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For Gogie,

who first took me to a darkened theater

and introduced me to a magical world

where anything could happen

I miss you every single day!
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“The Academy is the League of Nations of the Motion Picture Industry. It is our open forum where all branches can meet and discuss constructive solutions to problems with which each is confronted. In the past, we have never been able to get together on a common ground and in making this possible the Academy has conferred a great service. The producer, star, featured player, cinematographer—in fact, every individual can come into the Academy with any problem or proposal and feel that all barriers are leveled, that in this open court his voice carries the same weight as that of any other person, regardless of position and standing. There is no greater force for coordination, no greater avenue for constructive and intelligent cooperation for advancement than that offered by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.”

(Mary Pickford, April 2, 1928)


PREFACE



	•

	Earthquakes rattle the world killing over 200,000.




	•

	British influenza epidemic claims 1,000 lives each week.




	•

	One of the worst natural disasters in U.S. history affects 700,000 people as the mighty Mississippi floods.




	•

	Dozens of children die when their school is bombed in the small farming community of Bath, Michigan.




	•

	Yugoslavia severs its ties with Albania.




	•

	An Italian steamer sinks off the Brazilian coast and more than 300 are lost.




	•

	Japan faces a banking crisis.





News taken from today’s headlines? Hardly. The year was 1927 and these events were sandwiched between several recessions, Prohibition, the Great Depression and two World Wars. The Roaring Twenties, much like the Twenty-First Century, were riddled with chaos. Amidst the turmoil, however, there were some remarkable achievements. The first transatlantic phone call was placed from New York to London. Inventor Philo Farnsworth transmitted the first television picture. Aviation hero Charles Lindbergh flew the first solo non-stop transatlantic flight from New York to Paris in his monoplane, The Spirit of St. Louis. Hollywood released its first talking picture, The Jazz Singer (1927) and the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was formed.

The founders of the motion picture industry were dynamic individuals each with a vision for entertainment’s future, who knew they were on to something revolutionary. They believed that a simple white sheet, which hung from the ceiling as a screen, could evolve into the premier art form of the Twentieth Century and then some.

Movies, however, didn’t just magically appear on the silver screen nor was Hollywood shaped by the wave of a wand. It took determined ‘collaboration’—a word the motion picture industry still bats around today—by talented individuals who weren’t afraid to dream big. Early filmmakers faced obstacles similar to the financial and social challenges that impact our Twenty-First Century entrepreneurs. So what made these Twentieth Century pioneers stand apart and succeed? Dedication, tenacity, passion and their refusal to give up—qualities that forward thinkers everywhere must embrace today.

With the popularity of silent movies on the downswing and an astonishing new technology offering sound, 1920s Hollywood needed to keep the motion picture momentum going. A relatively new industry recently racked by mysterious murders and drug-related scandals, the key players had no rules to go by and made them up as they went along.

What the business really needed was one united front where competitive factions could come together to resolve disputes, discuss industry-wide challenges and promote the film community’s positive side. MGM’s headman, Louis B. Mayer, had an idea. Over dinner at his house, one Sunday evening in early January 1927, Mayer discussed his plan with guests actor Conrad Nagel, director Fred Niblo and the man in charge of censorship, Fred Beetson.

The three men agreed with Mayer’s concept of one organized group overseeing the film industry. Days later, they presented their plan to 32 filmmaking giants at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. Everyone present approved. Together, this team of 36 unique and distinctive Hollywood professionals founded the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Their golden child, however, was not yet a gleam in anyone’s eyes.

He hasn’t changed much since making his public debut back in 1929. His height remains a steady 13½ inches. Like most of us, however, he has gained a pound or two over the years. He even picked up a nickname. Glamorous women have slept with him; powerful men have fondled him. Now, as the little man moves closer to membership in the centenarian club, he shows no signs of aging. Recognized around the world, he is the ultimate symbol of success, Hollywood-style. But what is his story? Where did he come from? Who was responsible for this legendary icon?

The founders included the following actors, producers, writers, directors, technicians and lawyers who saw an opportunity and took it:




	Joseph Arthur Ball
	Richard Barthelmess
	Fred W. Beetson



	Charles H. Christie
	George W. Cohen
	Cecil B. DeMille



	Douglas Fairbanks
	Joseph W. Farnham
	Cedric Gibbons



	Benjamin F. Glazer
	Sid Grauman
	Milton E. Hoffman



	Jack Holt
	Henry King
	Jesse L. Lasky



	M.C. Levee
	Frank Lloyd
	Harold Lloyd



	Edwin J. Loeb
	Jeanie Macpherson
	Louis B. Mayer



	Bess Meredyth
	Conrad Nagel
	Fred Niblo



	Mary Pickford
	Roy J. Pomeroy
	Harry Rapf



	Joseph M. Schenck
	Milton Sills
	John M. Stahl



	Irving G. Thalberg
	Raoul Walsh
	Harry M. Warner



	Jack L. Warner
	Carey Wilson
	Frank E. Woods






The group didn’t waste time. Within two months, they elected officers. Douglas Fairbanks was the first president, along with Vice President Fred Niblo, Treasurer M.C. Levee and Secretary Frank E. Woods. The following May, the State of California recognized the group as a non-profit corporation. Later that month, the Academy hosted its first official banquet at the Biltmore Hotel in downtown Los Angeles. Of the 300 guests invited, 231 paid a $100 fee and joined the newly formed organization with its five main branches: Producers, Actors, Directors, Writers and Technicians.

One of the Academy’s responsibilities was to publicly recognize outstanding achievements in film—kind of like tooting your own horn—and the Academy Awards were born. MGM art director Cedric Gibbons sketched a sleek statuette depicting a knight perched upon a reel of film and clutching a sword. Sculptor George Stanley created the molds. The Award of Merit, as it was known back then, was 13½ inches tall and weighed almost seven pounds.

With little glitz or glamour and absolutely no suspense (winners had been announced three months earlier), the first award ceremony quietly took place on May 16, 1929 in the Blossom Room of Hollywood’s Roosevelt Hotel—minus the red carpet. Tickets were ten dollars each. The room was simply decorated with Chinese lanterns. Candles topped each table along with candy replicas of the award itself. If you didn’t win one—you could at least eat one.

Before dinner, there was an hour of dancing. Afterward, Academy President Douglas Fairbanks presented the following twelve awards including two each for Best Picture and Best Director:

Best Picture (Production):Wings

Best Picture (Artistic Quality of Production):Sunrise

Best Actor:Emil Jennings (The Way of All Flesh, The Last Command)

Best Actress: Janet Gaynor (Seventh Heaven, Street Angel, Sunrise)

Best Director (Drama):Frank Borzage (Seventh Heaven)

Best Director (Comedy): Lewis Milestone (Two Arabian Nights)

Best Writing (Original story):Ben Hecht (Underworld)

Best Writing (Adaptation):Benjamin F. Glazer (Seventh Heaven)

Best Writing (Title Cards): Joseph W. Farnham (Fair Co-Ed, Laugh Clown Laugh, Telling the World)

Best Cinematography: Charles Rosher/Karl Struss (Sunrise)

Best Engineering Effects: Roy J. Pomeroy (Wings)

Art Direction:William Cameron Menzies (The Dove, The Tempest)

This was the first and only year the Academy simultaneously recognized two best pictures and the only time winners were acknowledged for more than one movie. It also marked the one occasion that a silent film reached best picture status. Two special awards were also given that night: one to Charlie Chaplin for writing, acting, directing and producing The Circus (1928) and one to Warner Bros. for producing The Jazz Singer (1927). By honoring this talking picture, the Academy officially acknowledged the beginning of a new era in film.

