didn’t have cream puffs,” said Ruby, “we would get up and walk out.” Millie would take Ruby to a vaudeville show, and Ruby would return to the Cohens and act out what she’d seen on the stage, dancing and singing and imitating the comics.


•  •  •


There was talk of war. The Germans had sunk three American ships, resulting in the death of fifteen men.


President Wilson pronounced, “The world must be made safe for democracy,” and demanded a declaration of war with Germany. A draft was created, the largest since the Civil War, that called for ten million unmarried men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-one to sign up.


Ray Merkent, Bert’s brother and the youngest of the six Merkents, volunteered for service, enlisting in the navy with its fleet of modern battleships second in the world only to England. War bond rallies were organized. Factories were on call twenty-four hours a day to produce artillery, tanks, and ammunition. The Brooklyn Navy Yard, the largest government shipbuilder in the country, had two years before produced the battleships Arizona and New Mexico and was now building the battleship Tennessee.


The country was calling on its citizens to go a day without wheat, meat, fat, and sugar and to use Sundays as a day to ration gas. Even the president went to church on Sunday in a horse-drawn carriage rather than in a car. Broadway theaters were closed in an effort to save coal. In Malcolm’s and Ruby’s schools—in all public schools—teachers had to take an oath of allegiance, solemnly swearing to support the Constitution of the United States of America and the Constitution of the State of New York, an oath that had to be certified by the schools’ principals.


By November 1918, General Pershing’s troops had triumphed in France; Germany and Austria-Hungary surrendered. More than a hundred thousand American men lost their lives, as had ten million European soldiers. The armistice was signed; the war was over. Celebrations were organized for returning war heroes, among them a parade down Fifth Avenue for General John Joseph Pershing and his army.


•  •  •


Mrs. Cohen was going to have a baby, and Ruby knew there would no longer be room in the house for her. She understood that these were her circumstances, and she was determined to change them rather than be their victim.


She went to live with Maud and Bert and their son, Al. Malcolm was living with Mabel, her husband, Giles Vaslett, an accountant, and their new baby, Eugene, on Eastern Parkway with Giles’s parents, Esther and Fayette Vaslett. Giles Vaslett was a difficult man and a heavy drinker, and Malcolm spent hours walking the Brooklyn docks, watching the tramp steamers and cargo ships from Latin America and elsewhere enter the harbor and leave, heading for the upper New York Bay and out to sea. He dreamed of the day when he himself would set out to sea, heading south. He would somehow work his way to Panama, where he would find his father and bring him back to Brooklyn, and he and Ruby would be together again as a family. At fourteen, Malcolm, big and blond and resembling his father, looked more like a man than a boy.


•  •  •


Millie Stevens found work in the chorus of a John Cort production called Glorianna and in October 1918 opened at the Liberty Theatre on Forty-Second Street, west of Broadway.


At thirty-two years old she was one of eighteen dancers of “Dolores’ Dancing Class of Debutantes and Maids,” a chorus described in the opening paragraphs of the New York Times review as “well accounted for” and “indispensable to the proceedings.” She was living at the Palace Hotel, and Ruby occasionally stayed there with her and accompanied her big sister to “haunt the wings” of the Liberty Theatre.


Also in Glorianna was Buck Mack, part of the dance team Miller and Mack. Mack was newly returned from the war and was living at the Princeton Hotel, five doors down the street from the Palace. On his days off, he would “mosey up” to see Millie and Ruby.


“Millie was a swell girl,” said Mack. “A pretty blonde doll herself and crazy about her kid sister.” Mack encouraged Ruby to dance and often took her out to a delicatessen on Broadway. Ruby began to call him Uncle Buck. “We had a regular routine,” she said. “Uncle Buck would ask me what I wanted and I’d always answer, ‘A turkey leg.’ ‘Turkey leg, huh?’ as if it were a surprise. Then, he’d say, ‘Well, Joe, give the little lady the finest you got.’ ”


•  •  •


In 1919, Malcolm and Ruby were living with Maud, Bert, and Al on Bedford Avenue. Malcolm at fourteen graduated from eighth grade at P.S. 152 and began working at Merkent’s Meat Market delivering meat, still haunting the docks and dreaming of hiring out on a boat. In his nine years of education, he had attended nine different schools and lived in fourteen different homes, some belonging to family members, others to strangers.


Ruby was twelve and in the sixth grade. She lived near the old Vitagraph studios and often went there to wait for her favorite movie idols to emerge. One day she saw two beautiful little blond girls at the entrance of the studio, looking like angels, each wearing a coat and hat made of white rabbit fur. They were Dolores and Helene Costello waiting for their father, Maurice. Ruby would have given anything for the girls’ clothes.


Soon after Malcolm’s graduation, he told Ruby he was leaving Brooklyn on a ship going to South America. Ruby had always counted on her brother being there for her. They had talked many times about running away together, and this was their chance. When Malcolm told her that everything would be all right, she believed him. She pleaded with Malcolm to take her with him; they could take care of each other. Malcolm knew it wouldn’t work and said no. Ruby didn’t belong to anyone except Malcolm. As a little girl, she felt safe with her brother and wanted to hide behind him. Ruby believed that had she been a boy, he would have taken her with him. She acted as if nothing could hurt her but cried long after he left.


Malcolm told his older sister nothing of his plan. One day, Maud expected her brother home early for dinner and didn’t see him for the next year and a half.


The Merkents soon moved again to a quiet pristine street away from the noise and crowds of Flatbush and Bedford Avenues. Vanderveer Place was a street of well-tended two-story brick row houses. Mabel, Giles, and their three-year-old son, Gene, moved in with the Merkents.


Ruby slept in Al’s bedroom; her cousin slept on the couch in the living room. Behind the Merkents’ house was a large tomato farm where Gene and Al would go to play baseball, steal tomatoes, and try to outsmart the farmer, who shot poachers with a pepper gun.


Ruby entertained her nephew Gene with her favorite record, “The Japanese Sandman” (“Here’s a Japanese sandman/Sneakin’ on with the dew/Just an old secondhand man/He’ll buy your old day from you”), playing the song over and over on the phonograph while Gene built model planes of the Great War. Ruby was packing her trunks to join Millie in Chicago for the summer. The song of the sandman reassured her (“He will take every sorrow of the day that is through/And he’ll give you tomorrow just to start a life anew”).


Ray Merkent, the Merkent with the most spirit and ambition, was back from the war and was an active member of the Masonic Temple as well as most of the clubs in Brooklyn. Ray, who spent a good deal of time at his brother Bert’s house, was seven years older than Ruby and liked her, maybe too much. Through his intervention, Ruby was given a part in a dance recital to be held at the Masonic Temple in Brooklyn.


The night of the performance—the first time Ruby danced in public—her gold-tasseled short skirt could have been ruined by heavy rains had she not been carried to the car. Her debut was a big occasion, and the whole family was there to see it: Mabel and her son, Gene, Maud, Bert, and Albert.


Ruby began appearing in pageants and amateur theatricals that were put on in neighborhood movie houses. She became part of an amateur dramatic group that rehearsed in Maud’s living room and was drawn to one young man, Frank Chauffeur, who lived in Flatbush, was Ruby’s age, and was equally taken with her.


In one of the productions at the Rialto Theatre on Flatbush Avenue, Ruby was given a line to speak: “Be careful with that knife.”


•  •  •


The Merkents bought a larger house at Avenue L and Thirty-Sixth Street, a couple miles from Vanderveer Place. The house was newly built and more spacious than anything the Merkents had lived in before, with a porch, living room, dining room, kitchen, and three bedrooms upstairs. The house had a finished basement with a bathroom and was heated by a coal furnace, which Bert Merkent stoked each night.


Ruby’s school, P.S. 152, was six blocks from the Merkents’ house. From her classroom she could see the tops of the trees of Prospect Ridge and beyond it a small patch of ocean. She could see the spire of the Dutch Reformed Church. At school Ruby suffered through a hundred or so crushes, though the boys never paid any attention to her. She had crooked teeth and straight hair. “And,” she said, “not one of the hundred knew I was around.”


Ruby was able to get a job at the five-and-dime working in the novelty department. When the counter got busy with customers and the pressure was on, she had trouble making change. The other girls working alongside her would vanish, and Ruby became even more flustered as customers called to her to take their money.


Gene Vaslett loved his aunt Ruby and thought her special. To him, Ruby at the age of thirteen was a woman of the world. Gene would look over his aunt’s shoulder as she wrote and try to identify the letters and words he saw on the page, with Ruby correcting him when he got them wrong. On Sunday mornings Gene and Ruby sat on the floor and read the comics together, Ruby showing her nephew the letters of the alphabet.


Malcolm sent Ruby postcards of places he had visited and dreamed about, which she carried in her schoolbooks to show her classmates until she put them away in a box, looking at the photographs of faraway places only at night.


•  •  •


When Ruby graduated, her class at P.S. 152 put on a pageant to celebrate its commencement, with Ruby as the month of September.


She had decided that she was not going to go to Erasmus Hall High School. She was going to get a full-time job.





FOUR



Heart and Nerve and Sinew


1921–1926


In 1921, Ruby Stevens was fourteen but looked older, with a deep voice that sounded from childhood as if she had perpetual laryngitis.


Now that she’d finished school, she answered a telephone company ad—telling the interviewer she was sixteen—and was hired as a switchboard operator at 15 Dey Street. She made it clear to the other operators that she was working there temporarily; she was going to be a dancer.


Ruby “talked back to a caller” and “got their wires so jammed up,” she said that she was transferred to the billing department as a clerk, packing cards and getting paid $13 a week, a lot of money to her. After the switchboard job Ruby hated hearing a telephone and would answer it within the first or second ring. When she learned that secretaries in the telephone company earned $25 a week, Ruby enrolled in a night school to study shorthand and typing.


As a file clerk she sat all day long, “fiddling with little pieces of paper, and folding envelopes,” matching subscribers’ numbers with the calls made—“a job that could be done by an idiot,” she said. “I couldn’t stand the idea of sitting so long.” After many months “of this [nothingness],” she took “the pieces of paper and all the blasted envelopes and threw them into the air, which made a great paper shower.” The superintendent came rushing over and told Ruby to “sort them into order.” Ruby would have none of it and walked out of the telephone company. “It got me nowhere, that loss of temper,” she said.


Frankie Chauffeur would come to Maud and Bert Merkent’s house to take Ruby to dances at Erasmus Hall High School or to parties in the two-family houses around Flatbush. Sometimes they would go to the pictures and hold hands as they watched Rudolph Valentino or Ramon Novarro or Wallace Reid and Gloria Swanson. When Frank mentioned marriage, Ruby backed away from the idea of it. She didn’t see herself as a wife or mother. She was intent on being a dancer or an acrobat.


Bert Merkent and his brother Ray went to baseball games together at Ebbets Field, and some of the Brooklyn Robins often stopped by the house. Everyone seemed to like Ray, the youngest of the six Merkents, except Ruby. Ray was a man of nineteen; Ruby a girl of fourteen. She was uncomfortable around him and made sure not to be at the house when he was there. One day Ray showed up when Ruby was home alone and began to force himself on her and wouldn’t stop. Ruby was horrified and shaken and told Maud what had happened. “Oh, well, dear,” said Maud, “I think you’re making too much of it . . . You imagined a lot of it.”


“I hate him,” said Ruby, furious that Maud didn’t believe her story. “You know that son of a bitch raped me. You know he did.” She became all the more wary and determined to get out and live on her own.


•  •  •


Ruby wasn’t any beauty. She “didn’t have a great figure,” she said, but she was intent on finding a place for herself as a dancer in the theater.


Isadora Duncan, the interpretive dancer, was performing at the Century Opera House, Carnegie Hall, and the Brooklyn Academy of Music. Ruby was fascinated by her free dancing. Isadora danced with her pupils without corsets or high-heeled shoes, barefoot and bare legged. Duncan’s free dancing was revolutionary, inspirational; “a return to simplicity, beauty and truth.” Ruby was equally enchanted by the great ballerina Anna Pavlova but knew she would never have enough money for ballet training. She needed a job to pay for her food and board at Maud’s and got a job as a package wrapper at Abraham & Straus, where Mabel and Maud had worked a decade before. Next she worked at the Vogue Pattern Company on Fifth Avenue in New York City. She needed a job so badly that she lied and told the interviewer that she knew how to sew and cut patterns. She was hired at $18 a week.


Each morning Ruby left Maud and Bert’s house on Avenue L, boarded a trolley car to Flatbush Avenue, and took the subway into Manhattan.


At her job with Vogue patterns, Ruby discovered reading. She read “nothing good,” but she read “books on all subjects,” she said, “lurid stuff about ladies who smelled sweet and looked like flowers and were betrayed, about gardens and ballrooms and moonlight trysts and murders.” She began to be aware of herself in a new way, how she looked, the clothes she wore. “I bought awful things at first, pink shirtwaists, artificial flowers, tripe.”


Soon she was reading Conrad, Hardy, Hugh Walpole, Edith Wharton, John Galsworthy, and Kipling, including Rewards and Fairies, in which Ruby came across what became one of her favorite poems. “If,” published in 1910, was a guidepost for her. To “hold on when there is nothing in you/Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on.’ ”


It was a way of being that Ruby understood, that seemed true for her. Kipling’s poem offered a standard of courage, balance, and strength that she embraced. She had lived with that kind of determination, with the desire to fight wholeheartedly. Kipling’s words “Meet with Triumph and Disaster/And treat those two impostors just the same” summed up for her the belief that nothing was permanent, that nothing could be taken for granted.


Reading Hugh Walpole’s novel Fortitude, published in the United States in 1913, Ruby recognized the truth of the book’s opening lines: “ ’Tisn’t life that matters! ’Tis the courage you bring to it.” Walpole’s words inspired and comforted her and gave her strength.


She read Sarah Bernhardt’s Memories of My Life, in which the actress described “the debut of [her] artistic life,” when she attended the theater and watched as the curtain went up and the stage was revealed, “as though the curtain of [Bernhardt’s] future life were being raised.” Ruby read of the moment when Bernhardt at age fifteen, in order to be admitted to the conservatoire, recites the unlikely choice of the La Fontaine fable “Les deux pigeons.”


She read of the change that began to take place in the young French actress, whose “soul remained childlike” but whose “mind discerned life more distinctly.” And about how, years later, the Divine Sarah, with a hostile French and English press relentlessly at her, was consoled by a friend who said to her, “You are original without trying to be so . . . [Y]ou have a natural harp in your throat . . . [Y]ou never accept any compromise, you will not lend yourself to any hypocrisy, and all that is a crime of high treason against society.”


Ruby was reading a book a day and “felt a sense of doors opening.”


•  •  •


She was made a hostess at the Vogue Pattern Center, a showplace for Vogue magazine, owned by Mr. Condé Nast, and met a young salesman in the advertising department.


Edwin Kennedy was in his early twenties and was working his way up through the company. He thought Ruby was “a knockout, sultry but wary.” He knew that Ruby was a girl who didn’t have love affairs, and he said “it was quite a feather in my cap” when she agreed to go out with him.


Their first date was at the Biltmore hotel, where, because of Prohibition, “tea dances” were held from five in the afternoon to seven in the evening with actual tea as refreshments. Ruby loved to dance, and she’d never been to the Biltmore, with its Palm Court, Italian garden, ice-skating rink, and sliding roof where diners could eat under the stars.


Ruby and Ed began to see each other often. After their evenings together, he accompanied her back to Avenue L. Sometimes there were extravagant evenings that ended with his bringing Ruby back to Flatbush by taxi.


Ed was falling in love with Ruby. She was fond of him and felt comfortable enough to confide her plans of becoming a dancer. He told her about how he was going to be a magazine publisher like Mr. Nast.


Women went to the Vogue center to buy patterns and to learn how to put them together. Ruby one day gave a woman incorrect instructions. The customer returned and complained to the manager, who asked Ruby how to put the pattern together. “Of course I was stumped,” she said. “And then there were too many complaints from people who put paper patterns on cloth and expected a sleeve and got a belt.”


Ruby was fired and began to study acrobatics with a young man who was willing to instruct her for $2 a week.


One night Ed took Ruby to a large party. “I loved to show her off,” he said. “She was so beautiful.” At the party was an executive of a music publishing company. At the end of the evening Ed brought Ruby back to Flatbush, but he kept thinking about the party and how the music executive might know someone who would be able to help her. “Ruby had a driving ambition,” said Kennedy. “And I was so in love that above all things I wanted to help her.” It was after one in the morning when Ed returned to New York and went back to the party. The music executive promised to help Ruby get a job.


•  •  •


The Jerome Remick music publishing company was located at 219 West Forty-Sixth Street, in the heart of Tin Pan Alley. Inside its offices, the sound of pianos being played and “all the hub-bub and noise” scared Ruby. “Girls and fellows singing and dancing in every direction.” But Ruby felt at home after all the years with Millie: being around chorus girls who joked and kidded; watching dance routines; good-natured stagehands; lights and costumes.


It occurred to Ruby that these singers and dancers were trying out for an opportunity on the stage. “In a fraction of a second,” she said, “I forgot what I had really come for.”


A man from the Remick music company asked her what she wanted. “I made no mention of the job, but instead I told him that I could sing and dance and wanted to have a tryout.”


Ruby was brought into a crowded office. Against the background music of pianos coming from other cubicles, she showed Jerry Cripp how she could dance and sing. She didn’t know any routines, but after studying acrobatics she made it up as she went, high kicking and cartwheeling.


The audition was over before she knew it. “If I had gone [to the Remick music company] with a try out in mind I would have been too self-conscious. But I had so little time to think about the change in my plans.” Cripp thought Ruby’s dancing was “okay.” He was not impressed with her singing. “In fact,” she said, “he made some mention of it being terrible.” He could see that she wasn’t an inspired dancer but she had something; she was young and she had an appeal, and he thought he could get her a job “with a friend of his who was looking for some girls for his club.” Cripp sent Ruby over to the Strand Roof, a supper and after-theater club on top of the Strand Theatre on Broadway between Forty-Seventh and Forty-Eighth Streets, and told her to speak to Earl Lindsay, the dance director there. Ruby told Lindsay that she’d been on the stage, that she’d danced at the Marigold Café in Chicago, a club where Millie had danced, and that she sang as well. She was hired.


She was now in the chorus of Earl Lindsay’s Revue.


•  •  •


The Strand Roof was a large dance hall with a balcony around its upper reaches. It had opened during the public craze for dancing in 1913 and was the creation of Mrs. William K. Vanderbilt and other society women who conceived of it as an alternative to the usual form of charity work and saw its cafeteria-lunch-dansant as a place where the working girl could go during lunch hour. No liquor was served; admission was fifty cents plus twenty cents for lunch.


The Strand Roof was popular; stenographers went there to dance the hoochie coochie, eat lunch, and be served by Mrs. Vanderbilt and her friends, who, for a brief stint, were the Strand’s waitresses.


Over time the Strand was used in other ways. The New York Drummers held a competition there with Jerome Kern as one of the judges. Two years later the Strand was raided in a vice cleanup that swept across major cities. It was charged with solicitation taking place under its auspices: women were soliciting men via the waiters, and the supper club temporarily lost its dance license.


In 1921, the Strand Roof offered a dinner deluxe for $2 with a revue “twice nightly” at 7:15 and at 11:30 following the theater. Diners could dance “on the city’s largest, perfect floor” with forty massive floor-to-ceiling windows that opened out on New York’s Great White Way.


There were eight cast members in the Strand revue, including a comedian, a male singer, and a young woman equal to the singer who would appear in love scenes and be a foil for the comedian. Ruby was put in the back row of the chorus and figured she could get by “with giving something less than my best.” Lindsay caught her at it and “gave her hell.”


With her salary at the Strand Roof, Ruby could afford to move out of Maud and Bert’s house on Avenue L in Flatbush and move in with the family of one of the other Strand chorus girls, Claire Taishoff, who lived in Manhattan on 135th Street and Riverside Drive.


•  •  •


Florenz Ziegfeld was opening a new Follies and was looking for dancers. The Ziegfeld girls were from all over the country: waitresses, runaway debutantes, escapees from convent schools, file clerks, and beauty contest winners from county fairs and beaches.


