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  Samuel Goldwyn was the premier dream-maker of his era – a fierce independent force in a time when studios ruled, a producer of silver-screen sagas who was, in all

  probability, the last Hollywood tycoon. In this riveting book, Pulitzer Prize winning biographer A. Scott Berg tells the life of this remarkable man – a tale as rich with drama as any

  feature-length epic and as compelling as the history of Hollywood itself.
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  “Richly detailed, at once a biography of Samuel Goldwyn and a business history of Hollywood – Berg is especially good on the backgrounds of film deals. It is also a

  biography of the inner dreams that energized the great era of Hollywood” – Vogue




  “Thoroughly engrossing . . . This book is peppered with hundreds of Goldwyn’s famous and infamous malapropisms, dozens of ancedotes about his critical and

  commercial failures as well as his outstanding successes, and details of his relationships with, among scores of others, Eddie Cantor, Ronald Colman, Merle Oberon, Gary Cooper, George Cukor,

  William Wyler, Billy Wilder” – Publishers Weekly




  “Meticulously researched . . . Besides discovering stars like Gary Cooper, David Niven and Ronald Colman . . . Goldwyn invented the ‘package’: He was the

  first to buy the book, hire the screenwriter, stars, crew and director. His fifty-year career established the model of today’s independent producer” – Harper’s

  Bazaar




  “Berg has done a painstaking job of re-creating this epic life . . . We see Goldwyn-the-lonely-tyrant-of-tinsel-town working with the most brilliant writers, directors,
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  “Whether you own a thousand film books or nary a one, room ought to be made for Goldwyn . . . The films we watch now, with either gritted teeth or contented smiles, are

  the producers of an industry that ended up taking its shape from the psyche of this tumultuous man” – GQ




  “Berg turns that historic flight into a cogent and thoroughly gripping account that conveys all the magic, danger and courage of the young pilot’s

  achievement” New York Times




  “As meticulously, as sterling in quality and as large in scope as independent movie producer Samuel Goldwyn always (but not always very accurately) claimd his movies
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                I met a traveler from an antique land


              

            




            

              	

                Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone


              

            




            

              	

                Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,


              

            




            

              	

                Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,


              

            




            

              	

                And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,


              

            




            

              	

                Tell that its sculptor well those passions read


              

            




            

              	

                Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,


              

            




            

              	

                The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed:


              

            




            

              	

                And on the pedestal these words appear:


              

            




            

              	

                “My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:


              

            




            

              	

                Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”


              

            




            

              	

                Nothing beside remains. Round the decay


              

            




            

              	

                Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare


              

            




            

              	

                The lone and level sands stretch far away.


              

            




            

              	

                 


              

            




            

              	

                —SHELLEY, “Ozymandias”


              

            


          


        


      


    


  










  CONTENTS




  PART ONE


  

  1 Exodus


  

  2 New York


  

  3 Synapsis


  

  4 Dramatis Personae


  

  5 Musical Chairs


  

  6 A Name for Himself


  

  7 The Business of America


  

  8 Elba


  

  9 Leading Ladies


  

  10 Canaan




  PART TWO


  

  11 Interregnum


  

  12 Making Whoopee


  

  13 Coming of Age


  

  14 “That Little Something Extra”


  

  15 “The Goldwyn Touch”


  

  16 Annus Mirabilis


  

  PART THREE


  

  17 “We Did It Before and We Can Do It Again”


  

  18 Best Years


  

  19 The Plague


  

  20 Dinosaurs


  

  21 A Slow Fade to Black


  

  Acknowledgments


  

  Notes and Sources


  

  Index












  [image: ]












  PART ONE




  [image: ]










  

    

      . . . and the children of Israel dispersed, embarking on an endless cycle of settlement and influence that invoked persecution and expulsion.




      The Hebrews suffered at the hands of the Egyptians, the Chaldeans, the Romans. Through the Middle Ages they continued to search for a homeland, only to be expelled from England in the

      1290s, France in the 1390s, Spain in the 1490s. Into central Europe they poured.




      In 1791, Russia established a Pale of Settlement, that portion of their land in which Jews were permitted to reside. Much of Poland—which was about to endure a century of

      partitioning among Russia, Austria, and Prussia—lay just beyond the Pale. The continuation of Jewish communal life, forever threatened, found hope in a charismatic new religious movement

      there.




      Hasidism emphasized piety over learning. Aglow with mysticism, this folk gospel preached that God smiled upon the ignorant as well as the wise and that one’s devotion could best be

      expressed through passionate prayer. By the nineteenth century, most of Poland’s Orthodox Jewry belonged to the sect. The Jewish faith, bound by laws and tradition, proved imperishable.

      By 1876, the thriving city of Warsaw, on the left bank of the Vistula, found that one third of its 300,000 citizens was Jewish.




      In 1881, a new czar took hold of Russia; Alexander III imposed on the Jews conditions as intolerable as any they had yet experienced. . . .


    


  












  1 Exodus




  SAMUEL GOLDWYN was not born on August 27, 1882.




  For most of his life he swore it was his day of birth, but both the name and the date were fabrications. He promulgated other distortions of the truth as well, liberties he took for dramatic

  effect. He spent years covering his tracks, erasing those details of his origins that embarrassed him. The reason, he revealed to a psychotherapist at the pinnacle of his career, was that ever

  since childhood he “wanted to be somebody.” Starting at an early age, Samuel Goldwyn invented himself.