Eventually, the Academy’s Award of Merit got its famous nickname. No one knows for sure where it came from, but credit is often given to Margaret Herrick, an Academy librarian and executive director. According to Hollywood lore, she thought the statuette looked like her Uncle Oscar and the name stuck.

So just how did these 36 movers and shakers from around the world, with varying educational levels and a wide range of unrelated experiences, end up in the same room together in early 1927?

A healthy mix of strong conviction, a little sweat, and a whole lot of chutzpah.



Part One

YOU OUGHTA BE
IN PICTURES!




Chapter One

THE FLICKERS

Once upon a time, before any director ever yelled “CUT!,” there was a sleepy little place just outside of Los Angeles with a few ranches and farms scattered here and there. It wasn’t yet a town and it didn’t have a name, but locals could claim miles of dirt roads and plenty of dust. That all began to change in 1886 when realtor Harvey Henderson Wilcox, along with his wife, Daeida, purchased a 120-acre property on the outskirts of the City of Angels at a cost of $150 per acre.

Soon after, Daeida, on a train trip back east, met a woman who talked about her residence that she had christened “Hollywood.” Daeida liked the sound of it so much that she adopted the name for her newly acquired west coast property.

Crops and cattle, however, weren’t quite what the Wilcoxes had in mind. They registered a map of their subdivided land with the county recorder on February 1, 1887—the first official document to carry the name Hollywood. They sold sizeable lots to wealthy folks who wanted to spend their winters in California. It wasn’t long before large, fashionable Victorian and Queen Anne style homes lined the main street known as Prospect Avenue.

The town became official in 1897 when Hollywood’s first post office opened inside the Sackett Hotel. The wooden building was located at Prospect Avenue and Cahuenga. It took another six years before the village was incorporated into a city. The eight-member team who comprised the Hollywood Board of Trustees made up all the rules. Back then, liquor was illegal unless it had something to do with a doctor’s prescription. Bicycles were banned from the sidewalks. Cowboys could drive cattle, horses or mules through the city streets, but only in small herds of 200 or less. Hogs and sheep were different—competent men could herd more than 2,000 at a time, as long as the animals were supervised. Fireworks were also taboo.

But it wasn’t the illicit hooch or the unruly livestock or the forbidden pyrotechnics that caused the city’s biggest headache. It was water—there just wasn’t enough of it. By 1910, the situation was so serious residents voted for annexation to the City of Angels, which at that time had enough water for everyone. Before the annexation was official, however, Hollywood’s Board of Trustees slipped in a few final changes—like renaming Prospect Avenue to Hollywood Boulevard.

As the first decade of the Twentieth Century came to a close, Hollywood, as well as the rest of the world, poised on a precipice of change. Horseless carriages, flying machines and telephones were just a few of the cutting edge inventions that were slowly reshaping daily life. A newfangled form of noiseless entertainment, affectionately referred to as “flickers,” was also taking hold.

Early flickers were brief—hovering right around ten minutes. They consisted of one reel of film—some made for laughs, some for excitement, but all meant to entertain. These one-reelers were often shown on a simple white sheet that hung from the ceiling of a church basement, vaudeville theater or town hall. Sometimes department stores also hosted flickers if the owners wanted to earn extra income after hours. There were even some tent-carrying exhibitors who took their show on the road. For a nickel or a dime, patrons could witness a little action. Before long, entrepreneurs like Sid Grauman, Harry Warner and Louis B. Mayer realized that presenting flickers might well turn into a lucrative business.

Sidney Patrick Grauman’s journey to Hollywood began in Indianapolis, Indiana where he was born to Rosa Goldsmith and her husband, David Grauman, in 1879 on St. Patrick’s Day—hence his middle name. From Indianapolis, the Graumans trekked across the country touring with vaudeville and minstrel shows. Grauman once claimed: “I went to a hundred schools, and I never got out of the fifth grade.” The first time he put on a show, the ten-year-old was simply trying to rescue a friend’s birthday party from boredom. Much to everyone’s delight, he rounded up the guests and asked them to perform.

In 1898, as the Alaskan gold rush fever spiked, the elder Grauman took his son to the Yukon hoping to strike it rich. Panning for gold didn’t quite work out, but there, in the rugged terrain, young Grauman found his calling. The following year, father David was forced to leave Alaska and his son behind due to an illness in the family. Before he left, however, he gave the boy $250. Grauman gambled it away in no time. Now alone and needing money, the resourceful child bought newspapers for eighteen cents each and then sold them to the miners for a dollar. He also arranged for some entertainment—usually boxing matches or other talent when he could find it. He even persuaded budding novelist Jack London to help him sell tickets. (Years later, Grauman took an uncredited part of a poker player in the 1935 movie version of Jack London’s famous book Call of The Wild.) Grauman soon realized that entertainment was a commodity everyone wanted. Better yet, they were willing to pay for it.

The younger Grauman left Alaska in 1900 traveling south to San Francisco where he once again teamed up with his father. It was there that they discovered moving pictures at the Cinemagraph Theater, San Francisco’s first movie house. Sid Grauman was so impressed with the place, he took a job there selling tickets. His boss gave him fair warning: “Don’t let even the wind get by without a ticket!”

Before long, he and his father financed a theater of their own, The Unique, located on Market Street. They set up hundreds of kitchen chairs along with a piano and held fifteen shows daily—a blend of live performances and single reel films. Actors took their meals onstage right in front of the audience to avoid disrupting the schedule. Even then, Grauman had an eye for talent, hiring movie-mogul-to-be Jesse L. Lasky to play the cornet and future movie star Al Jolson to sing.

The Unique Theater was so successful that the Graumans built a second cinema, The Lyceum. The two theaters were popular venues among the locals until the devastating earthquake of 1906 shook things up. The theaters along with most of the city were flattened, and what remained standing was severely damaged. Never one to give in, Sid Grauman believed that, in the midst of tragedy, entertainment was more important than ever. Just days after the earthquake, he raised a large tent, which had been used for revival meetings, where The Unique once stood. Under the big top, he installed old church pews. Holding 3,000 people, Grauman’s National Theater brought movies back to San Francisco with a banner proclaiming: “Nothing to fall on you except canvas!”

Each day, thousands of people came to the makeshift theater seeking short-term relief from their troubles. The soft-sided cinema remained in continuous operation for the next two years. To the locals, Grauman was a hero. He even received a commendation from the city for aiding public morale during the disaster. Sid Grauman always had a knack for endearing himself to the people who surrounded him and he certainly knew how to put on a helluva show.

While the Graumans were searching for Alaskan gold, Harry Warner was fixing shoes and selling bicycles in Ohio. Born on December 12, 1881 in Krasnashiltz, Poland—at the time a Russian province—Warner’s parents, Benjamin and Pearl Wonskolaser, named their first son Hirsch Moses. Benjamin, a cobbler, found it hard to live and support his family under the unrelenting threat of overbearing Cossacks. He made a difficult decision and left for America without his family hoping life might be better there. Taking the new last name of Warner, he arrived in Baltimore and opened a shoe repair shop. One year later, he had saved enough money to send for his family. That’s when Hirsch Moses, newly arrived in America, became Harry Morris Warner.