At the Ziegfeld audition, the women in the front were told to come forward in an orderly line and walk toward the footlights. Mr. Ziegfeld sat in the first row and looked at the women before him, discussing their qualities with his stage manager and secretary, who sat behind him. Ziegfeld pointed from right to left those women he wanted. The stage manager called out their numbers, and those chosen walked down a small flight of stairs into the theater and were told when to report for rehearsals. Out of five hundred or so women trying to find parts in a Ziegfeld show, fifty would be chosen.


Earl Lindsay helped Ruby get a job in Ziegfeld’s 1922 Follies. She was fifteen years old, just under age, and was hired, using the name Dolly Evans, for the sixteenth production of the Follies.


Skits and songs in the show were written by Gene Buck, Ziegfeld’s right-hand man. Buck hired many of the performers who became synonymous with the Follies: Will Rogers, Lillian Lorraine, Ed Wynn, W. C. Fields. Ziegfeld’s set designer, Joseph Urban, who was trained as an artist and an architect—he had designed a new Viennese town hall as well as a bridge in St. Petersburg for the czar—had worked with Ziegfeld since 1915.


It was assumed that Florenz Ziegfeld found the dancers who made his shows so famous, but it was his dance director, Ned Wayburn, and ballet dancer/choreographer, Pearl Eaton, who hired the Follies’ dancers. Wayburn had produced revues, musical comedies, and vaudeville acts and had taught Ann Pennington, Marilyn Miller, Fanny Brice, and Fred and Adele Astaire at his studios on West Forty-Fifth Street between Broadway and Eighth Avenue.


The girls of the Follies made up an enormous ensemble, a hundred dancers with a class system all their own. There were twenty-five showgirls, many of whom were six feet or taller, who performed the famous Ziegfeld walk first introduced by Ned Wayburn in the Midnight Frolics at the roof of the New Amsterdam Theatre: it was straight backed, shoulders squared, chest out; a step with a slide, arms outstretched, bodies draped in magnificent costumes, balancing elaborate large hats. The showgirls who were courted offstage were disdainful of the other dancers.
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Florenz Ziegfeld, Follies and musical comedy producer, known as the “glorifier of the American girl,” with his wife, Billie Burke, New York, circa 1910.





The chorus dancers, approximately twenty-five of them and five feet three, performed in the production numbers; sixteen ballet dancers, five feet tall, performed the works of Ned Wayburn and Michel Fokine (the dancers thought Fokine flighty and wanted to quickly learn his choreography so “they could get rid of him”). Sixteen ponies, five feet to five five, tap-danced; ten girls were in musical numbers or comedy numbers with a specialty act, singing or dancing, and eight girls were understudies. Ruby was one of the ponies.


•  •  •


The 1922 production of the Follies opened on June 5. Ruby danced in a number, “Bring on the Girls,” that appeared late in the first act, following “Frolicking Gods,” a ballet composed and produced by Fokine in which a young man and woman in the mid-nineteenth century are mistakenly locked overnight in a Paris museum and watch spellbound as the marble statues of Greek gods on display come to life and dance. Will Rogers was on next and talked to the audience about his “Yankee philosophy.” Ruby’s number, “Bring on the Girls,” followed. Then “Sure-Fire Dancers of Today” built up to “The English Pony Ballet” with Ruby again dancing in the number that brought down the curtain on act 1.


Ruby stayed with the Follies through July, was out of the show in August and back in September, through Christmas and New Year’s of 1923 as it traveled to Boston, Washington, Cleveland, Chicago, and Detroit.


The sixteenth edition of the Follies cost Ziegfeld $265,000 to produce; Ziegfeld cut the cost of the top ticket from $5 to $4.


When the tour was over, Ruby returned to New York and to the Strand Roof.


•  •  •


Malcolm had worked his way to Panama and asked everyone he met if they knew his father. Frequently the answer would be yes; Byron Stevens, or Big Mike, as he was called, had worked on the canal, and when it opened in 1914, he’d stayed on. Most said they didn’t know where he was until Malcolm met two men who told him that Byron was dead, that they themselves had buried him.


Malcolm was two years older than Ruby, but he worried about her as if she were his child. He returned from Panama and made his way to the East Coast and to Brooklyn to tell Ruby about their father and went to see her at the Strand. He was in New York for a short time; he had signed up with the merchant marine and was going back out to sea as soon as he could. He told Ruby only that their father was dead, deciding it would be better for her not to know the rest, which he told his older sisters; that there had been an epidemic in Panama; that Byron had fallen ill from it; that Big Mike had been buried in the “dirt without a casket.” Malcolm’s dream of the Stevenses being together again as a family was over.


•  •  •


Ruby worked hard at the Strand Roof. “I learned how to dance . . . and hoofed my feet off” performing an acrobatic dance, and she was soon promoted to the front line. “I tried to outdo myself by kicking higher than any of the other girls.” Lindsay once again pulled Ruby out of the line. “Who do you think you are to be constantly out of step?” he asked her. “You’ve got to learn right now that your job on the stage consists of teamwork. If you want to last, remember that.”


Ruby’s costumes were ill fitting, either too big or too small, and she was frequently concerned that her underpants would fall down around her ankles while she was onstage. The dancers changed in the bathroom, sweating, struggling to use the one small mirror on the wall. Ruby thought it was a wonder the dancers got onstage at all and didn’t look worse than they did.


The eighteenth edition of the Follies starred Fanny Brice, Bert and Betty Wheeler, the husband-and-wife comedy team who sang and danced, Ann Pennington, Eddie Cantor, the dancer Lina Basquette, and Paul Whiteman and His Orchestra. Al Jolson used to stand in the wings so he could be close to the pretty girls.


One of Ruby’s dance partners, Dorothy Van Alst, was a featured specialty dancer with the 1923 edition of the Follies and before that a dancer in Ned Wayburn’s Demi-Tasse Revue at the Hotel Shelburne in Brighton Beach. Dorothy, nineteen and three years older than Ruby, came from Brooklyn (her father was a vice president of a fleet of tugboats with the Gowanus Towing Company) and was at work on a ukulele act in the hopes of auditioning for a spot in Earl Lindsay’s Revue. By December 1923, Dorothy was dancing at the Strand Roof with Ruby and another dancer who was engaged to Jack Dempsey.
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Ruby Stevens (second from right) in a revue at the Strand Roof, New York, circa 1923. (COURTESY DOROTHY VAN ALST COLLECTION)








FIVE



Keeping Kool


Nils Granlund began working for Marcus Loew as an advance man and publicist several years after Loew had given up manufacturing furs for the acquisition of second-string movie houses and down-and-out vaudeville theaters. Granlund started to broadcast over the new medium of radio and was stunned when listeners thirty miles away in New Jersey heard him speak through it. In 1922, Loew bought the radio gadget that became WHN, which broadcast from a one-room studio in the new Loew State Building on Times Square. The room was large enough to accommodate a small orchestra and an announcer. During the broadcasts, the door to the room and all of the windows except for one were sealed; after a short time the walls felt as if they were closing in from lack of air, so programs were kept to fifteen-minute intervals.


Harry Richman was playing piano for Mae West at the RKO-Colonial and went to the station to sing and play the piano on the air, as did Al Jolson and Eddie Cantor. Helen Morgan was earning $60 a week performing at Billy Rose’s Backstage Club but went to the station to sing on the show. Ethel Merman was working as a stenographer for the adventurer, aviator, car and boat racer Caleb Bragg, getting $35 a week, and would sing on the air on Tuesdays and Thursdays.


Ruby was interested in radio and thought it would give her some experience in dramatic speaking. She stopped by the station several times a week to see Granlund, who liked her and felt she had a dignity and honesty he found unusual. Sometimes he took her to a restaurant downstairs called Yohalem’s.


During the intervals of Granlund’s regular programming or when performers would fail to show up, he would read poetry over the air—Kipling or Poe—and occasionally he would let Ruby read in his place.


It was the work of the English-born poet Robert W. Service that interested her. Granlund let her read one of his poems several times on the radio. It was Service’s long poem “Cocotte,” about the effects of the war, that Ruby read most frequently:


When a girl’s sixteen, and as poor as she’s pretty,


And she hasn’t a friend and she hasn’t a home,


Heigh-ho! She’s as safe in Paris city . . .


The eight-stanza poem would have been a challenge for Ruby to read and catch its drama and richness; its sense of danger and joy with life’s opening up; its fullness of heart at finding “a lover who loved me only”; an abandon from the happiness of being together and bereavement, from the young man’s leaving to fight and from his death, “sword in hand on the field of glory.” The poem captures a defiance, an anger, a refusal to bend to convention as “women fix me with eyes of scorning/Call me ‘cocotte,’ but I do not care”; a return to a solitary self as “men look at me with eyes that borrow/The brightness of love” that moves to a feeling of regeneration: “There is wonderful work to be done.”


Ruby had no training as an actress, but she was a reader and knew how to use the words. Her inflections, spirit, and deep familiarity with sorrow allowed her to give the poem a power that carried over the airwaves. Granlund was impressed and saw in her an intensity that he didn’t see in most showgirls. He thought her deep voice had dramatic promise.
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Nils Thor (“Granny”) Granlund, also known as N.T.G., circa 1920.





Granlund put together a vaudeville show in Brooklyn for Loew’s Metropolitan Theatre and put Ruby in it, watching her work. He thought she was beautiful but couldn’t understand why she was wasting herself on an acrobatic dance for which she did splits and rolled around on the floor. Despite that, when he put together shows for nightclubs, cabarets, and benefits, he made sure to hire Ruby, who would perform her specialty number, her acrobatic dance.


•  •  •


The moral outrage against alcohol, jazz, sex, and women who smoked cigarettes was at its height. Nightlife was forced underground—and thrived. New speakeasies opened daily in New York. Along Fifty-Second Street, owners of brownstones put signs in front of their houses that warned, “This Is Not a Speakeasy.”


There were five thousand speakeasies in New York, a thousand of them along Broadway running north from Fortieth to Fiftieth Streets between Sixth and Eighth Avenues. There was the Club Lido, the Café de Paris, the Mirador, the Club Richman, Club Anatol, Ciro’s. There were cabarets and theaters and dance clubs, as well as the Ziegfeld Follies, Earl Carroll’s Vanities, George White’s Scandals, Minsky’s Burlesque, and the vaudeville circuit with the Palace Theatre on Broadway and Forty-Seventh Street as the pinnacle of vaudeville success.


Texas Guinan was the hostess at the El Fay Club, owned by a notorious bootlegger, Larry Fay, who started out as a taxi driver and amassed a fleet of taxis distinguished by their extra nickel trim, tuneful horns, and black swastikas (for good luck) painted on the sides of the cab doors.


Once Prohibition was passed, Larry Fay used his cars to run liquor from Montreal to New York City until his fleet of taxis gave way to a fleet of trucks and then a fleet of boats. Soon he was bringing vast quantities of liquor into the country. Fay opened a nightclub and joined the other bootleggers who owned clubs, like Owney Madden, who had the Cotton Club in Harlem and the Silver Slipper on Broadway, and Legs Diamond, who owned the Hotsy Totsy Club. Granlund finally figured out that the curious but regular requests made by Fay’s men for poems by Kipling, Poe, Service, and others to be read over the WHN airwaves were coded messages intended to help Fay’s bootlegging boats elude the coast guard and make it—stash intact—to Fay’s warehouse in Hoboken. The authorities soon caught on to the ruse, and Fay was listed as New York’s public enemy No. 3.
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Mary Louise Cecilia (“Texas”) Guinan (center; in britches) from Waco, Texas. She played a gunslinger and rode bareback in pictures and claimed (inventively) that she’d ridden broncos, herded cattle, and was the product of a Virginia finishing school.





•  •  •


The El Fay Club was on Forty-Sixth Street, east of Broadway, above a restaurant on the ground floor. It was at the top of a narrow staircase that led to a door with a peephole that opened up to a small room that could hold eighty patrons. The silks on the walls and a tentlike draping over the dance floor gave the room an even more intimate feeling.


Texas Guinan was forty years old and back from Hollywood with more than thirty five-reelers to her name, first from Triangle Studios and Frohman Amusement Corporation and then from her own Texas Guinan Productions and Victor Kremer Features. Texas—she was born in Waco—had created a Western heroine on the screen in shorts like Two-Gun Girl and The Lady of the Law; she could ride and shoot like a man but was all woman and became famous as the female version of the cowboy star William S. Hart.


There were dancers and entertainers at the El Fay Club, but it was Texas Guinan as mistress of ceremonies whom patrons came to see. She was loud, flamboyantly dressed, full of Irish wit—the all-around life of the party. There was only room enough on the small stage for a chorus of six women; most were from Ziegfeld’s Follies.


The Ziegfeld girls arrived at the El Fay Club in time for the midnight show after the curtain went down at the New Amsterdam Theatre; performances at the club followed every couple of hours until 5:00 a.m.


The El Fay’s watered-down liquor, which cost $10.00 a case, was sold for $1.25 a drink (Fay got a hundred drinks per quart); the champagne cider, spiked with alcohol, was $35.00 a bottle.


While the doctored liquor made the club profitable, it was the irresistible energy of Texas Guinan that made the club a success. (“Give the little girl a big hand,” she would say to the packed audience about her entertainers.) She promised her guests “a fight a night or your money back.” She played to the men in the audience who spent large sums of money at the club. “Hello, sucker,” she would call out to them. As the evening wore on, Texas would invite those audience members who had just arrived and who she knew would be lavish spenders to come sit down by the stage to be near her. Chairs were brought forward and placed on the edge of the dance floor. By the second show there was hardly any dance floor.


Ruby Keeler at fourteen was one of the six who danced in the chorus at the El Fay; George Raft tap-danced on the small stage for $75 a week. Ruby Stevens was hired by Granlund to perform her acrobatic dance.


On the first night of her dance, Texas had invited a number of men to sit down in front with her. The remaining stage space was small. Ruby began her acrobatic routine. Her splits and rolls carried her beyond the small stage, out from the spotlight, and she landed under the table, between the legs of the chairs. After that, for her own protection, Ruby did a constrained tap dance.


Often the two Rubys—Keeler and Stevens—went out on dates together, Ruby Keeler introducing Ruby Stevens to the many gangsters she knew.


•  •  •


At the Strand Roof, Earl Lindsay often asked Ruby to watch out for newcomers to the show. One was Mae Klotz. Lindsay said to Ruby, “Look, I’ve got a little kid coming in, but she’s a cute dancer, and I think she’s got potential. I want you to watch over her and teach her the ropes.”


Mae Klotz was fourteen; Ruby, seventeen.


Like Ruby, Violet Mary “Mae” Klotz had graduated from the eighth grade and didn’t go on to high school. Mae studied dance, first toe, then interpretive dance. Soon she was one of Dawson’s Dancing Dolls. It was when Mae Klotz was onstage in a disastrous solo that Earl Lindsay saw her during his annual summer holiday with his wife and his mother and asked Mae to come to New York to be a showgirl.


Ruby said to Mae when they were introduced, “First of all, kid, those curls gotta go.” Mae said later, “[Ruby] talked real low and real tough. I think she put it on to make me feel that she was my superior.” But Mae was thrilled to be around one of the girls who had so much experience; she was even more thrilled to be dancing in New York and be paid for it.


Mae came from Atlantic City, though she was born in Philadelphia. (“Our name was a very honored name. We had Klotzes in Philadelphia who were millionaires.”) Mae was a family girl, close to her parents, and she hated to leave them in Atlantic City. Her father was “Atlantic City’s Premier Organist,” the accompanist for two-reelers and then for ten-reel photoplays (“He managed to perform in every theater in Atlantic City”). Father and daughter went to work together: he to play the organ; she to watch the pictures his music punctuated. Mae’s family needed extra money, and she had a dream of New York, “where all the theaters were one after another . . . one great stream of white.”


Mae and Ruby became close friends and soon went everywhere together. Ruby taught Mae about sex and sophistication.


“This is going to make you look older than what you are,” Ruby said as she taught Mae to smoke. “And make you appear sexier.”


“I’m not sure how to do it,” Mae said.


“Don’t be silly. You put it in your mouth. You light it up and the rest just comes natural.”


Ruby told Mae about men.


“There’s a big difference between boyfriends and lovers,” said Ruby. “You’ve had little boyfriends, but that’s all over now.”


Ruby taught Mae how to charm men, how to woo them, how to get what she wanted from them. “If ‘once over lightly’ is what it took to do the job, we’ll do the job. No emotions attached.”


Mae needed a new coat and saw the one she wanted. Ruby told her how to get it.


“You say to your date, ‘Oh, I really love that coat, but I can’t afford it now. But it would mean so much to me.’ Unless he’s stupid, he’s going to say, ‘Oh, let me get it for you.’ And then you’re going to play it like this: ‘No, no, I don’t want to be indebted to you.’ Look forlorn. Put it in the face. Use the voice a little bit, tremble the voice about how you certainly need it but there’s no way you can afford it, but wouldn’t it be wonderful. He’s going to say, ‘Come on, let me do it as a favor to you.’ Play it that way and you’ll get the coat. Don’t come on too strong. He can’t know what you’re doing.”


Mae tried it out. She and her date went into the store. Mae did as Ruby told her and wore the coat back to her room. Once in the door her date said, “And now . . .”


Mae said, “Oh no, I can’t do that.” The coat was yanked from Mae’s body, and her date walked out.


“Listen, stupid,” Ruby said. “Part of the deal is if you want something, you’ve got to give out.”


•  •  •


Ruby brought Mae home to Maud and Bert’s for Sunday suppers; at other times Mae brought Ruby home to Atlantic City and her family. When Ruby’s friend Claire Taishoff announced that she was getting married to a violinist from the New York Philharmonic Society, Mae and Ruby decided to move in together and found a small apartment, above a Chinese laundry on Forty-Sixth Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues. Ruby described it as “a cute place. The first real home I ever had. We never admitted that we lived there, though.”


When they went out on dates, they were dropped at the Knickerbocker or Astor hotel and would “run like the dickens to get home,” Ruby said.


They were earning $35 each per week and “put every cent on our backs. We did our own washing, ironing, dry-cleaning,” said Ruby. “Each night we washed our stockings and lingerie. I never had more than one of anything. We shampooed and manicured each other. We did our own cooking, many times, over the old reliable gas-jet.”


In the winter the windowsills were used as iceboxes. In the summer the bathtub was filled with water for fruit.


Ruby and Mae went to Gray’s Drugstore to buy makeup and get “cut” tickets on a professional discount for the theater. They went to see musical comedies on Wednesdays and Saturdays and dramas—“legit”—on Tuesdays and Thursdays.


“We couldn’t wait to get together and say, ‘Hey, what’d you see last night?’ ‘Well, I went over to the so-and-so, and I saw such and such. Gee, there’s a scene in there, let me tell you about it.’ And that’s how we learned, by telling each other stories of what we saw.”


Most chorus girls learned from watching one another—mannerisms, how to dress, put on makeup, manage men. Lucille LeSueur from San Antonio, Texas, with wide blue eyes, generous mouth, clean freckled face, and frizzy auburn hair, who danced in the chorus at Detroit’s Oriole Terrace for eight weeks and made “end girl,” was new in town, dancing at the Winter Garden in the Shubert musical Innocent Eyes, which starred Mistinguett, the unrivaled star of the French musical, who was making her debut in America at age forty-nine. Lucille got help with her costumes from the other girls who lent her their clothes, lipstick, and powder. Lucille—some called her Freckles, others, Billie—was confident at nineteen, plump, garish, shy, with a restless seeking energy; her frenzied dancing was spontaneous; what she didn’t know, she made up. Lucille lived in a tiny brownstone on Fiftieth Street, just off Seventh. She was consumed with becoming a stage star, a musical-comedy favorite. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do if it helped make her a success and carry her away from the shame and drudgery of her ugly childhood past in Lawton, Oklahoma, and Kansas City.


It had been said of LeSueur that when waitressing in Detroit, between shows at the Oriole Terrace, the town’s biggest nightclub, she had spilled a glass of water onto Jake Shubert’s lap as he was dining with his star Mistinguett. LeSueur soaked up the water with a napkin, promising Shubert that she gave “good head” and was as well a “capable dancer.” Shubert had smiled and given her his card. Afterward, Mistinguett whispered in the ear of the youngest Shubert, “She’ll go a long way in life, but she’ll eat you whole, cock first, and spit out the pips!”