As the Warner family grew, cobbling shoes no longer provided a steady enough income. Benjamin went on the road attempting to sell pots and pans while Pearl and Harry minded the shoe shop. The traveling peddler business didn’t live up to Benjamin’s financial expectations so he made another daring move. He left the shoe business behind, packed up his family and, with a horse and a wagon, headed north to Canada. There, he found fur trappers willing to trade their pelts for supplies. What should have been a prosperous business turned into a disaster when a dishonest partner stole all the furs, leaving the hardworking Warners destitute. They had no choice but to return to Baltimore and once again fix shoes.

By now, fifteen-year-old Harry and his twelve-year-old brother Abe had become pretty good cobblers themselves. With two sons to work with, Benjamin decided to leave Baltimore in 1896 and try his luck in Youngstown, Ohio. The shoe business was good, but with nine children to care for (including four-year-old Jack who was born in London, Ontario, Canada in 1892 during the fur-trading days), the Warners needed more. They expanded their business to include groceries and meat. At long last, the tide of instability turned and the family’s finances improved. In 1899, Harry and Abe ventured out with their very own bicycle shop.

In 1904, the Warner Brothers, Harry, Abe and now Sam, had a chance to buy a projector. Dazzled by the possibilities that moving pictures might offer, they pooled their resources. Even their father contributed after pawning his watch and faithful old horse. The projector came with one reel of film, The Great Train Robbery (1903), a groundbreaking western by early filmmaker Edwin S. Porter.

Within 800 feet of film, Porter sequenced together several scenes that told a complete and true story in ten minutes. He included a daring robbery, a thrilling chase and a gripping shoot-out—still staples of all good westerns. Porter even incorporated a revolutionary closeup of a six-shooter that appeared to fire straight into the shocked audience. Paying patrons flocked to see all the action and for the first time it was apparent to the Warners that these moving pictures might just have some big business potential. Harry and his two siblings temporarily rented an empty store in Niles, Ohio and played to sell-out crowds making $300 the first week the film rolled, which is the equivalent of more than $7,000 today.

While Harry tried to find a more permanent place to house their burgeoning business, brothers Sam and Abe went on the road. They traveled around Pennsylvania and Ohio until the reel of film literally wore out. Back home, Harry sold the bicycle shop when he found a former penny arcade in Newcastle to rent long-term. They built a stand for the projector and then painted the opposite wall white. All they needed now were seats. No problem. The innovative brothers visited the funeral parlor next door where they persuaded the undertaker to loan them 99 chairs. The Cascade Theater held its first showing on May 28, 1905.

While Harry took care of the business, Abe and Sam manned the projector and carefully handled the nitrate films. Younger brother Jack was brought in to sing and recite poetry in between showings, which guaranteed the audience’s quick exit making room for the next group. Their venture was a huge success, but Harry was always thinking.

Renting movies one at a time from the actual filmmakers was expensive and finding good movies was even harder. Abe Warner described what happened next:

One day a man came around and told us he was getting twenty representative theater owners to pay him a hundred dollars each for ten weeks’ supply of films—twenty reels. Well, we gave him the hundred dollars each and got our films. It was a good plan and it worked. Everyone was satisfied, you see, and at the end of ten weeks the man still had his twenty reels of film that he could take to another territory and begin all over again.

Harry soon realized that more money could be made renting movies than showing them. He sent Abe and Sam to New York instructing them to buy films—as many as they could. There, the two brothers met Marcus Loew who owned several successful movie theaters. Loew never rented films, he bought them and once he was done running the reels, he simply stored them in trunks. For $500, Loew sold three trunks filled with film to the Warners.

The brothers’ next stop was Pittsburgh where they opened The Duquesne Amusement Supply Company, the first official film exchange, or distribution center, in the country. Harry, now married to a woman named Rea Ellen Levinson, stayed in Newcastle to run the theater while Abe and Sam manned the exchange. A bitterly disappointed Jack was sent back to his father’s house in Youngstown to help mind the family store. He desperately wanted to be with his brothers, especially Sam, but Harry gave the orders—something Jack resented for all of his days.

Harry, however, had good business sense and knew what he was doing. The exchange was so successful, bringing in about $2500 weekly, that Harry sold The Cascade in 1909. He then opened a second exchange in Norfolk, Virginia and this time gave a happy Jack the position of Sam’s assistant while Abe remained in Pittsburgh. The Warner Brothers, with Harry at the helm and Jack bringing up the rear, were finally on track to a future with unlimited potential.

Like the Warner family, Jacob and Sarah Meir were originally from Russia where they were married in 1874. The Jewish couple had three children, Yetta, Ida and their first-born son Lazar. Later in life, when Lazar turned into Louis (pronounced the French way “Louie”), he would claim that his birthday was July 4, 1885, but his father reported it as July 12, 1884. Either way, the boy grew to be his mother’s favorite.

By 1886, the Meirs were one of many Jewish families who left their homeland to escape the oppressive Russians after they had enacted a series of severely anti-Semitic laws including the forced conscription of at least one boy from every Jewish family. The Meirs fled to England and then to Ireland before finally coming to America and settling in Long Island. There, Jacob, a small man with a big temper, worked as a peddler/junk dealer for the next few years and Americanized the family name to Mayer. In New York, the couple had two more sons, Rubin and Gershon. Moving from the east coast, the Mayers migrated to St. John, New Brunswick near the Bay of Fundy. The exact reason why they headed north is unclear. Some say that Jacob’s temper got him into a spot of trouble with the law. Crossing the border may have been his version of the “get out of jail free” card.

Once in Canada, Jacob continued collecting and selling unwanted items. He even salvaged shipwrecked objects that found their way to shore. Eventually, the Mayers became Canadian citizens and Lazar, now using the name Louis, attended school. He also helped his father in the scrap business, by collecting bits and pieces of metal. By 1899, young Louis Mayer was doing a lot of Jacob’s legwork. Then the boy got arrested for running a business without a license. As it turned out, Louis wasn’t even old enough to hold a license. Upon hearing that the lad was simply trying to support his family, the judge assigned to the case helped Jacob obtain a license and legally hire his son so that everything was on the up and up. In his down time, Jacob’s eldest son escaped the daily drudgery by visiting the local theater—a place he found fascinating.

In early 1904, as Sid Grauman was opening up a movie theater in San Francisco and Harry Warner was acquiring his first projector, Mayer left his father and struck out on his own. He traveled to Boston where he met bookkeeper Margaret Shenberg, three years his senior and the daughter of a kosher butcher/cantor. The couple married on June 14, 1904 and Louis, like his father, went into the junk business. Their first daughter, Edith, was born the following year. Shortly after, the young family moved to Brooklyn where a second daughter, Irene, joined them in 1907—a momentous year for the Mayers.

Intrigued by flickers and the fact that patrons were willing to part with a nickel to see one, Mayer changed professions. He found an empty, rundown theater called The Gem in Haverhill, Massachusetts. Years later, Mayer recalled: “What I saw in front of me wasn’t that dingy theater. I saw what it could become, and I convinced Margaret that I knew what I was doing.”

With financial help from his siblings, he leased the place. It took several weeks and a lot of elbow grease to clean up the 600-seat theater, but Mayer opened it on Thanksgiving Day in 1907 with a mix of motion pictures and live vaudeville acts. Renamed The Orpheum Theater, Mayer declared that his establishment had only “high class film” and “refined amusement.” He also picked up a middle name—Bert—a common thing for immigrants to do in those days. He must have liked the way it sounded and later admitted that he enjoyed being called “L.B.”