On days when the stars performed benefits for each other, Ruby and Mae and the others went to the Winter Garden. Their one main benefit was for the Actors Fund. “At intermission,” Mae said, “lights came up and all the actors in plays would pass the hat . . . and those hats would come back full. Most of the audience were actors.”


•  •  •


The dinner show at the Strand Roof began at eight. The girls checked in at seven. The dressing rooms were large and took up the whole space on top of the theater. Ruby and Mae would dress for the show before they left the apartment, go to dinner, and then leave for the theater in time. At the theater someone would check to see if they had arrived. “If you weren’t there, look out,” Mae said. “But the final was ‘half-hour, half-hour.’ And you’d have to answer back so he knew you were there.”


After the last show, Earl Lindsay wanted the dancers “in bed immediately following a little something to eat,” said Mae. “He wanted us healthy. And not only that, but in each of his productions he had at least three who were under age. And they had to be protected.”


When the run ended at the Strand, Mae and Ruby were out of work and didn’t think another job would be coming their way. Finally, because of Lindsay’s connections as a producer and choreographer, Mae got a part in a show called Sitting Pretty, a musical comedy by Guy Bolton and P. G. Wodehouse with music by Jerome Kern.


For the new part Mae had a new name: Mae Clarke. “I only changed it because they laughed at Klotz. They laughed publicly, in a nightclub called the Silver Slipper across the street from the Everglades Cafe. Nils T. Granlund . . . worked as a dirty comic [there] under the name ‘N.T.G.’ ”


Granlund invited girls from a show to his nightclub for free. He got up on the stage as the master of ceremonies. A spotlight was directed to the girls sitting at the table while Granlund commented on how beautiful they were and mentioned the show they were appearing in. Mae was there one night with some of the girls from the show when NTG put the spotlight on her and walked over to her table. “I was thrilled to death,” she said. When Granlund asked her name, she answered, “Mae Klotz.” “Here she is! Folks, I’ve found her. We’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Mae thought she had been discovered. Granlund said, “Here she is, Minnie Klutz!” The audience roared. Mae didn’t know what to do, where to look. “I didn’t have a comeback,” she said. “I couldn’t get up and leave . . . [W]e went through the rest of the evening and went back to do our own show.”


Afterward, Mae said to her friends who were trying to console her, “That’s my father’s name and I love it. I love him. And I don’t like people laughing at him. Or me.” One friend suggested she change her name to Mae Hughes; another to Mae Gray. “It’s too—it’s like a burlesque queen,” Mae said. She wanted it to be as close to her father’s name as possible. She thought of Klotz and then Clarke. “And right there, I saw the ‘e’ . . . [W]hen I don’t get the ‘e,’ I take it as a personal insult.”


Sitting Pretty opened at the Fulton Theatre on Forty-Sixth Street, west of Broadway, and then moved to the Imperial Theatre.


In the program notes Mae Klotz was listed as May Clark; no e was at the end of either name.


•  •  •


Earl Lindsay was staging a new show and gave Ruby a part in it, as he did Dorothy Van Alst. It was a musical revue in two acts called Keep Kool; the title was inspired by the presidential campaign slogan making its way across the country, “Keep Cool with Coolidge.” (“The business of America is business,” Coolidge said.) The show was scheduled to run during the summer months, traveling around the Northeast in early May, coming to the Montauk Theatre in Brooklyn before it opened in New York at the Morosco Theatre on May 22, 1924.


Ruby appeared in two numbers and was one of sixteen in the chorus. The curtain went up on the Keep Kool Cuties in the opening number called “The Broadway Battle Cry.” One critic described the dancers as “the hoofiest chorus seen in ages,” the audience applauding them throughout. Hazel Dawn’s first number was a monologue parody of “Gunga Din”; Bill Frawley, of vaudeville’s Frawley and Louise, sang a duet with Jessie Maker. Frawley did a fast-talking back-and-forth comedy routine with Hazel Dawn in a prop taxi.


Ruby’s number, “With Apologies To,” was a sketch satirizing the work of George M. Cohan; the new heroic playwright of realism, Eugene O’Neill; William Squibes and Avery Hopwood, or, as Alexander Woollcott described him, the “inexhaustible Avery.” Hopwood said he “wrote for Broadway to please Broadway,” and he did. Hopwood (“the Playboy Playwright”) wrote a new hit play on Broadway every year and had for the past ten years, including 1920 when five of his plays were running on Broadway simultaneously, among them The Bat. His plays such as Fair and Warmer and Nobody’s Widow Americanized French farce. It was Hopwood’s play The Gold Diggers that made the term part of the American language.


•  •  •


Reviewers singled out Ruby’s sketch and described it as the centerpiece of the show. Variety said it was the “high spot” of the evening.


Ruby appeared onstage when the curtain went up on act 2, with the Keep Kool Cuties accompanying Hazel Dawn and Charles King in a number called “Gypsy Ann,” and was back again in a song called “Beautiful but Dumb” as a mannequin wearing an evening gown who comes to life modeling in a window.


Keep Kool was more than three hours long. The final curtain came down at 11:25.


The New York Times called the show “excellent”; Alexander Woollcott said in the Sun that it was “gay and good looking and reasonably bright”; Arthur Hornblow in his column “Mr. Hornblow goes to the play” declared it “too good to be missed.”


A block south of the Morosco Theatre at the Broadhurst was Beggar on Horseback with Roland Young; the Marx Brothers were at the Casino Theatre on Thirty-Ninth Street in a musical called I’ll Say She Is; Mary Boland was in a farce called Meet the Wife; John Barrymore’s picture Beau Brummel was running at the Strand Theatre on Broadway, and three blocks away was D. W. Griffith’s America.


Once Keep Kool opened, Ruby arranged for Maud and Mabel and Gene to see a matinee. It was Gene’s first musical and the first time Maud and Mabel had seen Ruby perform on a Broadway stage. In one number Gene proudly spotted his aunt Ruby dancing at the far right of the chorus line. After the show Ruby’s sisters and nephew went backstage to her dressing room upstairs.


During the summer Keep Kool moved to the Globe Theatre; by the fall it had moved again to the Earl Carroll Theatre on Seventh Avenue and Fiftieth Street.


•  •  •


Ruby and Ed Kennedy were still seeing each other; they would argue and make up and argue again.


When the show moved to the Earl Carroll Theatre, some of the Keep Kool Cuties left and five new dancers were brought in to replace them. Among them was Dorothy Sheppard, who in high school had modeled hats and shoes (“I didn’t take it seriously”) and was now a dancer in the chorus line (“I didn’t go to dancing school. I never learned to dance. I just followed whatever they did”). After finishing high school, she was hired for a show called Battling Buttler and at seventeen went into Keep Kool.


Dorothy—her stage name was Dotty—liked Ruby immediately; they were both from Flatbush. Ruby had confidence, “a lot more than I had,” said Dorothy.


During the summer, through Granlund’s intervention, Ruby appeared on the cover of The National Police Gazette as “one of the famous kuties in ‘Keep Kool.’ ”


He also helped Lucille LeSueur (known in Kansas City, Missouri, as Billie Cassin) get a job earning extra money at Harry Richman’s club in between her appearing in the chorus at the Winter Garden in the Shuberts’ new musical revival, The Passing Show of 1924. For all of LeSueur’s shyness and lack of confidence, she was winning dance contests up in Harlem clubs, cutting loose with wild abandon, stomping her way through the Charleston, spanking herself through the black bottom. LeSueur was becoming synonymous with “man killer” and was walked in on by a Ziegfeld dancer late one night in the bedroom at a party making love to a well-known actress. Nothing surprised people about Billie.


•  •  •


Florenz Ziegfeld agreed with the assessment of The Billboard’s critic Gordon Whyte, who, when Keep Kool opened, called it “smart and dashing and thoroughly entertaining . . . the only revue I remember which has the ‘Follies manner’ . . . it has the color and the speed and what the Follies generally lacks, a number of humorous scenes. In fact, its comedy . . . is incomparably higher than that.”


In October 1924, Ziegfeld incorporated Keep Kool into the eighteenth edition of the 1923 Follies, the same edition Ruby had appeared in two years before. It had been such a success it was still on the road.
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Ruby Stevens (cover), The National Police Gazette, August 30, 1924. The caption reads: “Judging by her gravely meditative expression, Miss Ruby Stevens, one of the famous kuties in ‘Keep Kool,’ current revue at the Globe Theater, possesses fine qualities of mind in addition to her exceptional physical loveliness.”





Ruby was a principal in the show, earning a salary of $100 a week; the girls in the chorus were receiving a weekly salary of $50. Hazel Dawn was paid $1,000 per week; the Mosconi family, $1,250.


The Follies road show with Keep Kool in it opened in Chicago at the Illinois Theatre and in the Motor City at the New Detroit on October 13, 1924. Dorothy Sheppard didn’t want to leave New York and decided not to travel with the show; Dorothy Van Alst did.


One of Van Alst’s big numbers, “The Shadowgraph,” followed Ruby’s sketch “With Apologies To.” For “The Shadowgraph” each member of the audience was given a pair of Follies-Scope cardboard glasses to wear. The right lens was a red filter; the left, blue.
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Three-D audience glasses for the Shadowgraph Number from Keep Kool.





The number opened with the silhouette of two women onstage (Dorothy Van Alst and Hilda Ferguson) behind a thick screen. When looked at through the Follies-Scope glasses, the women onstage seemed to be throwing snowballs directly out at the audience and then gathering them up from the tops of the heads of people in their seats. The number builds to Van Alst (still behind a screen, on a ladder) undressing (she is wearing a bathing suit), tossing out each garment, it seems, into the face of the theatergoers.


The number was a sensation. Audiences loved the effect of the three-dimensional optical illusion.


After opening in Detroit, the show toured for eight months to Cleveland, Buffalo, Boston, and Newark, traveling from city to city by train with the Ziegfeld office reserving three Pullman cars for the company.


Nancy Bernard, one of the dancers in the chorus, became good friends with Ruby, and they shared a room. Ruby called her Billy for no reason other than she had liked the name. While on the road, the two were having a few drinks one night when Ruby confided that she had been raised in a convent. She also told “Billy” that her mother was Jewish and her father gentile. “But I’m a Christian,” said Ruby. “I believe in Christianity.” Nancy was Jewish, as was Maud’s friend Mabel Cohen, with whom Ruby had lived. For a short time Ruby had been placed in a Catholic home. Nancy didn’t question what Ruby was telling her; she was a great girl, and whatever her religion or background may have been, it was fine with Nancy, though she kept Ruby’s confidence a secret.


After months of working together and long hours on the train and in between shows, Ruby told Nancy that she couldn’t have children. A couple of years before, Ruby said, she was seeing the son of a man who owned a chain of famous restaurants. Ruby had a “problem” and had it “fixed.” It was a bad abortion with complications, and she would never be able to get pregnant again.


•  •  •


Ruby returned to New York and was sharing a hotel suite with Mae Clarke. Earl Lindsay was working on another show, this time with J. J. Shubert as director and producer.


Gay Paree opened in Atlantic City early in August at Nixon’s Apollo Theatre. It starred Billy B. Van, Chic Sale, George LeMaire, Jack Haley, and the singer comedian Winnie Lightner, who had just finished a six-month run in the 1924 edition of George White’s Scandals. Earl Lindsay hired Ruby and Mae, as he usually did, after the show opened so they could avoid the dead time of rehearsals. Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy Sheppard of the Keep Kool chorus became part of the “Ladies of the Ensemble.”





SIX



The Prevailing Sizzle


Gay Paree was conceived in the style of George White’s Scandals, with the dancers wearing fewer clothes. It was billed as a “continental revue filled with Greenwich Village’s most dazzling models, snappy music and sparkling wit and the spirit of Paris,” with music by Alfred Goodman, Maurie Rubens, and J. Fred Coots and lyrics by Clifford Grey.


Winnie Lightner sang; Chic Sale told jokes, performed monologues, and told stories from an imaginary place called Hicksville. There were spectacular numbers such as “A Vision of Hassan” and “Baby’s Baby Grand” with Jack Haley and Alice Boulden. The show was fast paced with minute-long scenes and thirty-two quick blackouts.


The women of the Gay Paree chorus wore beaded or spangled bras and pants. Many were bare breasted. The Paris of Gay Paree was nowhere evident in the show, but Venice, Florida, Times Square, and Sheba were. Burns Mantle of the Daily News called Gay Paree “a naked show” and compared it to Artists and Models, then the most successful show along with the Follies, the Vanities, and the Scandals. The chorus of Gay Paree danced the American crawl and the South Seas wiggle. “There are girls and girls and still more girls, duly assembled in graduated sizes,” said Gilbert Gabriel of the New York Sun, “drilled to the last damp vestment, all of them cheerfully, many of them handsomely energized against the prevailing sizzle . . . There are seven times seven variations on the theme of the seventh commandment.”


Artists and Models had caused a sensation when it opened on Broadway in the late summer of 1923. It was the first time in the history of the American revue that a chorus of twenty models paraded from the back wings to center stage nude from the waist up. The audience was stunned but was soon swept up by the cleverness of the show’s writing and performances. There were burlesque satires by James Montgomery Flagg on the mindlessness of the Critic; skits by Winsor McCay and Rube Goldberg; a raucous satire about Henry Ford and his presidential cabinet; and a savage takeoff of Rain. Marie Dressler appeared as Queen Tut-ti and danced across the stage from one tomb to the next.
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From the J. J. Shubert revue Gay Paree, a giant fan hung with curling feathers and “beautiful maidens,” circa 1925.





The master of ceremonies of the evening was the actor turned singer and dancer Frank Fay, considered for years a Broadway institution. Fay was a former headliner on the Keith and Orpheum Circuits who was discovered there by Elisabeth Marbury, the grande dame of producers, and J. J. Shubert. Fay’s rare timing, control, and amiability made him a whirlwind of laughter without him ever telling a joke.


Artists and Models was instantly sold out with lines half a block long extending past the Hotel Astor. The Shuberts opened four additional box offices to cope with the demand for tickets. George Jean Nathan in Judge described the revue as “the most original; the brightest show of its kind,” containing “more fresh humor, sound burlesque and genuine observant comedy than any other music show in town at the moment.”


Despite the efforts of the churches and the Society for the Suppression of Vice and Crime to shut down Artists and Models, the production was a great success, and many other revues and shows followed its style and content.


•  •  •


Gay Paree opened at the Shubert Theatre on August 18, 1925.


Michael Arlen’s play The Green Hat, starring Katharine Cornell, Leslie Howard, and Margalo Gillmore, was next door at the Broadhurst; Al Jolson was east of Broadway, performing in Big Boy, another Shubert show; Laurette Taylor, who the season before had starred in a pantomime called Pierrot the Prodigal, was now starring—and speaking—in Philip Barry’s In a Garden with Frank Conroy and Louis Calhern; Ann Harding was in Stolen Fruit; down a few blocks at the Maxine Elliott Theatre was Noël Coward’s play Hay Fever with Laura Hope Crews. In mid-September Coward’s play The Vortex, starring the playwright, opened at Henry Miller’s Theatre. Its caricature of well-mannered, light-headed moderns, “flowers of evil” nourished on a civilization that made rottenness so easy, amused audiences until the third act, when playgoers were stunned by mother and son—Lilian Braithwaite and Coward—and revelations of sexual excess and drug addiction.
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Ruby Stevens (third from left) in a scene from the Gay Paree revue.





Gay Paree ran for 181 performances to much fanfare and publicity. Nils Granlund put together the “First Annual Outing of the Ziegfeld Chorus Girls” at the Schencks’ Palisades Amusement Park and a month later organized an event publicizing Gay Paree. Sixty girls from the show, wearing bathing suits, sat in open limousines and traveled up Broadway like a caravan with a circus calliope leading the parade. As they crossed Times Square, the lead car broke down; the procession came to a halt. Noontime traffic from both directions stopped. Cars honked, and drivers shouted; photographers captured the bedlam, and Granlund made sure they photographed Ruby and Mae, whom he’d placed on the front fenders of the first car.


•  •  •


During the run of Gay Paree, Dorothy Sheppard was living in Astoria with the family of Ruby’s friend Claire Taishoff.


After the show late one night Dorothy took the train back to Astoria. The streets were still. Dorothy became aware that someone was walking behind her. She quickened her pace and began to run. The footsteps behind her quickened. Dorothy made it to the house. She was safe but frightened. The next day she told Ruby and Mae what had happened, and they suggested that she come and live with them. They were near the Shubert Theatre at the Knickerbocker Hotel and had a two-bedroom suite. Dorothy, whose mother was living in Florida, was happy to make the move.


The suite at the Knickerbocker had an extra room across the hall, a maid’s room. The three drew lots to see who would get the small room. It was Mae, and she was just as happy about it. She liked the idea of having her own room.


Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy were together most of the time. They looked after one another. When the girls thought one of the three was being hoitytoity, the other two would look at each other and say, “Oh, dear, pardon my forty-button-glove.”


Mae was a blonde, Dorothy a redhead. “They were both beautiful girls,” said Ruby, who felt she “wasn’t any beauty. In fact, all I was was a fairly good chorus girl.” But she loved the work. “I thought I was the star—the other 15 girls didn’t matter.”


Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy scoured the town for jobs. “We worked nights, but we saw a lot of movies in the daytime,” said Ruby, pictures such as We Moderns, The Big Parade, The Merry Widow, and Sally, Irene, and Mary with Constance Bennett, Sally O’Neil, and Joan Crawford. Sally O’Neil called Billie “Freckles,” though Joan had long wanted to be called “Butch.”


They shopped for clothes; went to the theater together to see Helen Hayes in Dancing Mothers, Katharine Cornell in The Green Hat, or Ina Claire in The Last of Mrs. Cheyney; and rarely went to parties.


On Sundays, Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy slept, washed, and ironed. Ruby and Mae would often accompany Dorothy to church, usually to St. Patrick’s Cathedral. During the service that called on parishioners to rise and sit, Ruby and Mae would both lean in to Dorothy and whisper, “I wish you’d make up your mind about when you’re going to sit. Stand; sit; what are you going to do? Whatever you’re gonna do, let us know. We’ll catch up to you.”
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The triumvirate left to right: Mae Clarke, Dorothy Shepherd, and Ruby Stevens, circa 1925.





On Sundays they rode horses in Central Park. Ruby was the most natural rider of the three; she and Mae wore proper riding habits: jodhpurs, boots, and a hacking jacket. Dorothy was content to wear a pair of old pants and a sweater.


Ruby was seen about town with three or four girls from the Strand Roof. Dana O’Connell, a young dancer of nineteen in the Midnight Frolics, Ziegfeld’s supper club entertainment on the roof of the New Amsterdam Theatre, regularly went to Schrafft’s in the afternoons and saw Ruby sitting at a table, dressed in her riding habit. “Ruby was always with girls,” said Dana. “I never saw her out with men. I never saw her out with anyone except those afternoons when I would be going into Schrafft’s. It was just a casual Hello, how have you been? ‘Fine.’ One of those things. She always wore her riding suit. Someone asked her why. And she said, ‘I feel more comfortable in pants.’ ” In 1923 chorus girls and dancers wore dresses and stockings and gloves when not on the stage or going to and from the theater. “It was a smart-looking suit,” said Dana, “with a little jacket and the boots and the little hat. It was quite saucy.”
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Ruby with Dorothy Shepherd, New York, circa 1923. (COURTESY LARRY KLENO)





Ruby and Mae pooled their money to buy Dorothy a formal riding habit for her birthday. Dorothy was overwhelmed by the pair of black broadcloth jodhpur pants, broadcloth jacket, and jodhpur boots. “Oh, but these are so expensive,” she said, embarrassed by the extravagance of the gift. Her concern about the gift’s expense hurt Ruby’s feelings; Dorothy knew Ruby’s feelings were easily ruffled.


The triumvirate went out together to Reuben’s after the show for coffee and a sandwich; they hoped desperately to be taken out to dinner, and if they weren’t, they knew they could get a meal for thirty-five cents (“We ate a lot of ham and eggs”). When they had enough money, they ate at LaHiff’s chophouse, on West Forty-Eighth Street down the block from their hotel.