The first actual feature shown in the updated theater was a film by Pathé called The Passion Play (1903). This biblical movie covered the entire life of Christ in about 27 scenes beginning with the angel’s appearance to the Virgin Mary and ending with Christ’s ascension into heaven. Mayer’s biggest concern was whether the audience would sit through such a long film—two reels worth instead of one. He needn’t have worried. Coinciding with Christmas and accompanied by a series of religious slides and hymns, the show was a holiday hit. Crowd-pleasing seemed to come natural for the man who once sold junk.

With Margaret keeping the books and Mayer in charge of everything else, the theater flourished. He even took a chance and doubled, sometimes tripled general ticket prices to 10 or 15 cents. Moviegoers were not deterred by the increases and Mayer’s theater evolved into a local hotspot. After a weeklong closure due to further remodeling in 1908, he reopened the theater as The New Orpheum and was finally able to move his family into a nicer home.

To ensure the continued success of his business, Mayer hobnobbed with Haverhill’s upper echelon. His name appeared in the paper. He spoke to civic groups assuring them that movies were not immoral, but wholesome family entertainment to be enjoyed not feared. In the process of selling himself and his theater, he also captured a spot in the city’s social registrar. Louis B. Mayer was in his element—a celebrated member of the community who ran the show.

By 1908, about 8,000 neighborhood movie theaters had opened throughout the country. That equated to a sharp rise in patrons, who could now go see a show whenever they wanted to, which also meant a huge demand for new films. Multiple film production companies popped up around the nation, but the most successful ones were located on the east coast—primarily New York and New Jersey—not far from America’s very first movie studio built by inventor Thomas Edison on the grounds of his laboratory in West Orange, New Jersey. New York provided the big city backdrop while New Jersey offered more scenic locations for filming. Situated within the same proximity, early filmmakers traveled between both to make movies that required the hustle and bustle of a sophisticated metropolis and/or the serenity of a picturesque countryside.

Several of the larger film companies such as The Edison Manufacturing Company in New Jersey and The American Mutoscope Company along with the American Vitagraph Company in New York were embroiled in a number of heated legal battles involving patents. The underlying issue was control of the film process itself. No one wanted to back down; they knew that film was here to stay. The long drawn-out fight finally ended when they all joined together forming The Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC), or “The Trust”—a fancy name for a movie monopoly.

The Trust permitted only certain producers to make films with approved equipment while The Eastman Kodak Company only sold film to Trust members. All other filmmakers were considered renegades and their movies illegal. In addition, the MPPC was not above using violence to get their point across, foreshadowing the years of mobsters and hired goons that were to come—not the best circumstances for creativity to flourish.

A few venturous souls headed west taking their production companies with them. California with its fair weather, sparkling sun and magnificent landscapes had a certain appeal—especially for flickers shot outdoors. The thousands of miles that distanced the west and east coasts, and the bitter corporate rivalries, didn’t seem so bad either.

As for that sleepy little town called Hollywood, it was about to wake up with a bang.


Chapter Two

WELCOME TO HOLLYWOOD!

The first American movie studio traces back to inventor Thomas Edison and West Orange, New Jersey. Located on the grounds where his laboratory stood, “The Revolving Photograph Building,” formally known as The Kinetographic Theater, opened in early 1893 for film production. The structure itself was nothing to brag about and certainly not user-friendly. The odd-shaped building was completely covered with black tar paper on the outside and painted black on the inside. This dismal venue caused some members of Edison’s staff to dub the place “The Black Maria”—a slang term of the period that referred to a police paddy wagon, also black and uninviting.

Pronounced “muh-rye-uh,” the working studio sat upon large rollers and had a hinged roof that opened to the sun through a series of ropes, pulleys and weights. As the angle of sunlight shifted throughout the day, the entire building also rotated ensuring that there was always enough light for filming. Early flickers made at The Black Maria included such simple actions as sneezing and kissing—not on the same reel, of course. Edison also hired circus performers, vaudeville acts and sparsely costumed dancers, who jumped, gyrated and jiggled their way around the stage while a large wooden camera called a Kinetograph caught all the action. Filming even included a couple of boxing matches, the second of which was fought inside the studio on September 7, 1894. Boxing Champion James J. Corbett knocked out his opponent Peter Courtney in front of the camera.

As flickers grew in popularity, other production companies began to surface, mostly in New York and New Jersey. Then the complicated patent problems emerged. With their work negatively impacted, some early filmmakers, like David Horsley, took their business elsewhere. Prior to Horsley’s move, several film companies, including The Selig Polyscope Company, set up shop in the Los Angeles area. Other companies, such as Biograph and its pioneer producer/director D. W. Griffith, sent units out west to take advantage of the mild weather and spectacular scenery. Until Horsley, however, none of them had established a permanent studio in Hollywood.

Horsley originally founded the Centaur Film Manufacturing Company in Bayonne, New Jersey along with partner Charles Gorman in 1907. They chose the name “Centaur” because it referred to the mythological creature who was half-man half-horse. After four years of struggling under the thumb of The Trust, Horsley knew that survival in the business meant relocation. He thought Florida would work, but one of his directors, Al Christie, disagreed. He suggested California. Two fair-minded businessmen, they flipped a coin. Christie won.

Packing up and heading west, The Centaur Film Manufacturing Company became The Nestor Motion Picture Company. Nestor of Gerenia was another figure from mythology—the Greek king of Pylos who led his people to victory during the Trojan War. In 1911, Horsley’s outfit became the first motion picture studio to take up permanent residence in the boondocks of Hollywood. He housed his fledgling film company in the former Blondeau Tavern on the corner of Sunset and Gower. For $30 a month, he rented not only the pub, but also the stables and carriage house. The tavern garden served as his back lot. With a weekly budget of $1200, the company averaged three films every seven days—a comedy, a western and an “eastern” or drama. Al Christie was in charge of the comedies and also served as overall manager for the company.

Christie wrote his movies at night and filmed them during the day using a stopwatch. When the time was up, they were done and the reels sent back east for processing. No one on the set had a chance to look at them before they were printed and distributed. Christie shared his stage sets and actors with the other directors, Tom Rickotta and Milton Fahrney. Everyone took his turn at filming on different days throughout the week.

By 1912, The Nestor Motion Picture Company was doing business with Universal Films. Three years later, the two companies merged with Christie taking charge of the comedy department. Being an independent spirit, however, Christie wanted to strike out on his own. In 1915, he returned to the Sunset and Gower location asking big brother Charles to join him there.

The Christie Brothers hailed from Canada. Their father, Scotland-born George Wiseman Christie, was a police constable in London, Ontario. He had a daughter, Anne, from his first wife, Mary Reynolds, who died at an early age. George took a second wife, Mary Ann Jarvis, and the couple had a son, Charles, born on April 13, 1880. Younger brother Alfred joined the family in late 1881. The following year, the Christies were plunged into despair when George unexpectedly died of consumption, an old term for pulmonary tuberculosis. Mary was forced to fend for herself and her children, including stepdaughter Anne, so she took in boarders. Many of her guests worked in the theater, which made an impression on young Al.

He spent much of his time at The London Ontario Opera House watching the performers—particularly the comedians who intrigued him. He even started suggesting ways the comics could get more laughs from the audience. Those who were receptive to his ideas tipped him. Others told him to get lost. Eventually, he took on the position of opera house stage manager before moving to New York where he also worked in the theater until David Horsley hired him to direct films.