LaHiff’s, or the Tavern, as it was known, was one of the best restaurants around Broadway, named after its owner, Billy LaHiff, a well-known Broadway figure. LaHiff’s Tavern was the kind of restaurant where, said Mae, “the latest boxing champion, or the contenders, on the night of the fight or right after it” would eat. “It was the gathering place and we thought of it as our place as well.”


Everyone went to LaHiff’s: Broadway performers, chorus girls, politicians, studio executives like Gradwell Sears, sports figures, Broadway reporters such as Damon Runyon, Mark Hellinger, and Walter Winchell. Hellinger was thought to be the first of the Broadway reporters; his Broadway column appeared each week in the New York Daily News; Winchell was called the first of the Broadway columnists. Winchell’s column, Your Broadway and Mine, was running in Bernarr Macfadden’s New York Evening Graphic, a newspaper for the “masses not the classes,” written in first-person rather than hard-news stories to “dramatize and sensationalize the news.” Winchell and Hellinger were so linked that the saying was: “If Hellinger comes, can Winchell be far behind?” Winchell said, “The gintellectuals named us the Damon and Pythias of Broadway.”


Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy knew they could go to the Tavern, “stony, and be sure of a welcome,” Ruby said. “We could eat anything we wanted, any time we wanted, on the cuff. That broad white cuff of Billy La Hiff’s. It knew more kindly erasures than any endowed Charity will ever know.”


LaHiff’s night manager was the former nightclub bouncer Toots Shor, a huge hunk of meat and potatoes of a man, called by Hellinger “the classiest bum in town.”


“La Hiff and his waiter Jack Spooner were great friends to all kinds of people,” said Ruby. “Down and out fighters, chorus girls on their uppers, the broken and the bent of Broadway. LaHiff’d feed us and slip us a ten or a fifteen besides, just to be sure we’d be okay. He had his and was grateful for it. So grateful, that he had his heart and his hand and his pocketbook open for those who hadn’t got theirs yet or who had had it and lost it.”


•  •  •


The three girls were on “the lookout” for their next opportunity, “our chance to step up to a dramatic part,” said Mae.


Ruby was ambitious and determined to do things. Dorothy saw Ruby as strong, attractive, “full of life.” To Mae, Ruby was the most disciplined and ambitious girl she’d ever met. Ruby was an “entity” who went after what she wanted. Mae was serious about dancing; Dorothy wanted to make money, but show business wasn’t everything to her. She was interested in getting married and having a family.


Ruby told Dorothy about the death of her mother when Ruby was four and about her father’s leaving to go to Panama. “Ruby acted like an orphan,” said Dorothy. “And talked about it a lot. She liked feeling sorry for herself.”


“You seem as if you are proud of it,” Dorothy said to Ruby. “You almost brag about it.”


“Well, I am,” said Ruby. “So I might as well make the best of it.”


“You think about it too much,” Dorothy said. “Get on with life, you can do something about it.” Ruby replied, “Maybe some people can do that, but it’s difficult for me.”


Dorothy believed that life for Ruby was “an enemy, not a friend.”


Mae missed her mother’s cooking and her father’s love. Ruby didn’t want to hear about it and told Mae to stop going on about them. Dorothy was an occasional reader, but Ruby read constantly: the just-published Manhattan Transfer, An American Tragedy, The Great Gatsby. “Ruby would finish books really fast,” Dorothy said.


Ruby didn’t speak much about her sisters Maud and Mabel, but she talked lovingly to Dorothy and Mae about her oldest sister, Millie. It was clear that Ruby thought she was wonderful.


Millie was married again and living in New York’s Tudor City. Her husband, Arthur Smith, was a copywriter for Benton & Bowles. Ruby was fond of Maud’s husband, Bert Merkent, who she felt was down to earth, a quiet man who got along with everybody. While Maud always put on airs, Bert was content to be in the background. Ruby admired that in Bert, but she didn’t like Millie’s husband and made it known.


One Christmas the whole family was gathered at the Merkents’ house in Flatbush to exchange gifts and have dinner: Maud and Bert and their son, Al; Mabel and her son, Gene; Millie, Art, and Ruby. At the end of the evening, Ruby said her good-byes and left to go back to Manhattan. Millie’s husband opened the door after her and threw the present Ruby had given him onto the street at her.


•  •  •


Earl Lindsay’s new revue was at the Everglades Café. Gay Paree was two months into its run when Lindsay hired Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy to be in the floor show of the Everglades’ Ship Ahoy. The Everglades Café was transformed into a nautical setting, from the menus and furniture to the sailor suit costumes.


The Everglades Café was a gangsters’ haunt. “Bootlegging, speakeasies, murder, dope,” said Mae Clarke. “No gangster hurt anybody except another gangster . . . There were no accidental killings. They were good shots. They kept to their own reasons and their own people.”


The dancers’ dressing rooms were underneath the stairs, separated from the rest of the club by a huge door made of concrete and iron. Gus the bodyguard was stationed there to protect the performers. “He loved every one of us,” said Mae. “He used to write poems and put them in pretty frames and present one to each little girl.”


Ruby and Mae and the others were in the dressing room getting ready for the next number when one night they heard the sound of the concrete stage door being rolled shut. They knew Gus was locking them in. “Something was happening on the outside . . . [A] murder. Or a raid,” said Mae. It happened so frequently that Ruby and the other dancers thought nothing of it and continued with their conversation. After it was over, Gus refused to tell them what had happened.


Mae noticed a man sitting at a corner table each night and found out he was the head of the New York narcotics squad assigned to the Everglades Café to monitor who entered and left and what went on in between. He and Mae became friends. He knew she was fifteen and that each weekend her mother took the train to New York to see if her daughter was all right and if Mae was still smoking cigarettes.


The second show ended each evening at eleven. Often, Mae, Ruby, and Dorothy would go out after the show, “hopping from one [supper club] to another,” said Mae, “like the Silver Slipper, where Texas Guinan was,” or the Yacht Club. Mae’s escort became the head of the narcotics squad, who promised Mae’s mother that he would watch out for her daughter.


Mae and Ruby were frequently guests of Billy Rose, with the head of the narcotics squad along as well.


At other times Ruby and Mae went out with gangsters for a steak dinner and an occasional gift of a bracelet or necklace, which they quickly sold for extra money. To Mae the gangsters were nice men who happened to be in an illegal business. For the most part they behaved like gentlemen and treated Ruby and Mae to dinners. “Where else were we going to get steak dinners?” Mae said.


Being in two shows a night seemed manageable to Ruby and Mae. The Everglades Café was a block away from the Shubert on Forty-Fourth Street. After a few evenings of doing both shows Ruby and Mae had the run figured out: they finished their numbers at the Shubert Theatre, got out of their costumes, threw on their coats (Ruby had bought hers on the installment plan and prayed the two jobs would hold out until the coat was paid for), ran out into the cold winter nights and down Forty-Fourth Street wearing nothing but a coat and a pair of shoes, “stark naked in freezing weather, and the coats were not so hot either. Papier-mâché.” They got to the Everglades Café in time for their Ship Ahoy numbers, performed their routines, stripped off their sailor suit costumes, put on their coats, rushed back to the Shubert, and were there in time for their next number in Gay Paree. Working in two shows, they averaged as many as thirty-eight dance routines a night.


“We worked like dogs and were as strong as horses,” said Ruby, who danced even when she had pleurisy. “You can’t take a deep breath with pleurisy,” said Ruby, “so you take a short breath. And you go on, until you run out of breath. I danced with blisters on my heels because I didn’t want an understudy to take my place.”


Ruby learned discipline to avoid being fired.


“I couldn’t sing worth a darn,” she said. “It didn’t matter as long as [I] could belt it out so they could hear [me] in the back row.” Although Ruby “was far from [being] a singer,” she had a sultry look, a defiant gaze combined with an unadorned quality that was unusual for a showgirl.


Al Jolson stood in the wings during the ensemble numbers, smoking a cigar. As Ruby came off the stage, she slid by him on her way to the dressing room and tried to ignore his sexual remarks.


After one performance Ruby attempted to slide by him as usual. Jolson blocked her way and cornered her against a wall. Ruby was worried about the costume. It didn’t fit that well and was pinned to stay on. She tried to laugh off Jolson’s comments and hurry by, for fear of losing her job. Jolson told her he was going to take her home that night. Ruby forgot to make a joke of it. She became furious and struck him. He pushed her against the wall and ripped open her costume. She couldn’t scream out; there was a show going on. He took his lit cigar and held it up to her skin with its red-hot tip burning into her breast and held it there until she blacked out.


•  •  •


“Ruby was tough,” Mae said. “She was cool, very, very cool. She played men like she would any scene. She had a gentle side that she used to play up to men, but it could also be genuine.” Ruby could be cruel to Mae, but at other times she could be protective of her, almost motherly. She was becoming more of a mother to Mae than Mrs. Klotz, and Mae’s mother resented it. Ruby had a strength and toughness that Mae and Dorothy counted on. She advised them about what to wear and would lend them her clothes, even her shoes.


If they were entertaining, Ruby could be curt with guests. If she wanted to go to bed, she would say, “This is it. Get the hell out.” She had a childlike gentleness that surprised her friends. “It was a sweet side that few people saw. If I was sick or tired, a warm, almost mothering side of Ruby came out,” said Mae. “It wasn’t what Ruby showed most people. She didn’t like standing naked before people.”


Ruby told Dorothy and Mae that for their next shot, their next opportunity, they had to “wangle it, but do it legitimately, and always maintain [their] independence.”


“I wouldn’t have known that,” said Mae, “but [Ruby] did. [Dorothy] and I listened to her. [She] was smart. We were harum-scarum kids, mad-caps who did crazy things but I never knew Ruby to do an unrefined thing.”


“She was the Duchess,” Mae said. “Always.”





SEVEN



On Being Actresses, Not Asstresses


1926–1927


    Pleasure was the color of the time.


—Harold Clurman


Ruby remained with Gay Paree until the end of the year, when the Shuberts put on a new edition of the show. During its run, Anatol Friedland, songwriter, composer, and producer of revues, went to see the show and noticed her. Friedland had earlier collaborated with Lee Shubert on the music for a show at the Winter Garden and thought the Misses Stevens, Clarke, and Sheppard talented and hired them for the Club Anatol on West Fifty-Fourth Street between Sixth and Seventh Avenues, next to Texas Guinan’s. Throughout the next few months, Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy performed their specialty dances: Ruby, the Charleston; Mae, a buck dance; and Dorothy, something Hawaiian.


Friedland, who knew his way around Broadway and Tin Pan Alley, became protective of the trio and advised each about what she should do and whom she should see. Although he’d planned to become an architect after graduating from Columbia University, Friedland had drifted into vaudeville and appeared as the lead in musical productions, performing at the piano singing his own songs, and during the next two decades performed in or produced lavish revues. A year before he opened the Club Anatol, he was headlined on the Keith Circuit in Anatol’s Affairs of 1924.


Dorothy Sheppard said of him: “Whatever he did was all right. He was like a father to us.”


•  •  •


Barbara’s brother, Malcolm, was back from the sea and was living with Maud and Bert on Avenue L, working at Merkent’s Meat Market.


Malcolm at twenty-one was in love with Elizabeth Zilker, the daughter of the Ecuadoran consul, and was about to be married. His sister Mabel was about to be divorced. She had had it with her second husband coming home at the end of each day from his job at Condé Nast to their apartment on Church Avenue, taking out his handkerchief, and running it along the molding to see how meticulously his wife had dusted.


To get out of the house and out of the heat (moving picture theaters and the big vaudeville houses were installing refrigeration at a cost of $100,000 per theater), Mabel took Gene to the pictures as often as she could. After nine months of trying to get away from her second husband, Mabel had had enough of Darse Griffiths; she and Gene were going back to Avenue L to be with Maud and Bert and Al, she was returning to her job at Best & Co.


Ruby visited her sisters and brother in Brooklyn and asked Dorothy or Mae to come along. They took the subway to the end of the line at Nostrand Avenue and the trolley to Avenue L, walking the three blocks to Thirty-Sixth Street. Gene would watch for his aunt Ruby, and when he saw her a couple of blocks away walking toward his street, he would run out of the house and down the block and throw himself in her arms.


Each time Ruby came to visit, she carried with her a pile of ten or twelve books tied together to give to Gene, among them a series of stories about the Great War called Boy Allies with the Army—The Boy Allies at Liege; or, Through Lines of Steel and The Boy Allies on the Firing Line—and another series called The Motion Picture Boys as well as Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped and Treasure Island. Gene was thrilled to have them.


In late April, Malcolm was married to Elizabeth at the Kings Highway Methodist Episcopal Church in a ceremony officiated by Norman Vincent Peale. A few friends were there, as were Elizabeth’s brother, Frank, and Malcolm’s family. Ruby’s arrival with Mae and Dorothy caused a stir. On a whim the three had decided to dye their hair, and Ruby’s hair, naturally a reddish auburn, as was Dorothy’s—Mae’s was brown—was now in a flame of spectacular red. Maud was not pleased at the color nor the disruption of decorum.


Bert and Mabel teased Maud about her grandness; she expected only the best, and it was often beyond her means. Maud wanted things to look right, to be just so, and it annoyed Ruby, who hated any pretense.


“My sister thinks she’s high society,” Ruby said of Maud. “And I always say to her, ‘Look at me, am I high society? And I come from the same loins you do.’ ”
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Elizabeth Zilker and Malcolm Byron Stevens, Brooklyn, New York, circa 1926. (COURTESY GENE VASLETT)





Maud’s son, Albert, would raise his eyes and gesture in his mother’s direction and say, “Oh . . . Queen Marie,” referring to the queen of Romania, who had arrived in New York on the Leviathan and was being written about daily in the newspapers.


Ruby was delighted that her sister Mabel was now seeing a wonderful man: Roland Munier, a traveling salesman for Masury Paints whose sales territory was the northern part of New Jersey and who lived in a small apartment in Flatbush with his mother. He was welcomed into the Merkent family; Gene called him Uncle Rol. Each Saturday night, the Merkents, Mabel, and Roland played cards at Avenue L.


As spring turned into summer, Anatol Friedland let go of most of the dancers in the revue but invited a few—among them Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy—to the Ritz-Carlton Grille in Atlantic City, where Mae’s family lived. The three stayed with the Klotzes.


•  •  •


While working for Anatol, the three girls met Carter De Haven, who had been around Broadway for a long time, first as a successful child actor, then as a headliner in vaudeville on the Orpheum Circuit as a singer and dancer. He had the reputation of being the most correctly dressed man on the American stage. De Haven had built a theater on Hollywood Boulevard between Vine Street and El Centro, Carter De Haven’s Music Box, and wanted Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy to join him in a show he was putting together there.


He tried to sell Ruby on California, talking to her about its beauty and about how the girls should see it firsthand. Dorothy was tempted; Los Angeles sounded interesting; in fact she was sold on the idea. But Dorothy was too fond of Anatol to leave.
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Ruby (left) with Jerry Dryden and Dorothy Shepherd (right), Atlantic City, 1926.





•  •  •


During the summer months, Ruby, Mae, and Dorothy modeled for various magazines—even modeling swimsuits on the beach—and swam in the ocean as often as they could. Ruby and Dorothy were swimming along the shore one day and didn’t realize that they were being pulled out to sea until they noticed how small the boardwalk looked. Ruby, the better swimmer, began to make her way back to the beach. Dorothy swam along but struggled against the tide, tired quickly, and began to call for help. Anatol heard the calls from the boardwalk, made his way out to the swimmer, and was surprised to find he was rescuing Dorothy. Ruby made it back to shore on her own.


At the end of the 1926 summer season, the triumvirate returned to the Club Anatol in New York City.


•  •  •


James J. Walker was in his first eight months as the mayor of New York. Nightclubs and cabarets were more popular than ever; vaudeville’s draw was beginning to fade. Between the Keith-Albee and the Orpheum Circuits, there were fewer than fifteen two-a-day vaudeville houses in New York. Most theaters that carried vaudeville with continuous shows throughout the country featured them with a moving picture like the sensational Torrent, which presented Greta Garbo in her first American picture; Ben-Hur with Francis X. Bushman; Dancing Mothers with Clara Bow; Lillian Gish as Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter; Garbo and John Gilbert in Flesh and the Devil; or The Sea Beast with John Barrymore and Dolores Costello. By late summer, theaters were giving moving pictures top billing over their stage shows.


In the first week of August at the Warner Theatre, on Broadway and Fifty-Second Street, Warner Bros. released its most expensively made picture ever, Don Juan, with John Barrymore, offering the greatest sensation of the decade since radio: sound that was recorded and synchronized to moving pictures. If movies were taking business away from vaudeville, radio was taking audiences away from movie theaters.


•  •  •


Ruby, Dorothy, and Mae were dancing onstage at Anatol’s one night when Mrs. Henry B. Harris, wife of the late producer, came to see the revue. With her was the much-admired and successful actor, writer, director, and producer Willard Mack.


Mrs. Harris and Mack were casting a contemporary play that she and Martin Sampter were producing and that Bill Mack had co-written and was to direct. Mrs. Harris and Mack were looking for girls to fill the parts of cabaret singers in the play’s second act. She liked the way Ruby, Dorothy, and Mae looked and arranged for them to come to her office at the Hudson Theatre on West Forty-Fourth Street.


When they arrived, three other young women were there as well. Mrs. Harris talked about the play and described the roles. The play was called The Noose, a contemporary drama about bootlegging and gangsters, the recklessness and violence of Prohibition, and capital punishment. The roles were cabaret girls with lines for them to speak. “This made all the difference,” Ruby said. “This was big time stuff.”


Without Mack’s knowledge, Mrs. Harris had them read a few lines and hired them.


The Noose was based on a story by H. H. Van Loan, who began as a newspaperman and short story writer and who went on to become a screenwriter, selling his scripts to Maurice Tourneur, Norma Talmadge, William Desmond, and others. By 1920, Van Loan was the director of publicity for the Universal Film Company.


Bill Mack, successful Broadway playwright, was interested in capturing life as it was reported on the front pages of the newspapers, “with human frailties and hopes at the play’s center.” The realism of his characters and consistency of setting and action were central to his notion of the successful contemporary play.


By the time The Noose was to go into production, Bill Mack, then forty-eight, had written more than forty Broadway plays. Mack was rugged, romantic, swashbuckling, a heavy drinker, an outlaw of sorts, and a scorner of conventions. He wrote plays visualizing people as they were, “their ways of living, their home, their associates, conversations and ambitions.”


At the center of The Noose is a young man who has murdered a notorious bootlegger and nightclub owner and is hours away from execution by hanging. The setting is a back room in a nightclub. Cabaret girls and bootleggers are in a swirl of hot jazz. In the third act, the governor’s daughter, in love with the boy, goes before the governor to plead for the body of the young man following his execution.


Rex Cherryman played the part of the young man. He was a “handsome, wonderful actor,” said Mae Clarke. Cherryman, then twenty-nine had already had a career in the theater, though he began as a bank clerk in his hometown of Grand Rapids, Michigan.


Lester Lonergan played the governor; Ann Shoemaker, the governor’s wife; George Nash, the gangster club owner. “George Nash was the villain,” said Mae. “And there was no worse one, but he was a great guy and a wonderful actor. We used to ask him, ‘How do you act?’ He would say, ‘Now you girls, I’m not going to talk to you unless you get one thing straight with me. Are you serious about this business? Because I want you to be “actresses,” not “asstresses.” ‘”


Ruby played a cabaret girl called Dot. Dorothy Sheppard was Frances, and Mae Clarke, Georgie. When the script was handed out, each had the same-size role.


Mrs. Harris was amazed at the way Ruby read and asked Mack to enlarge her part in act 2.


Bill Mack wanted to rehearse with Ruby in private, as he had Marjorie Rambeau before she became the second Mrs. Willard Mack; as he had with the great film star Pauline Frederick before she became the third Mrs. Mack.


Miss Rambeau had forcefully urged Mack to rehearse with her alone; Miss Frederick, stately and magnificent, had simply expected it. Ruby Stevens wanted the work but had no such expectations and was grateful to have the director’s help whenever he could spare the time.
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David Belasco, playwright, producer, director, stage genius, the “Wizard of the American Theater.”





Mack one day took Ruby to see his longtime associate David Belasco, the maestro, the old master whose name was synonymous with the theater. By 1926, Belasco at seventy-three was considered eternal, a god.


He had produced hundreds of plays and helped to establish even more careers, from Mrs. Leslie Carter and Ina Claire to Maude Adams.


Belasco was seen as a force; he’d led the theater from the nineteenth century into the modern world, from the old Madison Square Theatre on Twenty-Fourth Street to the theater that carried his name on Forty-Fourth Street.


Belasco had started in the theater of gaslight flares forty years before and worked in a time when footlights were the dominant source of illumination on the stage, casting false shadows without control. Belasco had a notion about lighting and saw it as a way to dramatize the mood of a play. His experiments resulted in diffused light. He took a mica slide frosted with emery and oil, placed it on a series of coins, over a beam of light, and, by using silver reflectors, was able to control the spread of a beam of light. The harshness and unreality of footlights were banished from the Belasco stages.


By 1915, Belasco was able to re-create the different lights of a day, from a morning sunrise to the light of dusk, from the threatening light of a storm to the light of the moon. By using manually operated spotlights, sometimes with up to twenty electricians working at the same time, and nonreflecting spotlights, Belasco found a way to project differently colored lights that didn’t clash on any number of people standing side by side on the stage.


Belasco and Willard Mack had just finished work on a play about a Yiddish vamp that starred Fanny Brice in her first drama. The play, produced as well by Belasco at the Lyceum, had opened in September and closed soon thereafter.


•  •  •


Belasco’s office on West Forty-Fourth Street was above the theater. Ruby and Mack climbed a set of winding golden oak stairs that led to the cranium of the theater. Mack opened a small door with the name Belasco on it. He wanted the great director to hear Ruby read from her expanded part.


Belasco was then a silver presence with a white mane and piercing eyes staring out from under shaggy brows. Though he was born a Jew (the name was Velasco, his father had been a Harlequin in the London theaters), he wore the clothes of a cleric, and his manner was that of a mystic.


Belasco’s private office was at the end of a series of rooms, fourteen in all. One held his many collections—of rosaries, rare and ancient glassware, vases, silver, urns, precious stones, armor standing against the walls, jester’s sticks made of ivory and encrusted with jewels. Another housed the book-lined walls of his library, with a grand fireplace and a mantelpiece that had belonged to Stanford White. A Japanese room had bamboo walls; an Italian room, old velvet and an indoor garden with a fountain. Another room had only a crucifix. And then, finally, Belasco’s office itself, with a simple desk given to him thirty-two years before by his mother and now held together with string.


Ruby was “scared pink,” she said. “Scared of the office that looked like a cathedral, scared of the priest’s collar, the white hair, the terrific power and prestige of the great impresario of the theater.” Mack had Ruby read through her expanded scene from The Noose. “I kept wondering what the hell I was doing here,” she said. “Me, Ruby Stevens.”


Belasco told Ruby that she didn’t know how to walk, that most women didn’t know how to walk. “Go to the zoo!” he said. “Watch the animals!”


After Ruby’s audition with Belasco, she sat in the visitors’ room, waiting. She heard Mr. Belasco and Bill Mack talking. Belasco spoke slowly. He was telling Mack that she would have to change her name, that “Ruby Stevens” was too much like that of a burlesque queen.


“He sounded as though he was spitting my name right out on the floor,” she said.


As Ruby tells the story, Belasco was looking through old theater programs, one from a quarter of a century before of a Clyde Fitch play of the Civil War, Barbara Frietchie, starring a Jane Stanwyck, about a Southern woman in love with a Union soldier, loosely based on the life of a real Barbara Frietchie of Maryland, “bravest of all in Frederick town,” wrote John Greenleaf Whittier in his poem about her. Frietchie had been a fierce supporter of the Union, and as legend tells it, at ninety-five years of age, with rebel soldiers approaching her house, “took up the flag the men hauled down.” “. . .To show that one heart was loyal,” Frietchie waved the Stars and Stripes from her attic window as Brigadier General Jesse Reno and his troops passed by on the road to Washington County and the Battle at Antietem.


Fitch’s play was fresh in the public’s mind since Thomas Ince had made it into a two-hour movie—one of the big hits of 1924—that starred Florence Vidor and Edmund Lowe.


Julia Marlow had created “The Frederick Girl” in the original production that opened in Philadelphia on October 10, 1899, at the Broad Theatre and two weeks later in New York at the Criterion.


When the play returned to Broadway the following year, Effie Ellsler, “the uncommonly efficient and sympathetic actress,” was the “ravishing young creature” of Frederick town.


Jane Stanwyck may have appeared in a touring production of the Fitch play, but there doesn’t seem to be a record of it—or of her.


It might have been another theater program that caught Belasco’s eye, one of Victor Herbert’s comedy opera, Dream City, which opened in New York in 1906 for a three-month run. Among those listed in the ensemble: Addison Stanton and Dorothy Southwick. America’s great theatrical wizard might simply have conflated the last two names, the Stan from Stanton; the Wick from Southwick, thrown in a ‘y’ to make it appear more regal and come forth with Jane Stanwyck as a new name for Ruby Stevens.


Mack said, “Jane Stanwyck won’t do because of Jane Cowl,” one of the great ladies of the theater, revered with the same passion as Laurette Taylor and Eleonora Duse. A few years earlier, Cowl had astounded audiences in her twenty-week run of Romeo and Juliet and triumphed over Ethel Barrymore’s Juliet. On the last day of Cowl’s run, three thousand people had stood outside Henry Miller’s Theatre in the hope of catching a glimpse of the great actress; a thousand people who hoped to see her in her final performance as Juliet were turned away from the theater. Cowl was due to come to New York at the beginning of the New Year—1927—with Philip Merivale in a debut play by Robert E. Sherwood called The Road to Rome.


Mack and Belasco looked at the Frietchie program again. “As one man, they said, ‘Barbara Stanwyck,’ ” said Ruby. “I was rechristened with Mr. Belasco and Mr. Mack as my second sponsors in baptism.”


Later, when Ruby signed her contract, she wrote “Barbara” but had to be reminded of how to spell her new last name.


•  •  •


At Mrs. Harris’s suggestion, it was to be Ruby’s character, Dot, in The Noose, who was in unrequited love with the young man rather than the governor’s daughter. Mrs. Harris cast and staged her plays and had been producing this way a decade before The Noose. She’d learned from her brother, Edgar Wallach, and her husband, Henry B. Harris, both successful showmen and theatrical producers.


Henry Harris was from a theatrical family: his father, William Harris Sr., began as a blackface comedian and became a famous minstrel man and was one of the founders of the Theatrical Syndicate. The younger Harris had learned the business from his father and set out on his own to produce shows and manage theaters, among them the Hudson Theatre. In 1911, Harris, with Jesse Lasky, built the Folies Bergère dinner theater. Shortly before Harris and his wife left on a tour of the Continent, the dinner theater was converted into the Fulton Theatre.


The Harrises’ journey abroad ended with a tour of North Africa. Mrs. Harris broke an arm, and both Harrises were happy to be returning to America on the White Star liner Titanic, bound for New York from Southampton. On the fourth day out to sea, four hundred miles south of Newfoundland, the Harrises were in their cabin playing a game of double Canfield when Mrs. Harris felt the ship’s engines stop.


The Titanic’s captain, Edward J. Smith, realized the ship had struck an iceberg and was taking in water. The crew sent up distress rockets to radio CQD signals, to which the Cunard liner Carpathia signaled back; it was making its way northward toward the Titanic. The Carpathia was fifty-eight miles away when it radioed back and would take four hours to reach the Titanic. The more than twenty-two hundred passengers of the Titanic were not going to be rescued in time. Women and children were loaded into the twenty lifeboats for eleven hundred passengers.


Henry Harris, then forty-five years old, escorted his wife of fourteen years to the crew that had formed a ring around one of the lifeboats. The boat sat forty-seven; there were sixteen hundred people left on board. Renée (listed on the ship’s manifest as Irene) Harris was helped onto lifeboat collapsible D, the last boat to be lowered from the Titanic.


Following a long period of mourning, Mrs. Henry B. Harris, as she was thereafter referred, took over the estate of Henry B. Harris, brought suit against the White Star Line for $1 million for the loss of her husband, and, rather than “living the life of an idle rich woman,” began to produce plays herself. One of the first to be presented was a play called Damaged Goods with Richard Bennett, about the taboo subject of syphilis, that became one of the most controversial plays of the 1913 season.
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Willard Mack, who before becoming a playwright and director was a stock actor touring America’s West. (NEW YORK TRIBUNE)





Renée Harris became a theatrical manager, designer, and technical director; she understood that producing and directing were not as romantic as appearing on the stage, but at the age of thirty-seven she felt strongly that hers was a profession to which women ought to belong and one that in the long run would prove more profitable than acting.


•  •  •


Willard Mack assembled The Noose’s cast for rehearsals. Instead of the actors reading their parts aloud, Mack read to them as he wanted each part to be played, using the power of his voice to virtually hypnotize his company. Mack was tough and demanding and wanted perfection, and for him that meant a naturalism, a realism.


His desire as a playwright to capture realism came from his decades-long association with Belasco, who had acted in more than 130 plays before starting to write and direct. Belasco was a stickler about realism, not just with the lighting and the look of the play, but with the actors.


Mack’s notion of realism came as well from his work as a reporter in Chicago and from the many lives he’d lived before he became a full-time playwright: sailing to the South Seas with Jack London; prospecting for gold in Alaska; being an officer in the Northwest Mounted Police. He’d worked in vaudeville, become a stock actor in his own play, In Wyoming, and toured with it out west for more than two years on the John Cort “tank town” circuit.
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The cabaret girls of The Noose. Left to right, top row: Mae Clarke, Dorothy Shepherd. Left to right, bottom row: Erenay Weaver, Ruby, Maryland Jarbeau. (PHOTOFEST)





Mack believed that his new play, The Noose, defied all conventionality in construction, speech, and action. He wanted the nightclub owner to sound like a gambler and bootlegger and the governor to sound the opposite. To Mack the world war had changed everything. Established standards had been thrown out: delicacy of speech had been prostituted by modern convention; the belief in chastity, the reverence for parental guidance, and the intimacies of domesticity were being talked about in ways that would have been considered an affront prior to the war. Mack wanted Dot to act and sound like thousands of other cabaret dancers, and he worked with Ruby during rehearsals to get that sense of truth in the part.


“He threw the gestures out of all of us,” Ruby said. “Mack would say if we can’t come on stage without screwing up our faces or waving our hands . . . we’d just better make the next exit permanent.”


Following Mr. Belasco’s command that Ruby learn how to walk, she traveled to the Bronx Zoo, where she watched the animals in their cages pacing back and forth. It was the panther’s stride with its purpose and beauty that captured her eye, and Ruby copied it until it became somewhat natural for her. “It is a way of walking that holds off fatigue,” she said.


•  •  •


The Noose went on the road for three weeks, opening first in Buffalo at the Shubert-Teck Theatre. The Buffalo Courier called the play “superb” and went on to say of the cast that it was as “fine and polished as we’ve seen in the theater in many a moon.” Cherryman’s performance was described as “remarkable . . . never once does he overplay the part.”


Despite the positive reviews, there was a problem with the last scene of the third act. The society girl’s plea to the governor for the young man’s body was supposed to build to a pitch, but it had no emotional payoff. “It was a big nothing,” said Mae Clarke. The governor “granted it and the curtain came down.”


Mrs. Harris called a meeting with Mack to try to solve the problem. She realized that the wrong woman was pleading for the boy’s body and told Mack to use “the girl who has the unrequited love that he doesn’t know about,” Mae said, describing Mrs. Harris’s vision. “They’re just friends as far as he’s concerned, but she’s nuts about him. Let her be the one to ask for the body.”


Mrs. Harris told Mack to rewrite the part and give the scene to the cabaret girl. Mack finished the new dialogue and gave Ruby the additional pages. He told her in front of the cast to go home and learn the lines. “You’ve got a great voice,” he said. “If you can do the part, take it, you’ve got it for out-of-town until we can find an actress to play it.”


Bill Mack left for New York that night to try to find a major actress for the role.


Renée Harris worked with Ruby and Rex Cherryman on Mack’s new pages.


“I was no actress,” said Ruby. “I was a dancer, not a great one but I knew left from right.”


The next morning, Ruby rehearsed with the entire company, and Mrs. Harris thought her work was “dynamic.” Mack called several times from New York to suggest various names of actresses he thought would be right for the part, among them the Broadway star Francine Larrimore, niece of Jacob Adler, founder of the Yiddish Theater. Larrimore was traveling to Buffalo to meet up with the show.


Mack returned from New York to Mrs. Harris’s excitement about Ruby’s work in the new role. That afternoon he watched Ruby in rehearsal and told Mrs. Harris that her work with the cabaret girl was an inspiration. Mack “proceeded to go on a drinking binge from sheer joy.”


During the remainder of the week’s run in Buffalo, the director worked with Ruby, training her “hours upon hours upon hours,” said Ruby. “It was a living hell.” Except for catnaps backstage, Ruby didn’t sleep at all. Toward the end, she broke down and stormed and yelled that she couldn’t act—couldn’t and, what’s more, wouldn’t—and, weeping, said, “It’s no use. I can’t act. I don’t know how.”


Up to this point, Mack had flattered and encouraged Ruby. Now he yelled back at her in front of the entire company that she was “dead right.” She was a chorus girl, “would always be a chorus girl, would live and die a chorus girl and be damned.”


“Mack completely disarranged my mental make-up,” said Ruby. “The bejesus was scared out of me.”


She fought back, said she could act, would act. “I told him I was Bernhardt, Fiske, all the Booths and Barrymores rolled into one.”


Mack had seen temperament around the theater and fire, but he had never seen a performance to equal Ruby’s that afternoon. Then he hammered “every line, every inflection, every gesture of the part into my memory,” teaching Ruby how to read, how to walk, what tricks to use and not to use, and how to sell herself by entrances and exits.


“Mostly he taught me to think,” said Ruby. “Acting is thinking.”


Mae and Dorothy worked as Ruby’s coaches, sitting with the script and helping her run her lines. “We kept telling her,” Mae said, “you’re going to do it! You’re going to do it! Come on!”


After rehearsals, Ruby and Rex Cherryman would go out for a sandwich and coffee.


“Everything about him was so vivid,” said Ruby. “Or perhaps it was because he was an actor and knew how to project.”


Rex was handsome and young. He had great talent and good humor. Ruby adored him, but Rex was married and had a small boy.


Cherryman had recently appeared on Broadway in a play called Down Stream. He was from the Midwest, which he left to become an actor. He’d traveled to Los Angeles, where he found work in various stock companies traveling from Pasadena to San Diego to Denver, and then appearing in Alla Nazimova’s early 1920s pictures Madame Peacock and Camille.


•  •  •


The Noose left Buffalo for Pittsburgh, where it was to open at the Pitt Theatre on October 11. This was to be Ruby’s first performance in front of an audience with the new third act.


The cast rehearsed that day down the block from the Pitt Theatre at the William Penn Hotel.


The evening of the performance the curtain went up on acts 1 and 2 as the company had rehearsed and played them before. Ruby, Dorothy, and Mae went on in the second act as they had in Buffalo. “We were little chorus girls,” said Mae. Ruby had a few more lines than the others “but not by much.”


Then Ruby went into the third act.


“When I came out on the stage,” she said, “I was all alone. The farther I walked from the wings, the more frightened I became; each step I took toward the governor’s desk out there in the center of the stage the weaker I grew.”


The governor’s secretary met Ruby halfway and escorted her to him.


“The governor looked up at me,” said Ruby. “I was supposed to be frightened, hopeless, desperate. My hands were clammy. I had that awful feeling that the muscles in my throat were paralyzed, and that when it came time for me to speak, I wouldn’t be able to utter a sound.”


The governor spoke his line: “Are you the young lady that wanted to see me?”


Ruby said her lines in response and “didn’t recognize her own voice.”


“I’ve come to ask you,” she said as Dot, “if we could have his body because we’d like to give it a real funeral . . . You see he ain’t got no relatives, ain’t even got a father and mother, he told me—so nobody wants it but us . . . That’s what I came for, ain’t no reason why I can’t have it—is there—if nobody wants it.”


Then Dot sinks her head on the desk and begins to sob softly. The governor tells her there is no reason why she shouldn’t claim the boy except that he is not dead, he was not executed. Dot asks, “He ain’t dead?” and then asks the governor not to tell the boy she was here.


The governor pauses. “You love him don’t you?”


Dot confesses she was “always crazy about him—even if he never gave me a tumble. But—there’s a girl—somewhere—’cause Nickie told me he wanted to have a wife. And if he lives, I’ll find out who she is—and fix it up between them . . . You see, caring about him—that was the reason I came. He never gave me a break while he was out and around so I thought that when he was dead I could take the body away somewhere to a little cemetery I know and then I could go there once in a while and tell him the things I couldn’t say when he was alive—see?”


The governor asks her if she wants to see the young man, and she is taken offstage by his secretary.


Mae and Dorothy grabbed hold of Ruby in the wings; they “didn’t say a word because nothing was happening,” said Mae. “Usually they give a little polite applause when an actor leaves the stage. Nothing. And there was nothing else to be said . . .


“Then, the heavens broke loose,” said Mae. “The people screamed. They stomped their feet. They stood up. She was so terrific!”


•  •  •


The Pittsburgh Post called the play “a simple melodrama dressed up in modern accoutrements . . . there were times,” said the Post critic, “when the sound of a pin hitting the carpet would have resembled the advent of a small boy’s new Fourth of July,” and reported that “the house lights put an end to the curtain calls.”


Mack had assured Ruby during the endless hours of rehearsals that she would be able to “do it when the time comes.”


Ruby said later, “I did it. Somehow I did it.”


The Noose went to New York and opened at Mrs. Harris’s Hudson Theatre on October 20, 1926. Ruby was nineteen years old and had worked on and around Broadway, just barely getting by, for five years. Now she was earning $100 a week.


She wasn’t sure how she felt about being a dramatic actress. “It’s noisy back stage in a musical or a night club,” she said. “But in a dramatic show you don’t even whisper for fear the people out front will hear you. Where before there’d been kidding and laughs, the silence made me nervous.”


The Noose was being compared to another play that had opened five weeks before at the Broadhurst Theatre, Jed Harris’s hit production, Broadway, by Philip Dunning and George Abbott.


Sam N. Behrman, a young press agent for the production, described Broadway as being as “realistic as a metronome without a grain of sentimentality,” a “gutter play about the lowest forms of human life, set in a degraded cabaret frequented by rival bootlegger gangs with guns at the ready.” The play received strong notices and was a big hit, bringing in as much as $31,000 a week, making its writers and producers rich. It was also making a name for its star, Lee Tracy.


Broadway was considered gritty and real, and The Noose “melodrama of a slightly old model,” though tough and thrilling. The word was out that the second act of The Noose was almost identical to Broadway, with only minor differences.


On opening night of The Noose, following the second act, Bill Mack went in front of the curtain to make a statement to his audience. He assured them that The Noose had been written a year before Broadway opened and that his play had remained largely unchanged from the initial draft.


The reviews for The Noose ran the following day. The New York Sun, in a review by Stephen Rathbun, warned that the play would “grip you if you don’t watch out!” The reviewer mentioned “a moving scene in the last act” by “Miss Barbara Stanwyck,” who “played it well enough to make first nighters wipe tears from their eyes.” The New York Telegraph called The Noose “sentimental” but described Cherryman’s performance as “splendid” and, in the final line of the review, said that “Barbara Stanwyck brings the handkerchiefs forth with expediency.” The Telegram said it was “the most authentically teary play of the season” and that “there is an uncommonly fine performance by Barbara Stanwyck who not only does the Charleston steps of a dance hall girl gracefully, but knows how to act . . . After [she] breaks down and sobs out her unrequited love for the young bootlegger in that genuinely moving scene . . . there was nothing for the Governor to do but reprieve the boy. If he hadn’t, the weeping audience would probably have yelled at him until he did.” The New York Times described the play as “good entertainment when it gets going” with “several good performances.” After singling out the work of its star and praising George Nash’s “characteristic performance,” the Times mentioned the “further good work of Dorothy Stanwyck.”