The elder and more serious-minded Christie brother, Charles, remained in Canada and became a railroad man. He worked for the Grand Trunk Railroad in the passenger department and eventually moved on to advertising in their Ontario Division. He also married Edna Durand, the daughter of Canadian architect George F. Durand and his wife Sarah Parker, on October 15, 1902. The next year, Christie left the Grand Trunk to become a salesman before moving on to run a large department store in Ontario where he stayed until Al beckoned him to Hollywood.

In 1915, Christie stopped minding the store when he joined younger brother Al at Sunset and Gower. Together, they established The Christie Film Company, which specialized in comedies. Fun-loving Al oversaw production while Charles, with his knack for business, took care of the books. Based on a good word from Horsley, Universal agreed to distribute their pictures. The two brothers stayed away from slapstick and produced situational comedies, such as Seminary Scandal (1916) starring comedienne Billie Rhodes. This short with the titillating title told the story of a young boy who dressed as a girl in order to be with his lady love when she went away to boarding school where boys weren’t allowed. Explained Al Christie:

We were more concerned with storylines than sheer slapstick, and I don’t think we would have been nearly so successful if we had tried to copy Sennett. He was the master of slapstick. He dressed his people up in odd-looking clothing that no normal person would be seen dead in outside the studio. We dressed ours in street clothes and gave them funny situations that were, in our eyes, much more acceptable to the more sophisticated audiences.…

The brothers were spot on. Moviegoers delighted in their storylines and proved it at the box office with high ticket sales. Now independent producers, The Christie Film Company turned the men into big-time filmmakers and their mother helped. She joined her sons in California and to cut overhead, she often loaned them her furniture. For example, if a scene required a table and chairs, she sent her dining room set to the studio—as long as her boys promised they’d have it back to her in time for dinner.

While business was on the upswing, Charles suffered a personal setback. His wife, Edna, developed an ulcer requiring surgery. As a result of the operation, she died on July 16, 1918. The childless couple had been married almost sixteen years. Charles never took another spouse.

As for the movies, The Christie Film Company was so successful that the brothers increased their production capacity and purchased new equipment—the latest technology had to offer. They even established a fan mail department where secretaries answered letters written to their popular players by enthusiastic moviegoers. Each actor had his or her own unique stationery and was required to personally sign every letter written on their behalf. An autographed picture usually accompanied each response. It may have been a lot of bother, but the innovative Christie Brothers believed it helped business.

This same department also created a movie magazine called Film Follies so that fans could keep up with their favorite players along with the film company’s latest news. First published in 1919, the magazine proved very popular and had a successful run for more than a decade. While Al kept everyone laughing, Charles went to the bank and the Christie Brothers morphed into movie moguls.

While the Christies established themselves at Sunset and Gower, other production companies followed suit. Former Biograph director Mack Sennett set up The Keystone Pictures Studio near Los Angeles. Carl Laemmle, head of The Universal Film Manufacturing Company of New York, opened a studio right across the street from The Nestor Motion Picture Company. New York theatrical producer and booking agent Jesse L. Lasky organized the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company, which also settled in Hollywood at Selma and Vine.

Born in San Francisco on September 13, 1880 to Isaac Lasky, a shoe-store proprietor and his wife, Sarah Platt, Jesse Louis Lasky was one of the few early filmmakers native to California. His grandparents immigrated to the United States from Germany. In the mid-1800s, they journeyed across the country in a covered wagon until they reached Sacramento.

As a youngster, Lasky’s family moved from San Francisco to San Jose where he loved to fly fish with his father. He also spent time playing the cornet on the family’s front porch. It was his hope that band leader John Philip Sousa would march down his street, hear the music and be so impressed that he would have no choice but to make room for Lasky in his famous ensemble. Sousa never got to Lasky’s house. Instead, Isaac fell ill and lost his business. The family moved back to San Francisco where Lasky’s father passed away. With part of the insurance settlement, the family invested $500 in a machine that was supposed to make maple syrup. The venture was a scam and the two men who sold them the contraption took the money and ran.

Next, Lasky rushed off to Alaska hoping to strike gold, as did so many other young men during the late nineteenth century. Like Sid Grauman, however, he found that gold could be elusive. He purchased what he thought was a gold mine near Nome. As it turned out, the con man that sold him the property had just ‘salted’ it with gold dust when Lasky wasn’t looking. Now totally broke, he took a job playing his cornet in an Alaskan bar called The Sourdough Saloon. Musically inclined from childhood, he continued honing his skill and was now adept at playing. From The Yukon, he traveled to Hawaii where he once again played his cornet—this time with the Royal Hawaiian Band and the only non-islander in the group.

In 1901, Lasky returned home to reconnect with his younger sister Blanche, an accomplished cornetist herself. The two formed a brother-sister act and hit the vaudeville circuit blowing their dueling horns. After several years of performing and traveling together, the pair grew tired of life on the road and Lasky turned to the business side of vaudeville. Like other early movie pioneers, he also had a knack for discovering talent. He became a booking agent in New York where he found jobs for various acts while Blanche stayed home with her mother—not uncommon for a young, single woman at that time.

Three years later, while vacationing in the Adirondacks, Lasky met artist, poet and accomplished pianist Bessie Mona Ginzberg of Boston. Despite a disastrous date where the slender, dark-haired Bessie toppled out of their canoe and into a local lake, she married him on December 11, 1909. With a little help from Bessie, sister Blanche also found herself a mate—glove salesman Samuel Goldfish who later changed his name to Goldwyn.

Goldfish cut a fine figure. He’d come a long way since his early days in Poland where he was known as Schmuel Gelbfisz. Penniless, he had walked across Europe finally stopping in England where he took the name Samuel Goldfish. He eventually immigrated to the United States by way of Canada. Goldfish found work at a glove factory in Gloversville located in upstate New York. At the time, Gloversville, as the name would imply, was the hub of American glove manufacturing with multiple factories churning out all sorts of hand wear for both men and women.

Goldfish worked hard and eventually became a successful salesman for the Elite Glove Company. Always looking sharp, he wore only the best suits with accessories to match—all the way down to the sheen cast by his dapper shoes. He never carried a wallet or change in his pocket. It was important to steer clear of any noticeable bulges that might disrupt his flawless facade. With his eye-catching wardrobe, he traveled from city to city throughout New England and upstate New York peddling gloves of every kind. The chic image he created for himself worked. He made sales earning about $15,000 each year—and women noticed him. Goldfish, however, was fond of his boss’s niece—Bessie Ginzberg.

Much to Goldfish’s disappointment, Ginzberg chose the young entertainment entrepreneur, Lasky. After they were wed, Bessie invited Goldfish to dinner where she introduced him to her new sister-in-law, Blanche. Theirs may not have been a match made in heaven, but a matter of two people who were unhappy with the single life. Goldfish soon married into the family and tired of the glove business. He wanted to try something new and the idea of flickers excited him, but he needed a partner. Who better than Blanche’s brother, a man already established in show business? To Goldfish’s dismay, Lasky didn’t share his enthusiasm. He had reservations about endorsing a new medium that might rival the theater. Lasky offered another idea. He thought they should corner the tamale market in New York: “I know a business that would be wonderful—tamales. They make them in San Francisco. In the east, you never hear about them.”