There were moments when even Ruby had to ask “Clarke (Mae) what my name was.” Another time Ruby heard someone calling “Miss Stanwyck, Miss Stanwyck” around the Hudson Theatre and said, “Where is that dame? Why doesn’t she answer?”


Ruby sent wires to her family in Flatbush inviting them to come to the show. On the day of the performance, when Ruby went onstage in the second act, she looked out at the front row expecting to see her sisters and nephew, but instead the seats she had paid for were empty. She felt “utterly forlorn and friendless,” she said.


After the performance Ruby found out that her family had come to the theater, claimed their tickets, taken their seats, and, full of pride, looked through the program in search of Ruby’s name. When they didn’t find “Ruby Stevens” listed, they assumed they were in the wrong theater and had been given tickets that were meant for others. They were sure the management would ask them to leave and were so uncomfortable they left before they could be ejected.


Ed Kennedy frequently went to see Ruby in the show. It was during the run of The Noose that their romance began to fall apart. Their working hours were diametrically opposed. Ed finished his work at the office as Ruby was getting ready to go to the theater.


“We both had these terrible driving ambitions, which conflicted,” Ed said. Ruby was serious about her work, and Ed about his. “And we’d get impatient with each other.” The relationship cooled for a while, but Ed had not yet given up. He was jealous of Bill Mack, but “he was wrong there,” said Ruby. “He should have focused on Rex [Cherryman]. I adored him.” She and Rex began to spend more time together, and she brought him home to Avenue L for everyone to meet.
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Ruby with Rex Cherryman, February 1927, Mineola, New York.





“I think she was in love with him in her way,” said Dorothy.


•  •  •


Despite The Noose’s mixed reviews, the play ran through the winter months, into 1927 and through part of the spring. Its competition during the 1926–1927 season included Anita Loos’s adaptation of her best-selling comic novel Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, with June Walker as Lorelei Lee and Frank Morgan as Henry Spoffard, the famous Philadelphia Presbyterian (and moralist) who preferred “a witless blonde.” In November, Gertrude Lawrence opened in George Gershwin’s Oh, Kay! by P. G. Wodehouse and Guy Bolton; Ethel Barrymore was playing in The Constant Wife, Somerset Maugham’s comedy about infidelity; and Eva Le Gallienne as director, actress, and founder of the Civic Repertory Theatre in its revival of The Three Sisters.


A number of plays that opened that year were considered sexually outrageous, decadent, not fit for the stage.


When The Captive opened early in the season, many theatergoers were prepared to be shocked. Édouard Bourdet’s play La prisonnière had first appeared in Paris, and word of its audacious theme had reached New York. The play was about a woman struggling against her passion for another woman who marries in a desperate attempt to save herself and escape her terrifying feelings. Ultimately, she abandons her marriage in pursuit of the woman whose love for her has held her captive. It opened at the Empire Theatre and starred Helen Menken (who had just married another Broadway actor, Humphrey Bogart) and Basil Rathbone.


Many critics who expected the worst were surprised by the deftness of Arthur Hornblow’s translation and adaptation of the play, produced and directed by Gilbert Miller. Brooks Atkinson thought its treatment of “the theme and the austere quality of the performance cleared the humid air like a northwestern breeze.” Alexander Woollcott in the New York World saw the play as “unprecedented . . . a study of an abnormal erotic passion, made with infinite tact and reticence.” George Jean Nathan called The Captive “profoundly wrought.” Other critics, many under the auspices of William Randolph Hearst, were outraged by the subject and the play.


Hearst had a personal bias against The Captive. His mistress’s niece Pepi Lederer was an avowed lesbian. Marion Davies was unfazed by her niece’s sexual preferences, but Hearst was made furious by Pepi’s refusal to adhere to what he believed was moral and decent; Hearst was made even more enraged by Pepi’s public display of her liaisons.


Articles condemning The Captive appeared in the Hearst morning and afternoon New York newspapers, the Journal, the American, and the Daily Mirror. Despite the bad press, the play was having a successful run. But Hearst’s campaign began to take hold. Public outcries of obscenity and calls for censorship reached a pitch, and the Citizens’ Play Jury, formed several years before, made up of theater managers, playwrights, actors, and civic associations, was pressured into putting the play on trial for indecency. The Captive was tried and cleared of its charges. It continued with the run, as did the campaign against it.


The Society for the Suppression of Vice, under the leadership of John Sumner, who saw Broadway as a “sewer,” was determined to rid the theater of the indecency and filth that had overtaken the New York stage. Sumner was joined in his relentless campaign by the Catholic Church and other religious organizations. The result was the newly passed Padlock Bill that allowed the police to raid any “obscene, indecent, immoral or impure drama.” Theater owners, directors, agents, and actors were all to be held accountable for any indecent productions in which they were a part. They could be arrested, tried, and imprisoned. In response to the hysteria, Texas Guinan began to wear a necklace of miniature gold padlocks.


At the heart of the furor was a play written by and starring Mae West that had opened the previous April. Sex had been written under the name Jane Mast. When it opened at John Cort’s Daly’s Theatre, it was a sensation. Tickets sold for the extraordinary price of $10.00 a seat when the top-priced ticket in the 1926–1927 season was $2.80. The play was making $10,000 a week. No newspaper, including The New York Times, would carry an ad for it; the word “sex” was taboo unless it was used to refer to “the opposite sex” or “the fair sex.” Out of desperation to get the word around, ads were placed on top of taxicabs that read: “HEATED—Mae West in SEX—Daly’s 63rd Street Theatre.”


Sex was about a prostitute who allows a young society boy, unaware of her past, to fall in love with her and is brought home to meet his family. The boy’s mother is shocked when she finds out the truth about her son’s intended, and a battle of wits ensues between the mother and the prostitute/fiancé.


Audiences found shocking the open declaration of a woman as a sexual being. The play dared to challenge the accepted standards of marriage, respectability, and convention. (Mae West to the boy’s mother: “I’m going to dig under the veneer of your supposed respectability and show you what you are . . . the only difference between us is that you could afford to give it away.”) At the play’s end the Mae West character is neither transformed, punished, nor spiritually redeemed.


Forty-four weeks into the run of Sex, in February 1927, under the jurisdiction of the Padlock Law, the police raided the theaters in which Sex, The Captive, and a play called The Virgin Man were running. The charge: obscenity.


The cast of Sex was placed under arrest. Mae West was held overnight at the Jefferson Market Women’s Prison on Sixth Avenue and Ninth Street (“It was no rose,” she said of it, “the very young and perhaps foolish, but certainly some innocent were mixed with foul and decaying old biddies who knew every vice and had invented a few of their own”).


The twelve actors from The Captive, as well as the writer, Arthur Hornblow, and the producer, Gilbert Miller, were taken from the Empire Theatre to the nearest police station, where they were fingerprinted but not booked.


Another play, The Shanghai Gesture, was given two weeks to revise its script. The play was written by John Colton, co-author of Rain, was directed by Guthrie McClintic, and starred Florence Reed. The Shanghai Gesture was about an Oriental madam of a Shanghai whorehouse seeking revenge through her drug-addicted son on the Englishman who had promised to marry her.


The raids were reported on the front page of The New York Times; the headline in the New York Herald Tribune read: “Three Shows Halted, Actors Arrested in Clean-Up of Stage.” Mae West chose to stand trial rather than close down the play. A month later a grand jury indicted her, the cast of Sex, and the theater’s owner, John Cort, on grounds that they had produced “an obscene, indecent, immoral and impure drama.” The jury handed down a verdict of guilty. The judge applauded the decision, saying, “Obscenity and immorality pervaded this show from beginning to end,” and told West that she had gone “to extremes to make the play as obscene and immoral as possible.” She was sentenced to ten days in prison at the Welfare Island Women’s Workhouse and had to pay a fine of $500.


The Captive reopened and closed soon after the raid; it was shut down by Adolph Zukor, whose Famous Players owned Charles Frohman Inc., which had brought The Captive to Broadway. The Captive’s translator and adapter, Arthur Hornblow, was fed up with civic-minded groups censoring the theater and left New York altogether to work in Hollywood as a writer for Samuel Goldwyn.


•  •  •


The Noose ran for 197 performances through the first week of April. Each night onstage Ruby broke down and pleaded for the young man she loved and held audiences in thrall. Mae and Dorothy teased Ruby about her emotional performance. “She cried and she screamed,” said Dorothy, “and we got to kidding her about it. But Ruby said, ‘Well, it’s getting me someplace,’ and we couldn’t argue with that.”


During the run of the play Bill Mack gave Barbara some advice. “He didn’t exactly tell me—he dinned it into me. He said, ‘It’s wonderful to be good on the stage and to be aware of your talent and not be shy about it. If someone gives you a compliment about your work, learn to accept it graciously. But—always remain aware that you are expendable, that nobody is so great they can’t be replaced.’ ”


Each time Ruby went onstage, she had to “start from scratch,” to prove herself again. There was nothing about her work she could take for granted; if she faltered, she knew she could be fired.





EIGHT



Formerly Ruby Stevens of the Cabarets


1927–1929


During the run of The Noose a new picture called Broadway Nights was being cast at Cosmopolitan Studios on 125th Street. The picture follows the rise of a jazz-singing chorus girl from vaudeville to nightclubs to Broadway musical star, a story set against Manhattan’s nightlife (it promised to present to audiences “the heart of the great White Way—the bright lights and broken hearts. Night clubs! Cabarets! Speak-easies!”).


The producer of Broadway Nights, Robert Kane, and his production manager, Leland Hayward, who was casting the picture, were still looking for a leading lady days before they were to begin to shoot. Ruby tested for the part along with a hundred other actresses from Broadway and the screen.


Ruby’s test didn’t go well. The cameraman, Ernest Haller, turned against her after she rebuffed his flirtation. One of the producer’s press agents who watched the test said Ruby “wasn’t in the market for cameramen, producers or press agents.”


“She was handicapped further,” he said, “because the scene called for her to cry. The director had the old stand-by method of starting the tears [by using] an onion, a rasping violin and a cracked piano.”


While Ruby was trying to cry, Ruth Chatterton, also testing for the part, came on the set accompanied by her maid. As they watched the director’s efforts with the onion and the music, Chatterton, the great stage star, began to laugh at the notion of any serious stage actress needing to resort to such methods.


Ruby “hissed between sobs” for silence. Robert Kane’s press agent walked over to Miss Chatterton and informed her that the girl before the camera was Barbara Stanwyck, whose big scene in The Noose was “bringing the critics back night after night just to have a good cry.”
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From Broadway Nights, 1927. Left to right, center: Sam Hardy, Lois Wilson, unidentified, Ruby in large hat, ruffled dress, and dark bob.





Miss Chatterton was quiet after that until it was time for her test.


Ruby didn’t get the part; nor did Ruth Chatterton. Lois Wilson starred in the picture.


Ruby as “Barbara Stanwyck” appeared in the film in a small part as a nightclub dancer and friend of the Lois Wilson character. Kane was so impressed with the way Ruby came across on the screen that he announced to the press he had put Barbara Stanwyck under contract as a “new find.” The picture introduced other new faces of Broadway, among them Sylvia Sidney, who was starring in A. H. Woods’s play, Crime.


The Noose closed in New York the first week in April and opened in Chicago ten days later, for a ten-week run at the Selwyn Theatre. Business was slow, and the decision was made to close the play a month early; by June 4, The Noose was shut down.


•  •  •


Ruby, Dorothy Sheppard, and Mae Clarke went back to New York, out of work, and daily made the rounds of all the agencies, going in and out of agents’ offices on Forty-Second Street “as regularly as I breathed and ate my meals,” said Ruby. “I don’t know which there were more of, parts I hoped for that didn’t happen, or parts that happened in shows that closed.” Ruby tried to dress well, to be seen about, to “keep my chin up,” she said.


After The Noose closed, Bill Mack told Dorothy Sheppard she needed a different name and came up with “Walda” and suggested “Mansfield” to go with it. Dorothy thought the two sounded “so pretty together.” Dorothy Sheppard was now “Walda Mansfield.”


Mae’s moods took hold and tended to last for weeks at a time. During these “spells” she thought too much about herself and “lost all sense of proportion and values.”


Once her mood abated, Mae enlisted the help of an agent to get her work. Louis Shurr was a top agent in New York who worked with Sophie Tucker and Fanny Brice, among others. Shurr was a short, funny-looking man who went out with beautiful women, giving his escort an ermine coat to wear at the start of the evening and expecting it to be returned at its end.


Shurr suggested that Mae put together an act and said he would see what he could do with it. Mae went to Tin Pan Alley, to Irving Berlin’s building, with its row of songwriters and song pluggers, to pick out a song as the basis of the number. She was put in a little cubbyhole with a piano player who sat at “a little straight piano [on] a little seat.”


Walter Donaldson was a self-taught pianist turned songwriter whose hit songs of the decade included “How Ya Gonna Keep ’Em Down on the Farm,” “Carolina in the Morning,” and “My Blue Heaven.” Donaldson played song after song for Mae until she picked one she liked, which he then taught her.


Ruby helped Mae “put a few steps together” and choreographed her dance: “a cartwheel, a click of the heels together on the top, a ring of the bell, ring, a bum-buh. A little step to get you around the floor. Then pull yourself back.”


Next Mae called her friend Claire Taishoff Muller, now married with a daughter and living on Long Island, and asked to borrow a dress (“Yellow’s good,” Claire said) with little diamonds all over it.


Shurr arranged for Mae to perform the number one time only at the Club Madrid and brought George White to watch. George White “owned New York,” said Mae. “Besides, he was cute—very cute.” White liked what he saw and hired Mae for his new show, Manhattan Mary, which was to star Elizabeth Hines and Ed Wynn. Mae was given two dance numbers with Harland Dixon, considered, said Mae, “one of the ten best tap dancers of the world.”


•  •  •


After The Noose closed, Rex Cherryman and Ruby saw less of each other. Ruby was looking for work and was seeing Ed Kennedy again.


Ed was no longer working for Condé Nast; he had a bigger job at a relatively new magazine, a weekly, called Liberty, similar in size and content to The Saturday Evening Post and Collier’s. Liberty paid higher fees for stories and for art and was attracting the best writers and illustrators—Scott Fitzgerald, Ben Hecht, Peter Arno, and Ralph Barton. The magazine’s circulation was growing, and Ed Kennedy’s job was growing with it.


Ruby and Ed talked about getting married, but they couldn’t come to an understanding about how their lives would work together. Ed could easily have supported Ruby, but he would never suggest to her that she give up her work. Her ambitions of being an actress were as big as his of becoming a magazine publisher.


Ruby rarely let it show when she was depressed. “The surface was beautiful,” said Ed Kennedy, “but there was depth to this girl.” During difficult times Ruby showed her strength and will to survive, but weeks had passed without her finding work, and Ed saw how upset she was. It was at lunch one day at the Piccadilly restaurant that Ed finally asked Ruby why she wanted “to go through all this[.] Come on,” he said, “let’s go down to City Hall and get married.” They left the restaurant mid-lunch, hailed a cab, and were on their way.


“This is crazy,” said Ruby, with the cab stopped at a red light. “Our marriage wouldn’t last a week. You have to make your success and I have to make mine.”


•  •  •


During the spring of 1927, George Manker Watters went to see a performance of The Noose. Watters had been a manager of stock companies and was now managing the Astor movie theater. He’d written a play, Burlesque—his first—that, like so many other plays of the time, was about backstage life, about the world Watters knew so well, the world of vaudevillians, hoofers, and down-and-out comics.


Burlesque had been sent around to producers for several years until Lawrence Weber read the script and, despite its problems, agreed to put it on. The play was given a tryout but was shelved for a few months until August.


The producer sent the script to Arthur Hopkins, one of the most distinguished and daring directors and theatrical producers of his time. Hopkins thought the play was a muddle but was taken with the two central characters, a burlesque comedian and his soubrette wife, and agreed to work with Watters to fix the script. Hopkins’s experience as a young playwright and staff reporter for a small-town newspaper had taught him how to construct a story.


Hopkins saw that for most playwrights realism was flat, mediocre. Writing and acting, to Hopkins, were explorations of the unknown self. He yearned for a return to the unconscious, to a poetic dream state, and helped to accomplish this through his long association with the great stage designer Robert Edmond Jones. Jones moved away from photographic and realistic stage designs toward a visual interpretation of mood and meaning using line, color, and light in his stage backgrounds. If theater was going to deal with everyday life, Hopkins wanted it to bring “some new illumination, some new understanding.”


Hopkins saw the legitimate theater as being in transition and was the first to open a nickelodeon in a rented storeroom on the corner of Eighth Avenue and Thirty-Second Street in New York. To Hopkins, the theater was no longer the “palace of dreams, of unreality, that lifted people far out of themselves . . . with the actors as liberators, guides to exalted places,” as it had been for more than a century. It was Ibsen who’d changed the rules by giving birth to the intellectual drama and elevating the theater “from the unconscious to the conscious mind.” Ibsen was a poet, and to Hopkins, unlike most playwrights following in his path, the realism Ibsen portrayed was imbued with a symbolism that could touch the unconscious.


Together Hopkins and Watters worked out a different second act for Burlesque. When Watters came back with something other than what was discussed, Hopkins wasn’t satisfied, and together they outlined another second act. Watters returned with something that Hopkins thought still wasn’t right. After Watters’s sixth rewrite, Hopkins was ready to abandon the play. His notion of the second act was so clear that he finally wrote it himself and, to free up Watters’s response to the material, told him that he had hired a collaborator. Watters was delighted with the new second act, and he and Hopkins entered into an agreement, with the director ultimately rewriting the first and third acts as well.


Both men went in search of the principals, Skid Johnson and Bonny Kane, each role requiring actors who could play comedy as well as drama and who could sing and dance.


Skid Johnson is a heavy-drinking comic in a down-and-out song-and-dance group whose talents are being eaten away by too much liquor and too little ambition. Skid is a tall, rawboned, hard-dancing, singing clown in checked baggy trousers, bulbous red-putty nose, trick collar and tie who’s seen it all in musical-comedy road shows. As the play opens, he’s traveling in the sticks in a burlesque show, getting by—barely—with any job that comes his way.


His wife, Bonny, is hot-tempered. She is young and pretty with golden-red hair, born on the road to an entertainer mother and sent off to her aunt’s to get away from the world of dingy hotels and cold railroad stations only to run away, at sixteen, to join a third-rate musical show. Bonny’s talent and freshness as a singer and dancer propel her out of the chorus into Skid’s troupe as the leading lady, into Skid’s arms, and into marriage. Her sole ambition: to get for Skid the break and recognition he deserves in a Broadway show. Bonny pushes Skid in his work, ignoring his infidelity with a showgirl in the company. When the long-sought offer comes from Charles Dillingham, Skid leaves for New York, leaving Bonny behind, who watches as her husband’s fame, and New York speakeasies, almost destroy him, body and soul.


Bonny sets her divorce in motion and begins a new life with a devoted, loving cattleman until she is drawn back to New York and to Skid when she is asked to help sober him up for an important opening. Skid finds redemption in his need for his wife and her willingness “to stick” with him.


On opening night he goes onstage with Bonny watching in the wings, calling to him between numbers, “Atta boy, Skid. Keep it up, Skid. You’re knockin’ ’Em cold.” And then she is with him on the stage, dancing with him in the spotlight before a full house, doing a soft shoe together, side by side, hearing Skid’s labored breath, seeing his straining eyes, and, as they dance, asking him if he can make it.


“I can; if you stick.”


Bonny to Skid: “I’ll stick.”


“For good?” he asks.


Her yes almost stops him, and then they are in the wings after an encore. Bonny says, “I guess it’s like the guy that spliced us said, ‘For better or for worse.’ ”


“Yeah,” Skid says. “Better for me and worse for you.”


•  •  •


For the role of Skid, Hopkins hired Hal Skelly, a musical comedian with little experience in serious drama. Hopkins saw in him an “engaging, lovable quality which was essential to the part.”