Goldfish, however, wouldn’t let go of his dream and tamales did not seem like a rewarding alternative. Helping his cause was the huge financial loss that Lasky took in 1911 when his private venture, the Folies Bergère, didn’t pan out. The elaborate restaurant/cabaret that Lasky built near Times Square was modeled after the famed French nightclub of the same name. Despite featuring the seductive Mae West, his establishment folded after a disappointing five months due to a lack of paying customers. The failed enterprise cost Lasky more than $100,000. All the while, Goldfish continued pestering his brother-in-law about the movies.

Following the Folies Bergère fiasco, Lasky bought the rights to an operetta called California. He needed someone to adapt it for the vaudeville stage. Accomplished playwright William DeMille, who had written The Warrens of Virginia, was at the top of his list. He visited the office of agent Beatrice DeMille to request her eldest son for the job, but Beatrice had other ideas. William was busy so she insisted that Lasky use her younger son Cecil who, with a wife and young daughter to care for, needed the work.

Cecil Blount DeMille was born on August 12, 1881 in Ashfield, Massachusetts, and was named after his grandmothers, Cecilia Wolff and Margaret Blount Hoyt. The second son of Henry Churchill DeMille and his British-born wife, actress Matilda Beatrice Samuel, Cecil had an older brother, William. Little sister Agnes followed in 1891. Henry, whose family came to America in 1658, was of Dutch descent, while Beatrice had a Jewish heritage. A former actor, Henry taught school, worked as a lay reader in his Episcopalian church and wrote plays on the side.

In the evenings, Henry would read the bible to his sons—one chapter from the Old Testament and one from the New. He followed the scripture readings with classic literature written by celebrated novelists such as Victor Hugo and William Thackeray. Eventually, Henry teamed up with legendary theater producer and playwright David Belasco and earned enough money penning plays to quit his day job. On the verge of a promising writing career, Henry caught typhoid fever and died on February 10, 1893 at the age of thirty-nine. Two years later, the DeMilles were once again shaken by loss when four-year-old Agnes died from spinal meningitis.

Now the sole provider for two young sons, Beatrice went to work. She became a playwright herself in addition to opening an agency with an office on Broadway. She also established a school called The Henry C. DeMille School for Girls adjacent to the historic family home, Pamlico, in Pompton, New Jersey. The house was named after the Pamlico River, which ran near Henry’s boyhood home in Washington, North Carolina.

At fifteen, Cecil went to military school in Chester, Pennsylvania. A shrewd woman, Beatrice managed a trade-off—Cecil’s tuition requirements were met by allowing the headmaster’s daughter to attend the DeMille school at no charge. Cecil, however, was more intrigued with military life than military school. In 1898, The Spanish-American War fired him up. Determined to fight, he left the educational institution for the army, but his tender age was against him. The Army sent him packing—he was too young to enlist. Instead, he entered the New York American Academy of Dramatic Arts, an unlikely substitute, but considering both his parents’ theatrical background, it was no surprise that DeMille chose to act upon his rejection from the Army. He talked about his early years on stage: “Kind-hearted publicists who have written about me have sometimes said that I became an actor in order to learn production. The facts are more elemental. I became an actor in order to eat.”

While working in the play Hearts Are Trumps, DeMille met actress Constance Adams—eight years his senior and the daughter of New Jersey State Judge Frederick Adams. The couple married at the Judge’s home in East Orange on August 16, 1902. That very same year, Beatrice welcomed a new pupil to her school at the request of socially prominent architect Stanford White. The teenage girl, Evelyn Nesbit, was also White’s lover at the time.

Despite a relatively uneventful term at school, several years later, Nesbit was embroiled in White’s scandalous murder. Before marrying the wealthy Henry Thaw of Pittsburgh, she ended her relationship with the architect. Her new husband, however, could not get over the fact that his wife had had an affair before their marriage. The unstable Thaw eventually snapped and shot White at the Madison Square Garden Theater in front of a large crowd. Thaw’s ensuing trial revealed a myriad of sexual escapades that included some unusual physical activity involving White and a certain red velvet swing. After such blazing headlines involving a former student, enrollment at the DeMille school declined, and Beatrice was forced to close the establishment and concentrate on her agency where she now represented several clients including writers Mary Roberts Rinehart and Avery Hopwood, as well as both of her sons. Playwright William was by far the more successful brother. That’s when Beatrice paired the skeptical Lasky with her youngest boy who in addition to his wife, Constance, now had a young daughter, Cecilia, to support.

Despite Lasky’s initial misgivings about Cecil’s inexperience, DeMille adapted California for the stage and it was a hit both critically and financially. The two men continued their collaboration on several more plays. In the process, they found that they actually liked each other and a long-lasting friendship began. Lasky enjoyed his success while DeMille, unhappy in his brother’s shadow, grew restless. And lurking in the background was Samuel Goldfish—still talking up the potential of movies every chance he got.

Goldfish finally persuaded Lasky, who was once again encouraged by the success of the California play, to create a new film company, which included attorney Arthur Friend as secretary. They called their new business the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company. Even Lasky conceded to Sam that this sounded much better than Lasky’s Hot Tamales. Now, with Lasky’s name and financial expertise at the helm and Goldfish ready to sell their goods, all they needed was a director—someone to make the films and manage their creative output. After D.W. Griffith, who had recently directed the gang drama, The Musketeers of Pig Alley (1912), turned them down because of their inadequate financing, Lasky and Goldfish met DeMille for lunch to discuss their business venture. Instead, DeMille made a startling announcement:

Jesse, I’m pulling out. Broadway’s all right for you—you’re doing well. But I can’t live on the royalties I’m getting, my debts are piling up, and I want to chuck the whole thing. Besides, there’s a revolution going on in Mexico and I’m going down and get in on it—maybe write about it. That’s what I need—a stimulating and colorful change of scene.

According to Lasky, DeMille’s proclamation pushed him over the edge. He did not want his good friend to wander so far off. Lasky impulsively offered DeMille the position of director-general in his new film company, and DeMille accepted on the spot. It was an offer he could not refuse. Now all they had to do was figure out how to make a movie. DeMille, eager to learn the nuances of film versus live theater, went to the Bronx where he visited the Edison studios for a day. There, he watched a scene being filmed. A frightened young girl climbed over a wall and ran down a road where she met a man. The two characters then engaged in an animated conversation, and that was that. Cut. Over and out. DeMille told Lasky and Goldfish: “… If that’s pictures, we can make the best pictures ever made!”

The group then bought the rights to a play called The Squaw Man written by Edwin Milton Royle. Goldfish, ever the salesman, sold hundreds of prints throughout the east coast before the movie was even made. The leading roles went to Broadway actor Dustin Farnum and his girlfriend, actress Winifred Kingston, who came as a package deal. Cameraman Alfredo Gandolfi and experienced Edison director Oscar Apfel also joined the troupe. With DeMille in charge, the group headed to Flagstaff, Arizona in 1913. After all, they would be making a western and Flagstaff would provide an authentic setting. Once they arrived, however, their target city didn’t measure up to DeMille’s expectations. The next time Lasky heard from his director-general was when he received the following wire:

Flagstaff no good for our purposes. Have proceeded to California. Want authority to rent barn in place called Hollywood for $75 a month. Regards to Sam. Cecil

His words sent Lasky and Goldfish into an uproar. They thought their movie was being filmed in Flagstaff, but DeMille had taken it upon himself to move the entire company to Hollywood—a place they had never even heard of. After much debate, they cautiously wired DeMille back:

Authorize you to rent barn, but on month-to-month basis. Don’t make any long commitment. Regards. Jesse and Sam.