Skelly’s life resembled Skid’s. He had toured the circuits beginning at age fourteen; he was studying to be a priest at St. Bess College near Davenport, Iowa, when he’d run away with a troupe of actors. Skelly performed in comic operetta and became a leading comedian, getting to know life on the circuit touring in Honolulu, Shanghai, Tokyo, and the Philippines with Raymond Teale’s musical comedy company. He’d worked as a barker and traveled from Iowa to Oregon with Dr. Rucker’s All-Star Comedians medicine show, selling an elixir for a dollar a bottle that he concocted from port wine, Rochelle salts, and water, while the company performed Hamlet and The Banker’s Daughter.


•  •  •


George Watters had seen Barbara Stanwyck’s performance in The Noose and told Hopkins about her. She had the “sort of rough poignancy” Hopkins wanted for Bonny.


The director called Barbara and asked her to come to his office on the mezzanine of the Plymouth at 236 West Forty-Fifth Street, a theater the Shuberts had built ten years before in collaboration with Hopkins, who wanted to use it to showcase his more serious productions. Hopkins had since leased the theater from the Shuberts.


Ruby had been warned that Hopkins was a man of few words. She entered his austere cubicle, sat down, and waited. Hopkins was sitting behind a rolltop desk. He leaned back in his swivel chair and told Ruby the name of the play and gave her a copy of the script, but didn’t offer her the part.


“He looked me over and asked me what my salary was,” she said. Ruby had not made more than $100 a week but summoned the courage to reply, “Three hundred dollars.” She waited for Hopkins’s outraged response. Instead, he agreed to pay the, to her, enormous amount of money.


“Hopkins told me his terms and his production schedule. It was up to me to find out when the rehearsals started and to show up on the first day.”


Hopkins thought Hal Skelly and Barbara Stanwyck were “the perfect team” for his new show.


Mae, Walda, and Ruby moved to the Empire Hotel on West Sixty-Third Street between Broadway and Columbus Avenues.


Mae Clarke was in rehearsals during the long summer months for Manhattan Mary. “It was hot and heavy and sweaty,” she said.


•  •  •


Burlesque went into rehearsals in the dead of summer in July 1927.


Ruby had lunch regularly with Nancy “Billy” Bernard, her friend from Keep Kool days. Nancy had married a traveling salesman and moved to Long Island. When she came into New York, it was to see Ruby and to stay with her at the Empire. “It was no Waldorf Astoria or anything like that.”


Nancy and Ruby ate lunch at the Broadway Schrafft’s near the hotel and spent afternoons shopping. “We would spend the evenings together and laugh,” said Nancy.


Ruby needed clothes, and Billy took her to a shop on Broadway called Merl’s, owned by a designer for whom Billy occasionally modeled. “It was like Cartier’s, very expensive,” said Nancy. “Ruby saw a dress with a jacket that she wanted. She asked me if I would get it for her and said she would pay me back. I had Merl wrap it up for her.”


Soon after, Ruby telephoned Billy on Long Island to tell her that she had arranged for her friend to have “a spot” in Burlesque. Nancy’s husband didn’t want his wife working in the theater. He was often away for two or three months at a time selling men’s clothes, and Nancy was trying to wean herself away from the stage, but she wanted the part in Burlesque. She reasoned that if she went into the show when her husband was away, he would be “all right with my working in it when he returned,” and she accepted the part. Four days into rehearsals with the cast, Nancy’s husband unexpectedly returned and insisted that she drop out of Burlesque.


“Ruby never paid for the suit,” said Nancy. “I asked her, and she said she would, but she never did. I had to pay for it myself from modeling, $5 a week.”


•  •  •


Hopkins’s rehearsals were known for their intense quiet and calm, the mood almost monastic. The cast sat in a semicircle reading their lines as if they were chanting a prayer. A portable stage light was center stage. Next to it at a table sat Hopkins’s general stage manager, Paul Porter, with the book of the play for line cues.


Hopkins stayed in the shadows at the upper stage and paced back and forth, never interrupting a scene to give instructions or suggestions, nor speaking to the actors before or after, his silences communicating the force of his ideas. Hopkins believed in letting it just happen, in letting the actor come to his or her own interpretation, even the beginning actor, not yet cluttered with old clichés, who Hopkins felt could work well this way. Hopkins sought naturalness onstage, no unnecessary movement and simplicity, and the following morning would whisper the most minimal comments.


Oddly, it was during Hopkins’s days working as a press agent for Keith’s Columbus Vaudeville Theatre in Cleveland, watching vaudeville actors establish their characters immediately, that he came to understand what would be most useful for the actor on the legitimate stage.


He saw vaudeville as a severe test; vaudeville audiences could quickly become restless; any letdown—the curse of the legitimate theater—was not possible. Hopkins saw that even if an act had been played for years, the vaudevillian could not afford to be bored; the act had to remain fresh to him. The vaudeville actor could get the effect of being new not by trying but by being. His only safety was in submerging himself completely in the character.


Hopkins watched Ruby work and began to have great plans for her. She “displayed more sensitive, easily expressed emotion” than he had encountered since Pauline Lord.


Hopkins’s distinguished productions and his knowing direction had helped to bring the careers of many to the fore. He’d first seen Pauline Lord in a small part in The Talker; Katharine Cornell, as a young girl in A Bill of Divorcement; Ruth Chatterton in The Rainbow; Lynn Fontanne in a small role in a play with Laurette Taylor. Through their work with him, they became the most admired and celebrated actresses of their time. Hopkins worked as well with actors whose legend preceded them by many decades—Mrs. Fiske and John Drew among them—and still other actors who were at the peak of their careers: he cast John Barrymore in Tolstoy’s Living Corpse and directed him again in Richard III and Hamlet; he cast Alla Nazimova, acclaimed as the first “modern” actress in the American theater, at the age of thirty-nine, in the part of the fourteen-year-old girl in the first English-speaking production of Ibsen’s Wild Duck. Nazimova, long a theatrical star in her native Russia as well as in Europe and New York, was then under contract to Metro, having made two pictures at its New York studio at Sixty-First Street near Broadway: Revelation and Toys of Fate.


•  •  •


During the summer months, rehearsals for Burlesque began at ten in the morning and went until ten at night, heat or no heat.


Barbara and Skelly began to sense that the ties between Bonny and Skid would evoke strong sympathy with the audience.


Skelly saw Skid Johnson as “a big drunken lout with good intentions, blundering into misfortune, raising hell, but no Romeo, just faithful to one love.” Like Skid, Skelly was a blunderer and a hell-raiser: he’d spent a week in jail; he’d been a prizefighter and manager and first baseman for the Boston Braves. Skelly knew life in burlesque and understood what it was to be a comedian/clown; he’d played one for two years. Like Skid, Skelly got his first break from the theater owner John Cort and began his career on the New York stage in a series of musical comedies.


Barbara described Bonny as the one “elected for the job of loving this poor clown. They say pity is akin to love and I suppose that has a great deal to do with Bonny’s feeling for her husband . . . How can you explain love anyway? You can’t . . . You know it exists but seek the reason, and you are up a tree.”


•  •  •


Hopkins’s rewrite of Burlesque included the character of a songwriter. During the second act, Skid’s songwriter and piano player, Jerry Evans, plays a piano onstage, punctuating the scene. Hopkins wanted a musician who, like Skelly and Stanwyck, could be himself and hired the young pianist and composer Oscar Levant, whose song “Keep Sweeping the Cobwebs off the Moon” was having success in New York.


Levant had just returned from England, where he was the piano accompaniment for Rudy Wiedoeft, the classical saxophonist, and Frank Fay, who was then appearing at the Palladium.


Levant was a classically trained pianist who’d come to New York from Pittsburgh at fifteen to study music with the dream of becoming a concert pianist. In between, to earn a living, he’d found work as a flash pianist, “full of technical ornamentation, appoggiatura and cascading frills,” as he described it, “but in the jazz lexicon signifying absolutely nothing.”


Levant was a talker who was funny, and Barbara loved to laugh. Levant could go on a talking jag and not know what he was saying; he was unpredictable and easily unhinged.


His life was split between the discipline of musical study and the excess of boozy parties and dangerous nights; he attended the concerts of pianists appearing in New York and went to hear symphony orchestras. He studied the work of New York’s permanent and guest conductors Arturo Toscanini, Siegfried Wagner, Maurice Ravel, Walter Damrosch, and Leopold Stokowski; he spent time with songwriters and jazz musicians. By night Levant fell into the company of bookies and showgirls, prizefighters and gangsters. When he played the piano, his music was tough, animated, honest.


During rehearsals for Burlesque he and Ruby became good friends.


Hopkins worked with Levant to score the music for the second act to create a party atmosphere. Levant was to set the mood throughout the scene: at first, it was to be jazzy and playful, soft and sentimental. He was to play popular songs like “Ain’t She Sweet,” “Here in My Arms,” and “In the Gloaming,” which Bonny sings for her Wyoming cattleman but directs to Skid (“Best to leave you—best for you, and best for me”). Levant was to follow with Gershwin’s “Someone to Watch over Me” and then a few bars from Rhapsody in Blue.


As the scene moves toward its final desperate moments, and Skid realizes that Bonny is through with him forever, that she is about to marry her Wyoming cattle rancher, he calls for Jerry/Levant to play the wedding march with “pep and ginger.” “Come on, Jerry, play it fast. It’s a dancin’ weddin’. Here comes the Minister, here comes the bride.” Skid is laughing, drunk. He offers to give the bride away. He begins to dance, all arms and legs like a puppet being pulled by a madman to the rhythm of Levant’s frenzied playing. Skid dances faster and faster. “Here comes the bride. Here comes the groom. Do you take this gal? Do you take this gal? Do you take this man? Do you take this man? Till death do you part. Till death do you part . . . Man and wife—Man and wife. Come on, sing, everybody. Here comes the bride.”


Bonny can’t take any more and pounds on the piano top, screaming, “Stop him! Stop him! Stop, all of you!” Skid dances out of the room. “I’m goin’,” he yells as he leaves. The curtain comes down as the door slams shut and the music stops with a crash.




[image: Images]


The second act curtain scene from Burlesque. Left to right: Oscar Levant, Eileen Wilson, Charles D. Brown, Ruby (now Barbara Stanwyck), and Hal Skelly, New York, 1927. (CULVER PICTURES)





•  •  •


Mae Clarke was out front in the audience almost every night watching Ruby and never “got through marveling at her performance.” During the scene where they “jazzed up” the wedding march, Mae said of Ruby’s cry that she’d “never heard one person get as many vibrations into her voice as Barbara got into hers. As she beat her hands on the piano, screaming, ‘Stop it! Stop it’ . . . it was like [listening to] a symphony chorus . . . instead of just one person speaking.”


•  •  •


Burlesque went into the Plymouth in August. It was the first production with music ever to play the theater.


President Coolidge announced in Rapid City, South Dakota, that he would “not choose to run for President in 1928.” Herbert Hoover, secretary of commerce (and “Under-Secretary of Everything Else”), accepted the nomination for president at the Republican convention in Kansas City, Missouri. In his acceptance speech, Hoover, called “the Wonder Boy” by Coolidge, reassured the delegates on the convention floor, “We have not yet reached the goal, but given a chance to go forward with the policies of the last eight years, and we shall soon, with the help of God, be within sight of the day when poverty will be banished from the nation.”


•  •  •


Burlesque opened on September 1, 1927. The opening night audience was enraptured by it. Brooks Atkinson in The New York Times compared the play unfavorably to Broadway, the hit of the previous year, saying that Broadway did “the trick first and with infinitely more skill in both drama and producing.” Atkinson went on to say that Skelly “gives a glowing performance of fleeting character portrayal amid a whirl of eccentric make-ups and bits of hoofing and clowning.” And “Miss Stanwyck plays with genuine emotion.”


Walter Winchell compared Burlesque favorably to Broadway, saying Burlesque was the “more touching piece . . . even if it isn’t as thrilling. [It] is a finer dramatic effort and a lovelier story . . . a simple love tale but so moving, effective and so tenderly told that even the men’s kerchiefs were conspicuously employed at the Plymouth where it promises to remain for ever so long a spell.


“Hal Skelly, a veteran of tent shows, small and big time vaudeville and comical attractions crashed the star division . . . Miss Stanwyck’s performance . . . is adroit and sympathetic; she toys with your heartstrings . . . [and] made you fear that you were effeminate . . . [S]ome of us wept . . . There is no competition in town right now and even when there is, Burlesque will survive it all, for it is poignant stuff, rich in plot and life.”


Alexander Woollcott called it a “no account and palpably synthetic play in which the skill and unfailing taste of our foremost producer had been lavished.” But Woollcott praised the two central roles as “beautifully played,” describing “Miss Stanwyck” as “touching and true” who “brought much to those little aching silences in a performance of which Mr. Hopkins knows so well the secret and sorcery.”


A critic from Variety said, “Young Barbara Stanwyck, who used to be Ruby Stevens of the cabarets . . . is a fine ingénue and in her dramatic moments, gleams. Her chief virtue is poise, and her salvation is restraint. That girl has a big future.”


After the play’s opening, Bill Mack presented Barbara with a diamond bracelet. She thought he’d waited to see if she was “any good” before giving it to her. The diamonds were small, but Barbara thought they were “the greatest.” Every time she moved her hand she thought she was “blinding the public.”
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Barbara as Bonnie with Hal Skelly as Skid, in Burlesque, New York, 1927. She is twenty years old. (© CONDÉ-NAST ARCHIVE/CORBIS)





Burlesque was a success. It was the first production at the Plymouth to charge the top weekday ticket price of $4.40—$5.50 on Saturdays—the highest ticket price for a Broadway nonmusical.


The play opened on Thursday. The following day, ticket sales broke all house records, netting more than $3,000. Saturday’s matinee took in more than $2,000 after expenses. The first four performances brought in $12,000 in gross receipts. The 650-seat theater had an eight-week advance sale of 570 orchestra seats. The show was grossing $29,000 per week.


Audiences considered Burlesque racy. In one scene Ruby appeared in a teddy that covered her from neck to thigh. “Chorus girls stripped,” said she, but never stars, and “the audience gasped.”


Ruby’s nephew Gene was taken to see the show for his eleventh birthday. Barbara sang a song to him, the hit song of the show, in his first-row center seat. “She just looked at me,” he said. “I’ll never forget it.”


•  •  •


Barbara Stanwyck was being talked about and photographed. She posed for a sitting with Hal Skelly for Vanity Fair’s photographer Edward Steichen. She was being asked to parties, but she rarely accepted. When she did attend, Walda Mansfield said, “she sat there and wasn’t terribly friendly with anybody.” When she entered a room, Barbara found where she was to sit and sat there. Her head was up, her shoulders squared. She looked neither to the right nor to the left, but even so, in a crowded room, Barbara was the first woman to be noticed.
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After each evening’s performance Oscar Levant made the rounds of nightclubs, parties, and all-night delicatessens. Ruby was invited along, but she “couldn’t abide going,” said Levant. “She was the rage of Broadway but Barbara was wary of sophisticates and phonies.”


Among the invitations was a request for her to attend a big party given by Mr. Condé Nast, owner of Vogue, Vanity Fair, The American Golfer, and his pattern publishing.


Walda said, “Oh, that’ll be fun. What are you wearing?”


Ruby said, “I’m not going.”


The party was at Mr. Nast’s thirty-room apartment at 1040 Park Avenue.


“You’re not going? That’ll be good for you to go to a party and meet all these people.”


“I’m not going. I’m not ready for it.” Ruby didn’t attend. “I didn’t know what the hell to say to them—they all talked verry, verry English. Can you imagine me . . . acting up the part of a lady with those dames? I knew it was going to be one of those ritzy affairs. I wanted to go, but, honestly I was scared stiff. I just couldn’t get up my nerve.”


Ruby sent a note to Mr. Nast declining and told him in so many words that she “couldn’t make the grade.”


With the success of Burlesque, Ruby was able to buy a mink coat on credit. “It was beautiful. Dark mink.” She felt as if she were “the only girl who’d ever had a mink coat and wore it all the time. It was a uniform.”


Ed Kennedy went to see Ruby in her new play. He thought she was heartbreaking in the role of Bonny. Ed and Ruby hadn’t seen much of each other, but he was proud of her success and went backstage to congratulate her and say hello. Ruby was thrilled to see him, and they made a date for dinner. Ed picked up Ruby at the Empire Hotel in his new Hupmobile touring car to drive out to the country for a Sunday evening. Ruby rushed through the hotel lobby as several young men whistled at her. The catcalls so agitated Ed that when he opened the car door for her, he pulled the door off its hinges. They went to a garage, had the door fixed, and then drove off to have dinner in the country. Their romance did not start up again.


•  •  •


Mae was touring with Manhattan Mary. The play wasn’t doing well in Pittsburgh; the heat and the popularity of moving pictures were eroding theatrical profits.


Manhattan Mary was about to come into New York as George White was still changing the cast. Ona Munson was brought in to replace Elizabeth Hines. The cast was rehearsing until two and three in the morning and then proceeding to the author’s hotel room to learn the new songs that had just been written.


Rex Cherryman was starring with Ann Harding in Bayard Veiller’s new play, The Trial of Mary Dugan, which opened on September 19, 1927, at the National Theatre on West Forty-First Street.


The play was based on the sensationalized Long Island trial of Ruth Snyder, who murdered her husband. Stories of the Snyder trial filled the newspapers; spectators who didn’t reserve seats paid $100 to sit in the courtroom and watch the trial unfold. Veiller had written two successful plays, Within the Law and The Thirteenth Chair, and the screenplay of Unseeing Eyes. He had written screenplays for Metro and Hearst’s Cosmopolitan Pictures, and watching the spectacle of the Snyder trial, Veiller decided to give the public what it wanted, a courtroom drama with every scene taking place in the courtroom.


Alexander Woollcott described the opening night audience as “enthralled” by Veiller’s play, a play that no one liked before it was produced, including Veiller’s agent, who refused to read it. Rex Cherryman, Woollcott said, “held the play taut by his own skill and intensity”; Ann Harding, who also hated Veiller’s play from the beginning, was, Woollcott said, “true and sensitive” in the starring role.


The Trial of Mary Dugan was the hit of the fall 1927 season, bringing in a weekly gross of $25,000 in ticket sales. Burlesque was right behind it as the season’s runner-up hit.


Two weeks after Burlesque opened, the name Barbara Stanwyck in electric lights went up on the marquee of the Plymouth Theatre, next to Hal Skelly’s.


Manhattan Mary opened at the Apollo on West Forty-Second Street one week after Mary Dugan. The book, lyrics, and music were by B. G. DeSylva, Lew Brown, Ray Henderson, William K. Wells, and George White. The New York Times called Manhattan Mary “a gorgeous presentation of everything a musical comedy should have. Great dancing, fine singing . . . catchy tunes and a great glitter and wealth of costumes, sets and backdrops that dazzle, and Ed Wynn.”


Mae Clarke in her red silk Annette Kellerman bathing suit danced her “five-step,” as she described it. “There-it-is, one, two, there-it-is, one-two-three. Can’t you see we’re the merriest? One, two, three, four—one, two, three, four—five-step!”


A couple of weeks later, on October 6, a new picture starring Al Jolson opened at the Warner Theatre on Broadway, a little more than a year after the first Vitaphone picture was shown there. The Warner Bros. talking picture was considered a triumph. In New York, audiences began to stand on line at six in the morning to see and hear the picture. The lines went around the block.


The Broadway play of The Jazz Singer starring George Jessel was a great hit. Sam Warner saw it and optioned it for Warner Bros.


Darryl Zanuck, the general manager of production for the studio, thought the play was “a real piece of schmaltz . . . pure corn. What makes it go is the music, and the songs.” It was Zanuck’s wife, Virginia, who thought of using the new system being tested by Warner Bros. to put the songs on the soundtrack so “that when the guy opens his mouth to sing, you actually let him sing—and the movie audience hears him.”


Zanuck agreed. “If we can get him to sing on the sound track we’ll have [the audience] bawling in the aisles.”


Warner Bros. approached Jessel for the part, but he asked for too much money. Jack Warner then went to Al Jolson, who’d been touring in Big Boy. Jolson agreed to make the movie, which also starred Warner Oland and May McAvoy.


In the picture, directed by Alan Crosland, who also directed Warners’ earlier picture with sound, Don Juan, Jolson’s voice was heard on the sound track as he sang “Dirty Hands, Dirty Face,” “Toot, Toot, Tootsie,” “Blue Skies,” “Mother of Mine (I Still Have You),” “Kol Nidre,” and “Mammy.” During a rehearsal of the scene when Jolson sings to his mother, the actors and crew were standing around, as was Zanuck, waiting for the music to be played. The microphones were still on. Zanuck came up with an idea: why not have Jolson talk to his mother? Jolson was to turn to her and say, “Mamma, I wanna sing a song for you.” When the engineers played it back, the sound was clear; Jolson’s words were recorded exactly as he’d said them. Talking scenes—four in all—were written into the script and added to the picture.


Ethel Barrymore’s response to talking pictures: “The public won’t put up with them. People don’t want their ears hurt or their intelligence insulted.”





NINE



Broadway’s Favorite Son


Several months after Burlesque opened, Oscar Levant told Ruby he knew a “fellow” he thought she should meet. “You’ll get a lot of laughs out of him.”


“Frank Fay’s a great guy,” said Levant, though he thought Fay suffered from “a total self-enthrallment.” Fay was brilliant, spontaneous, smart; what he was doing onstage no one had done before.


Of course Ruby had heard of Frank Fay; he was legendary, a Broadway institution and had been for more than a decade. He was called “the Great Fay,” “the King,” “Broadway’s Favorite Son,” “America’s Greatest Master of Ceremonies,” and “the Great Faysie”—names Fay mostly gave himself.


He had headlined at the Palace Theatre, had been held over for weeks at a time, earning the record-breaking salary of $5,000 a week.


The Keith-Albee Palace in New York was considered “the big time,” “the house that housed two a day”: a matinee and an evening performance. It was a big theater that seated just under eighteen hundred people. Fay had the star position in the lineup; he was “next to shut.” He came onstage in the second half of the show, before the last act.


Fay was so successful at the Palace and was held over for so many consecutive weeks that he became known as “Albee’s Irish Rose.” He also came to be called “the Chairman.” After a run of eight weeks, Fay celebrated his hundredth consecutive performance on the Palace stage and set a new record. He was credited by many with the theater’s great success.


•  •  •


Fay had a rich baritone voice and in the beginning saw himself as a ballad singer and teamed up with another singer called Gerald Griffin. It was impossible for them to find bookings, and Griffin & Fay broke up.


Fay joined up with an older vaudeville comedian, Johnny Dyer. Dyer was the straight man, while Fay, dressed in baggy pants and false nose, skated back and forth onstage, making wisecracks. Slapstick was not the comedy for Fay. He wanted to perform onstage the kind of smart comedy that Wilson Mizner personified at the Lambs Club. For Fay, the true wits were Mizner, George Nash, and Eddie Foy. He was in awe of their skill and spontaneity and learned from them. “They never went after anyone,” Fay said. “But if you got in their way or tried to outsmart them, the Lord help you—you were dead.”
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Frank (“Faysie”) Fay, circa 1920, monologist, actor, writer, singer, supreme comedian, who came from a family of stock company troupers and first appeared on the stage at four years old in a production of Quo Vadis. By the time he was fifteen, he boasted that he’d played in every Shakespeare drama except Titus Andronicus.





Fay had wanted to work in an elegantly tailored double-breasted suit and began to work alone as Frank Fay, Nut Monologuist. At first he told a long story about saving a piece of string. Soon he performed “Darktown Strutters’ Ball” as an opera singer.


The importance of any act was measured by the amount of time a performer was given onstage. The young comedian George Burns said, “You’d meet a vaudevillian on the street and ask him how he was doing, and he’d answer ‘seventeen minutes’ if he were a top act.” Fay was onstage for more than twenty.


•  •  •


Prohibition was in effect when Fay first played the Palace; he was onstage alone for twenty-two minutes telling satiric stories, such as the one about a drunk regaling a group of people at a soda fountain about how he became a grapejuice fiend. The number was called “The Face on the Drug Store Floor” and became the talk of Broadway.


Fay’s notion of being the “Chairman” and introducing and remarking on each act before it appeared was not exactly new. In England almost a century earlier, a “chairman” presided at every music hall and announced the acts in a similar manner.


By the late 1920s, Fay felt that laughs were “not what they used to be when people were not so wise to everything. They do not roar anymore,” he said, “or even scream; they just laugh like human beings who never go insane.” “The public will not stand for overacting any more. The comedian who used to get his laughs by exaggerating everything has died, right on the stage, quite often.”


Fay thought the stage had once been “all camouflage.” But by the end of the 1920s it was “wide open with no secrets.”


When Fay was performing in more than two shows a day, he would walk out onstage for the morning show with a toaster under his arm and plug it into the footlights. Then, as he was doing his act, he would sit down at a table and have a cup of coffee and a piece of toast.


He was thought of as a wise guy who brilliantly improvised his lines through each performance, never saying the same line twice. When he came onstage, Fay had only a “faint idea” of what he was going to do or say, but he trusted “inspiration” and “always finished up with the cue.” He didn’t tell jokes, use props, or resort to comic makeup. He had “an aversion to clowning.” His comedy worked because he was what he called “natural; a human character, true to life.”


George Burns once saw Fay do an impression of John Barrymore dancing the Charleston and another of his doing Caruso singing “Stutterin’ Bill.” Burns also saw Fay use the first stooge act ever. In it Fay told the audience that he’d learned some card tricks on a train ride and wanted to demonstrate them, asking for some volunteers from the audience. Three woebegone people came up on the stage to assist him, George Haggerty, Lew Mann, and little Patsy Kelly.


Fay presented Mann with a deck of cards and asked him to pick one and then replace it. Fay shuffled the deck and picked what was supposed to be Mann’s card. It was an altogether different card. Fay then took a bow. When Haggerty objected that it was the wrong card, Fay dismissed him and went on with the next trick. In another bit, Patsy Kelly would walk out on the stage, disheveled, and stand there looking a mess and slightly lost. Fay would say, “Good heavens, where’ve you been?”


“The beauty parlor.”


“I see,” Fay would answer, “and they didn’t wait on you.”


Fay called Haggerty, Mann, and Kelly his “stock company.”


Patsy Kelly said that Fay’s “tutelage was the most valuable in the world for an amateur” but that Fay “could be cruel.” He didn’t want her to wear makeup, would yell at her onstage, and fired her weekly. “Fay never had a script and would just spring lines on [me],” she said. “He might start talking about anything from pears to presidents. It always seemed to me that I was standing on the stage with my hand out waiting for my cue to drop. I led with my chin because my knees were helpless.”


•  •  •


After Burlesque opened on Broadway, Fay wanted to meet Barbara and told Levant to bring her to the show and he would leave tickets for them at the box office, one of the few times Fay was willing to pay for tickets for anyone to see his show. Fay was “penurious,” said Levant. He “crossed himself whenever he spent money.”


Walda went with Barbara and Oscar to see Fay’s performance. “We got hysterical at everything he did,” Walda said. “The way he talked, and his hands were beautiful.” Fay conducted the audience with his hands as if he were conducting a symphony orchestra. He felt he had an advantage over other comedians because of his eyes and his hands. Others watching Fay said, “He could give you an inferiority complex just watching him light his cigarette.”


Fay underplayed his lines. He spoke slowly, pausing, lifting his eyebrows, with a slight touch of irony around his mouth and a slightly feminine stance. He had a way of making his eyes sparkle.


Fay’s work was new with its own style.


His walk onstage was distinctive. It was a conceited swagger, an effeminate saunter that made a strong impression on young comedians watching him work. Bob Hope and Jack Benny adopted Fay’s walk and used it as part of their onstage personae.


J. J. Shubert and Elisabeth Marbury had taken Fay from the vaudeville stage and put him in his first legitimate role in a show called Oh, Mama. Fay described Shubert’s direction of comedy as “unerring,” saying that Shubert could “put his finger on the sore spot every time and show us how to get the punch into our work.” Fay called Miss Marbury “one of nature’s noblewomen.” In Oh, Mama, Fay had the part of an ex-bartender prizefighter who marries the divorced wife of a New York millionaire. He was a hit on opening night and became featured in the show. In it Fay introduced what became known as the “wristwatch” comedian who appeared to be effeminate in his walk, his stance, and his deadpan stare at the audience.


“He always worked a little effeminate,” said Milton Berle. “He had a hauteur about him, but he talked to his audience in a way that made them feel that what he was talking about could happen to them. He never did jokes in which he was the butt.”


The London critics called him “the wistful comedian.”


If Fay wanted, he could verbally destroy any performer or act; he would simply introduce the act by saying with a slight smile, in his soft voice, “The next gentleman is very, very popular. They say—that he is very funny.” Then he would raise an eyebrow; the act didn’t have a chance with the audience.


Fay didn’t use one-liners. He talked conversationally, unemotionally. He might take a song and say to the audience, “The music to most songs is generally good, but the lyrics are awful. I can prove it to you. Now here’s a song. Vincent Youmans’s. He was one of the best.” Fay would sing a few lines of a song and deliberately interrupt himself to comment on the lyrics.


“ ‘Just picture me upon your knee, just tea for two and two for tea.’ ” He would stop, and pause. He might scratch the back of his neck, then his head. Then say to the audience, “ ‘Ain’t that rich? Now, here’s a guy, he’s probably got enough tea for two so he’s going to have two for tea. If the third person walks in, they stab him.’ ”


Then he would continue. He called it “breaking up” songs. “Just me for you and you for me alone.” Fay might stop there; play with his chin or suddenly point to someone and say, “Alone. I remember that old one about ‘C’mon up to the room, I want to show you my etchings.’ ” Then continue singing, “But nobody near us, to see us or hear us.” Fay would say, “Who wants to listen to two people drinking tea?” The music would start up again and Fay would continue. “No friends or relations on weekend vacations. If I have—well, a vacation without a relation. We won’t have it known dear that we own a telephone here.”


Fay would be slow and charming. Then he might comment, “Makes a big thing out of it. Now all this guy has is a broken down cup of tea and a telephone he won’t let you use.” The music starts up; Fay would sing, “Day will break and you’ll awake and start to bake a sugar cake.” “The poor woman. What a future,” Fay would comment. “She hops out of bed, washes her teeth and bang, right to the oven. Nobody up but her, feeling around in the dark for flour.”


Audiences loved these pieces, and Fay became identified with them.


“We just fell in love with him,” said Walda. “He had to have the whole floor. He was every inch a star. Barbara thought he was wonderful.”


Performers—comics, actors, singers—saw Fay as the greatest master of ceremonies in vaudeville. Young comedians like George Burns thought Fay was “something to see.” Milton Berle thought he was “incomparable. There was no one like him.” Eddie Cantor said Fay had a knack of making love to his audience and making them like him at the same time that he identified with them. Other comedians, like the young Jack Benny, watched Fay and modified his act. Benny stopped telling jokes; he dropped the use of a prop, a violin, onstage; he built his humor around everyday occurrences to make it seem more immediate, less rehearsed, and, like Fay, Benny slowed up his delivery.


Following Fay’s years at the Palace, the master of ceremonies became common in vaudeville.


While Ed Wynn and Raymond Hitchcock acted as masters of ceremonies in musical shows, no one had Fay’s finesse or brilliant comedic patter.


He often shepherded more than seventy stars who appeared on the bill with him. “Fay would comment on the acts that preceded him,” said Milton Berle. “He’d say, ‘I just want to say, you remember, the acrobat, the lady acrobat in the first act? In the first half that came on? Nobody knows this, only I do—’ Fay would look off to the wings as if it was a secret, and nobody knew what he was about to reveal. Then he would say, ‘She goes with the fellow in the third act. I don’t know if they fool around or not.’


“Fay was on his feet by himself, talking, unprepared,” Berle said. “He would come on, in the early years, he would be seventh on the show—there were eight acts between an intermission. And Fay looked at the orchestra leader, and said, ‘How has the show been up to now?’ The leader, in the pit, would say, ‘Wonderful.’ Then Fay would take a couple of beats, and say, ‘Really? Well I’ll change that.’ Like a throwaway. And the audience would laugh, because of his style. He had a point of view when he was talking. He worked with an honest method. He talked to an audience like it was private, between himself and the audience.”


•  •  •


Women saw Fay as a young Greek god. He was five feet ten, 150 pounds, with florid skin and blue Irish eyes. For a while he was known as the “blonde young comic”; soon after he became the “auburn haired” comic and kept his shock of rusty hair. He had been a boxer years before and carried two pairs of gloves with him. He said of himself, “I was a pugilist at one time. And what a ham. I was so poor that I myself realized that I was no good. And when a boxer knows he is no good, he is terrible.”


Fay could ad-lib in any dialect, sing, dance with an unrestrained abandon, and direct dog tricks. “A master of ceremonies must be willing to undertake anything,” he said.


•  •  •


Oscar Levant said that Fay “had an aura of shabby worldliness. He was extremely xenophobic and disliked Jewish comedians especially.”


Fay was one day headlining the bill at B. F. Keith’s Bushwick Theatre in Brooklyn. Milton Berle was “doing twelve minutes of something, including my Eddie Cantor.” After Berle finished his act, he would stand in the wings to watch Fay work, breaking his rule that no one was to watch him from the wings. Performers were forbidden to watch the other acts from the audience in order to protect their material.


Fay came off the stage of the Bushwick from his first bow, to much applause. Berle thought he heard Fay say to the stage manager, “Get that little Jew bastard out of the wings. I don’t want him standing there.” A few days later, Berle was back in the wings watching Fay. When Fay came offstage, Berle heard him say something about “that little kike” that made Berle so angry he took a stage brace made of wood and metal used to hold scenery together and hit Fay across the face with it, causing “the Great Faysie” to be taken to Brooklyn Hospital.


•  •  •


After Fay’s show at the Palladium, Levant brought Barbara and Walda backstage. They entered Fay’s dressing room as he was removing his makeup. He was charming and beguiling. He announced he was hungry and said that as soon as he finished taking off his makeup, he was going to a restaurant where, he said, they served the best food in town.


“They really know how to serve food in this place,” Fay went on. “A little table in a quiet corner, soft music . . .”


Barbara was ready to accept the invitation when the dressing room door opened and in walked a beautiful woman who said, “Are you ready for dinner, Frank?”


“Be with you right away,” Fay said as he put on his coat. He turned to his guests and said, “You must try this place, the food is really delicious.” Fay put on his hat, reached for the door, and, as he walked out of the dressing room, said to Barbara and the others, “Drop around again sometime,” and closed the door behind him.


Barbara was stunned. She assumed that she, Walda, and Oscar would be invited to join him for dinner. Barbara turned to Walda and Levant and said, “Let’s get out of here. But for heaven’s sake let’s not go where there is good food. The very idea of it chokes me.”


Barbara was angry. She thought Fay might call the next day, but he didn’t, nor the next. The idea that Fay had hurt her made her all the angrier.


Three days later Fay phoned and asked her to dine with him at Longchamps that Sunday evening. In her most polite voice, Barbara said she would be delighted and thanked him for his call. At seven that evening Barbara was home, not at Longchamps, pleased at the thought that Fay was waiting for her at the restaurant.


She expected to hear from him the following morning. Days went by without a word from him. After two weeks of silence, Barbara asked Levant to invite Fay to a dinner that was being given at the Flippens Club in honor of the cast of Burlesque. Fay said he would attend and asked who would be there.


“Barbara and the others,” Levant said.


“Oh. I’m playing cards at the club until late tonight, but I’ll try to make it if I can. If I can’t make the dinner, I’ll meet you at Reuben’s afterward.”


Barbara and Levant waited for Fay at the Flippens Club and then at Reuben’s until dawn. He didn’t show up.


During the next two weeks, Barbara saw Fay around town, each time with a different woman. Fay seemed enthralled with each of his dinner partners and bowed politely when he saw Barbara. Levant was Barbara’s sole escort as she tried to keep track of Fay’s whereabouts. Barbara and Levant were seen together so frequently it was believed that they were a couple.


One night they had just been seated at the Silver Slipper. Fay appeared at the table with Harry Delmar, the producer of Harry Delmar’s Revels, in which Fay was starring, and sat down at Barbara and Oscar’s table.


“Let me congratulate you both on your engagement,” he said.


“You know everything, don’t you?” Barbara said. They began to argue.


Levant suggested they stop fighting with each other. “You know you like one another. Try and be nice—you know you’ll get around to it sooner or later. You might as well start now.”


Barbara and Fay danced. Back at the table, they sat close together and talked. Fay revealed that the many occasions of their spotting each other at restaurants had not been coincidence: each time Fay had found out Barbara’s evening plans and quickly arranged for someone to accompany him to the restaurant or club where he knew she would be. He revealed as well that the first time Barbara met him in his dressing room, Fay’s excessive charm, the talk of a restaurant, the beautiful woman coming in at the last moment to take him to dinner had been a setup; Fay had planned it all.


Barbara and Walda began to meet Fay at Reuben’s each night after the show. Fay loved to tell stories. “And we loved to listen to them,” said Walda. Barbara hung on Fay’s every word, as they all did. “He was so funny and amusing,” said Walda. “We thought he was grand; he was so graceful with his hands, those beautiful gestures that only actors can use and get away with. Sometimes Harry Delmar would join us, but mostly it was the three of us. Barbara was mad about him,” Walda said. “Frank was crazy about her but he didn’t show it as much as she did. He wasn’t demonstrative.”


She would do anything to please Fay. Walda recalled, “Barbara had a beautiful crepe green afternoon dress made with a green velvet collar that she loved and one day put on to go downstairs to meet Frank. A few minutes later, she came back up and said, ‘Frank can’t stand this dress. He hates me in green.’ When Frank didn’t like something, that was it; it was out.”


Frank disliked Barbara in green, though it was the preferred color for his own suits.


Barbara gave Walda the dress and said, “Do whatever you want with it.” “I took it,” said Walda, “and I liked the dress twice as much when it was mine.”


Barbara decided to give a dinner party for Frank. She had neither silverware nor table linens and asked her former roommate and beloved friend, Claire Taishoff Muller, if she might borrow them for the evening. Claire was only too happy to lend them to Barbara and said, “Leave it all to me. I will arrange everything.” Claire brought the silver and glassware to Barbara’s.


A few days after the dinner party, Barbara returned the silver and linens to Claire and thanked her. Claire phoned soon after, and Barbara refused to talk with her. Claire phoned again, and again Barbara refused to talk. Claire was baffled. She couldn’t understand what she had done to hurt or offend Barbara. They had been friends for years; Barbara had lived with Claire’s family when the two young women had started out together as dancers. She, Walda, and Mae had spent years together. Claire adored Barbara and didn’t know what happened.


Barbara’s good friend from Ziegfeld days Nancy Bernard met Fay with Barbara and didn’t particularly like him. Fay “thought he was the one and only person in the world,” said Nancy.


Fay traveled with an entourage. He had his own tailor, his private barber, manicurist, secretary, typist, songwriter, composer, piano player, set of chauffeurs, handymen, messenger boys, and literary advisers.


When Barbara and Walda met Frank at Reuben’s each night after their shows, “nobody drank because Frank was on the wagon,” said Walda.


Fay’s drinking was legendary. When he was drunk, it was known that he would wend his way to St. Patrick’s for confession, though he claimed he went to Mass every day. He was known to tip his hat each time he passed a church. Fay kept a poem pasted in the inside cover of one of his scrapbooks that read as follows:


The wonderful love of a beautiful maid,


And the staunch true love of a man.


The love of a baby unafraid


Which hath existed since life began.


But the greatest love, the love of love


Transcending e’en that of a mother,


Is the tender, the passionate, the infinite love


Of one drunken bum for another.


Damon Runyon said that the word for Fay was “puckish,” that Fay “had always been an addict and a master of whimsy on the stage and off,” that he lived “in a world of fantasy pretty much his own, starry-eyed and never worrying a great deal.” “Faysy boy,” as Runyon said Fay generally referred to himself, “had a streak of good old Smithfield ham in him a mile wide. He was always an individualist who was happier putting on his own little vaudeville shows Sunday nights and wandering up and down the aisles chatting with the customers than when he was knocking them dead at the Palace.” “Fay was extremely well groomed and suave,” Runyon said, “and one of the greatest squires of dames that ever hit Broadway. He had a pair of marvelous hands and some astonishingly expressive eyebrows and it was always a good show to watch Frank pitch to the gals, using both with great skill.”
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