As president of the company, Lasky left for California to check the place out. Arriving in Los Angeles, he called for a taxi and asked to be driven to Hollywood. The cabbie didn’t know how to get there. He stopped at the elegant Alexandria Hotel for directions.

After cruising along several miles worth of dirt roads, the taxi driver dropped Lasky off at the Hollywood Hotel, which was situated on Hollywood Boulevard between Highland and Orchid Avenues. Once inside, Lasky introduced himself as the head of the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company and asked where his studio was located. The hotel clerk had no idea. Lasky then asked the clerk if he knew Cecil B. DeMille. The clerk had never heard of DeMille either. He did remember, however, that there were some movie folks working out of a barn about six blocks down near some pepper trees in the middle of an orange grove.

Lasky followed the clerk’s directions and sure enough, he found the barn where DeMille greeted him with a grin: “Welcome to Hollywood, Jesse!”


Chapter Three

TEAM BIOGRAPH

When inventor William Kennedy Laurie Dickson, who helped develop the Kinetoscope, became disenchanted with his boss, Thomas Edison, Dickson designed the Mutoscope. To simulate motion, Dickson’s new machine quickly flipped a series of still photos, while the Kinetoscope relied on a single strip of film moved at a very specific rate. One machine was no better than the other, but the changes were just subtle enough to allow Dickson and his three business partners to establish their own New York film company in 1895—The American Mutoscope Company. The following year, this same group also came up with a machine that projected images on a screen. They called it the Biograph and it rivaled Edison’s Vitascope, which also utilized the projection method. In 1899, almost fifteen years before Jesse Lasky entered the film business, Dickson’s outfit was officially renamed The American Mutoscope and Biograph Company to clearly identify the two types of films they manufactured.

Because of the differences in its equipment, the new company did not fall prey to Edison’s otherwise wide reach. Instead, it was so successful over the next nine years that they even had international partners who produced and distributed their films around the world and also used their technology. Their heady achievements were mostly credited to a thirty-something former stage player who happened by the studio looking for work in 1908 shortly after the more sophisticated Biograph had completely taken over the Mutoscope. This young actor/writer who went by the stage name Lawrence Griffith joined the team now simply known as The Biograph Company where he continued acting and writing.

Lawrence Griffith was, in reality, Kentucky-born David Wark Griffith, the son of Lieutenant Colonel Jacob Wark Griffith who had once served in the Confederate Army and his wife, Mary Oglesby. He arrived at the Griffith farm on January 22, 1875—one of their seven children. Jacob, or “Roarin’ Jake” as he was sometimes known, suffered a serious stomach wound during the Civil War. That, however, didn’t deter his keenness for drinking, but for “Roarin’ Jake,” mixing alcohol with a bad stomach turned toxic. After treating himself to pickles followed by a good swig of whiskey, he died in 1882.

Mary and her children ran the farm until 1890 when she moved them all to Louisville. Young David took odd jobs in an effort to help his family with finances. He worked as an elevator operator, a bookstore clerk and a newspaper reporter. Eventually, he was taken with the theater and became an actor, but he never hit the big time. Instead, he toured with several traveling companies and met his first wife, actress Linda Arvidson, in San Francisco. After the couple married in Boston, they moved to New York in 1906 where Griffith tried his hand at playwriting. Despite having one produced play, he was unable to scrape together a living. In 1908, he hired in at The Biograph Company as an actor and writer, and from there his luck would change.

Three months after he joined Biograph, the company needed a director so Griffith was promoted to the job. He accepted on the contingency that he could return to acting if his directorial abilities were found lacking. He needn’t have worried. While he was a mediocre actor, in the director’s chair, Griffith and his handpicked teammates saw art where others saw novelty. His cutting edge one-reelers catapulted Biograph into the proverbial spotlight and set the course for future films.

In addition to his directing duties, he hired several new players including Florence Lawrence and Jeanie Macpherson. At the time, actors were not given on-screen credit for their roles because film companies believed that anonymous actors remained low-paid actors. An otherwise nameless face, Florence Lawrence, originally with Vitagraph, grew into one of Biograph’s most popular players and movie fans simply dubbed her “The Biograph Girl.” Lawrence eventually left Biograph for The Independent Motion Picture Company under the imaginative direction of producer Carl Laemmle who openly identified her through a rigged publicity stunt. Laemmle gave Florence all the credit she deserved once she joined his company and as a result, Florence Lawrence became a household name and the silver screen’s very first movie star.

Jeanie Macpherson, however, wasn’t content with working in front of the camera—or keeping her feet on the ground. Red-haired and dark-eyed, Jeanie Culbertson Macpherson was born on May 18, 1887 into Boston’s high society. Her father, the Canadian-born John Sinclair Macpherson, was of Scottish descent. Her mother, Evangeline Claire Tomlinson, was a Michigan girl with French roots. Macpherson’s paternal grandfather moved his entire household including servants, teachers and his very own Presbyterian minister from Scotland to America. S.J. Tomlinson, her maternal grandfather, ran a Michigan newspaper. As a young girl, Macpherson also acquired a colorful stepfather resulting from her mother’s second marriage in October 1895 to Chicago’s very own “Barley King,” Henry Joseph O’Neill.

Once a wealthy man, O’Neill lost his fortune in bad barley investments just before the turn of the century. He claimed that he owed $500,000 to various debtors, but had only $5,000 in assets. He also told the courts that $50,000 of the total amount owed was incurred jointly by him and his wife. The extravagant Evangeline was not about to pay up so she took Jeanie and fled to Montreal. There, she checked into the swanky Windsor Hotel. Her plan was to board a Dominion Line steamer headed to Liverpool and get away from it all—via first class passage. Instead of sailing the next morning, however, Evangeline was arrested. Officials seized all eight of her traveling trunks and took note of her property totaling more than $8,000 in lace, linen, jewelry and silverware. She was released after posting $800 in bail money.

By 1901, the O’Neills had resolved their credit issues and Jeanie was being schooled in Paris. Upon returning home, she attended Chicago’s Kenwood Institute. Passionate about music, she pursued a career in the opera and also studied dance under the famed Russian-born ballet great Theodore Kosloff. From the Chicago stage, she traveled to New York where she worked in the theater before joining Griffith at Biograph. A quick wit who welcomed a challenge, Macpherson once told Photoplay magazine’s Alice Martin about her first visit to Griffith’s office:

Mr. Griffith wasn’t in. His assistant was. I told him my stage experience.

He ignored it, scorned it. “We want to know what you can do before a camera,” he said.

I said, “If you get me on my Scotch Day, I can’t do anything, but if you get me on my French day, I can do [Italian] parts.”

According to Macpherson, Griffith quickly hired her to work in his motion pictures. He cast the twenty-one-year-old in her first film, a crime drama called The Fatal Hour (1908) where she shared screen time with Griffith himself, his wife Linda Arvidson and future Keystone Kop creator Mack Sennett. Over the next few years, Macpherson made more than 100 films at Biograph, dozens of them with an up and coming young actress named Mary Pickford.

Mary Pickford’s given name was Gladys Louise Smith when she was born on April 8, 1892 in Toronto, Canada. Around 1890, her mother, the hardworking Charlotte Hennessey, had married John Charles Smith, an unreliable man who could down a drink but couldn’t keep a job, as was the issue with so many men in those days, despite the proclivity of temperance societies. Charlotte was the daughter of Catherine Faeley who, as a young girl, traveled with her family from Ireland to Canada. In Quebec, Catherine met her husband, Irishman John Pickford Hennessey who, in a Freudian twist, also liked a drink. Charlotte’s husband, John Charles, was one of twelve children belonging to Sarah and Joseph Smith. The elder Smith was originally from Liverpool, but moved to Canada at an early age. After Gladys’s birth, Charlotte and John Charles had two more children, Lottie followed by John, better known as Jack.

Around the time that Jack was born, John Charles, no longer interested in his wife and children, left them. Desperate to hold on to her good name, Charlotte declared herself a widow. Ironically by the time Gladys turned six, John Charles actually died of a head injury that he suffered while working on a steamer, bequeathing Charlotte an honest claim to widowhood. Alone with three small children and an ailing mother, Charlotte took in sewing and boarders to help pay the bills. Gladys, always in tune with her mother, took her role as the eldest child very seriously—especially after a local doctor offered to adopt her to ease the number of mouths Charlotte had to feed. When she realized that she would have to leave her mother and her siblings in order to gain financial stability, Gladys refused to go through with the adoption out of sheer stubbornness and a firm resolve to somehow take care of her family. Pickford later recalled:

A determination was born in me the day of our visit to Dr. Smith [no relation] that nothing could crush; I must try to take my father’s place in some mysterious way, and prevent anything from breaking up my family.

One of Charlotte’s boarders worked at the nearby Princess Theater. When he suggested that Gladys and Lottie work for him for extra pocket money, Charlotte turned him down. She didn’t want her children exposed to those sinners who called themselves actors, but after a visit to the theater, Charlotte softened. Most of the cast and crew were “regular,” hardworking folks like them, just doing the best they could. The Smith family sorely needed money and once she met the players in person, she found that these sinners were no worse than any other sinners she had known.

The two Smith sisters debuted in The Silver King written by Henry Arthur Jones at Toronto’s Princess Theater in January 1900 while Charlotte played the organ. Young Gladys tested her acting chops by playing Ned, the main character’s son. As the dainty child stood in front of the audience earning money for her family, a spirited ambition and dogged drive enveloped her. Mature for her age and feeling responsible for her mother and siblings, Gladys embraced the challenge of being the family’s main breadwinner and she never looked back.

For the next several years, the Smiths joined touring companies that played throughout Canada and the United States. By the time she was nine, Gladys took on starring roles such as Little Eva in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s classic Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Life on the road was often difficult. The nicer hotels wouldn’t rent to “theatricals.” The Smiths often stayed in rundown rooms, took their meals in train stations, sometimes scrounging for food and huddling under newspapers for warmth.

In between jobs, they stayed in New York where Gladys, still feeling responsible for the well-being of her family, hoped to find permanent work in the city’s theater district. It was no easy task and fifteen-year-old Gladys promised herself that if acting didn’t work out, she would soon trade in the stage for needle and thread. Besides acting, sewing was all she knew how to do, and in her mind, it was the only alternative she had to support her family.

Before she invested in a sewing machine, however, Gladys set her sights on meeting notable Broadway producer David Belasco. She tried for several weeks to get his attention through letters of introduction and personal visits to his casting office. Nothing worked. Out of ideas, the determined young girl made a drastic move. She approached the maid of popular theater actress Blanche Bates begging her to intercede on her behalf. In turn, the maid pleaded with Bates to help the young actress. At the maid’s urgings, Bates gave Gladys permission to use her name—sight unseen. Gladys then marched into Belasco’s office and told his staff that Bates had sent her. Belasco finally agreed to meet the persistent young girl.

A nervous Gladys introduced herself to the legendary producer. He was amused by her youth and tenacity, but thought that the name “Gladys Smith” didn’t suit her. Belasco asked what other names might be in her family. She rattled off a few, but when she got to “Pickford,” he stopped her. She then told him that her baptismal name was Marie. On the spot, Belasco re-christened her Mary Pickford. He also cast her in his production of The Warrens of Virginia written by none other than William C. DeMille.

The play ran on Broadway from December 1907 through May 1908, after which Pickford joined the touring company. Her steady income, most of which she turned over to Charlotte, ended when the play finally folded in March 1909. Out of work and still feeling responsible for her family, Pickford reluctantly considered a new and far less familiar medium—the movies. Charlotte suggested The Biograph Company and Pickford, who almost always listened to her mother, agreed to give it a try. By this point, D.W. Griffith was making a name for himself as the Biograph director and had been known to hire stage actresses in the past. Convincing herself that this was only a temporary job, Pickford entered the Biograph studio where she encountered Griffith for the first time.

Pickford prided herself on her professional acting experience, but her stage credentials didn’t impress Griffith. He eyed her up and down wondering how she might come across on film. There was only one way to find out and Griffith himself prepared her for a screen test. She felt nervous and quite awkward in front of the camera until one of the actors, Owen Moore, asked: “Who’s the dame?”

Pickford’s acting came to a sudden halt as she bellowed: “How dare you, sir, insult me? I’ll have you understand I’m a perfectly respectable young girl, and don’t you dare call me a bad name!” Griffith lost his patience and scolded her for disrupting the film, but by the time Pickford completed the screen test, her scrappiness had won him over. A calmer Griffith invited her to return to Biograph the next day. Still skeptical of the movie business and embarrassed by her faux pas, Pickford agreed to come back, but deep down wondered what Griffith might really be after. She was also pretty certain that her work at Biograph would be as insignificant as a mite of dust in a windstorm and every bit as temporary.

The next day, Griffith cast an unenthusiastic Pickford as an extra in a Florence Lawrence comedy called Her First Biscuits (1909). The seventeen-year-old didn’t stay in the background for long. She was just warming up and like the dutiful daughter she was, she kept her unconventional family fed, clothed and protected. She also kept them close to her, still craving the comfort of their shielding presence. Soon the ambitious young actress, now comfortable in the new film medium, stepped out of the crowd and into the lead roles. By the end of 1909, Florence Lawrence had left Biograph for producer Carl Laemmle’s Independent Motion Picture Company and Pickford was popular enough with moviegoers to inherit her title, “The Biograph Girl.”

The following January, Griffith took a Biograph acting company to California to finish filming scenes for The Newlyweds (1910). The story, about a young girl who falls in love and then runs away with a Native American boy, took place on a California ranch. The rough New York winter wasn’t quite the atmosphere he was looking for so Griffith chose to complete his film in Los Angeles where the outdoor scenery would be more authentic. He also wanted to check out the area hoping that Biograph would set up a permanent studio on the sun-filled west coast.

Back east, early films were often made on city rooftops where sunlight could be captured at its brightest. The summer months worked fine, but the dark dismal winters made filming difficult if not downright impossible. To escape the inclement weather and to continue working, some film companies headed west on a seasonal basis. In California, they found everything they might want—the city, the country, the sea, the mountains and the fair weather, particularly the almost constant sunshine.

Now starring in The Newlyweds, Pickford joined Griffith and his gang as they headed west. Her brother, Jack, was not part of the crew, but at the last minute Charlotte put him on the train as it slowly pulled out of the station. He had no luggage, just an order from his mother to look after his big sister. A disappointed Jeanie Macpherson was not invited on the road trip and cried as her coworkers left without her.
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