  Schmuel Gelbfisz was born in Warsaw, probably in July 1879. Records vary, and Jews were known to falsify their sons’ birth dates to protect them from future conscription in the

  czar’s army. He was the eldest child of Hannah and Aaron David Gelbfisz, Hasidic Jews. The family had lived in Poland for generations, but their surname was new. Not until 1797 were the Jews

  of Warsaw ordered to adopt patronymics. Many fashioned names from house signs, which were often hieroglyphs painted in a single color. The picture of an animal might refer to part of a

  family’s history or simply represent a family member’s trade. In Poland, the spellings of these names were often a mixture of languages. “I’m sure there was a fishmonger

  somewhere back there,” said one Gelbfisz descendant; and his house sign, as the German first syllable indicates, was painted yellow.




  Aaron had been a rabbinical student in his youth but went to work at an early age to support his new family. A sickly and gentle man, he had a handsome face with fine, even

  features. He liked to read. Goldwyn remembered him as “a sensitive fella.” He struggled with a small store that sold “antiques”—mostly secondhand goods and junk.

  Fluent in several languages, he supplemented his measly income by reading and writing letters for his neighbors.




  His wife, Hannah Reban Jarecka, was born in 1855, three years after her husband. Except for their religious beliefs and their mutual birthplace, Warsaw, they were essentially opposites. Hannah

  was a tall brunette, so stout that she was known as lange Hannah—Big Hannah. She had piercing eyes and squashed features, a combination that produced a constant scowl; and she tended

  to shout rather than speak. One granddaughter remembered, “She wore the pain of many generations of suffering.” Like many women of her period, she ruled the house.




  The Gelbfiszes, whose marriage had been arranged according to tradition, did not especially care for each other. Within sixteen years, they produced five more children—Mania (born in

  1884), Barel (later known as Bernard, who was born the following year), Natalia (called Nettie, born in 1889), Ben (born in 1890), and Sally (born in 1894). Hannah showed a stringent affection for

  her family.




  In 1882, the Jewish population of Warsaw reached 130,000; it was the largest Jewish community in Europe. A generation later, the Jewish population there had almost trebled. Natural increase was

  responsible for only part of this growth; immigration made up the rest. After the Russian pogroms of 1881, tens of thousands of Jews had fled to Warsaw from all corners of the Russias.




  The age-old history of ambivalence toward Jews caught up to Poland. The country needed them, for they contributed to the nation’s economy and growing mercantile class; but when they

  succeeded, the Gentile population felt the need to punish them, and subjected them to higher taxes, restrictive laws, violent attacks.




  The Gelbfisz family of eight lived in two rooms of a flat on a crowded street in the Jewish sector of Warsaw, one narrow building wedged against another. Fear surrounded them. The three boys

  shared one hard bed. “You can’t visualize how we lived,” Ben recalled years later. “All I can see is pogroms.” The Gelbfiszes never starved, but once they survived an

  entire week on a handful of potatoes. In a vulnerable moment, Goldwyn volunteered three adjectives to describe his life in Poland: “poor, poor, poor.” Almost everything under the sun

  disappointed Hannah; and she complained constantly of her plight, making life miserable for her husband.




  Aaron Gelbfisz periodically disappeared, abandoning his family for days, sometimes months, at a time. Fortunately, a few relatives could assist, especially Hannah’s

  brother, who had scraped together enough money to invest in a small block of apartments. When there was not enough food to spread among her children, Hannah farmed Schmuel out to her

  husband’s parents. He adored them.




  Schmuel’s grandparents Zalman and Perele Gelbfisz lived in a tenement on nearby Brovarna Street, in much cozier surroundings than Schmuel was accustomed to. Zalman was a mohel,

  the man who circumcised male babies on the eighth day after birth in the ritual known as Brith Milah. As such, he held the respect of his community and had the carriage of an aristocrat.

  He had squirreled away some savings and retired. Schmuel admired the old man’s haughtiness; and he began to model himself after him—the only dominant male figure in his

  life—especially in his inability to control his own volatile temper.




  Like most Jewish children in Warsaw, Schmuel attended cheder, in black cap and payess, and received an Orthodox Jewish education. He could read and write Hebrew, and he spoke

  some Polish, except at home. Yiddish was his mother tongue. One day after school when he was still very young, Schmuel was playing with a bunch of friends in the street. A well-dressed young man

  rode past on horseback, followed by a lackey on a donkey. The servant pitched a handful of coins onto the cobblestones, and all the children scrambled to gather them. Long after spending his share,

  Schmuel held on to that image of a man too rich to carry his own money.




  During one of his extended visits with his grandparents, in 1895, Schmuel was suddenly summoned home. His father had returned from a trip with excruciating pains in his stomach and difficulty

  breathing. After a short illness, Aaron Gelbfisz died at the age of forty-three, saddling Hannah with the responsibility of six children, the youngest of whom was eleven months old. The eldest,

  fifteen-year-old Schmuel, would hardly go another day thereafter without catching himself coughing or thinking he felt pain in his stomach.




  As life grew harder for the fatherless household, increased support came from Schmuel’s mother’s family. One of the Jarecka aunts provided a cheaper dwelling for them, a little cash,

  and various jobs over the years for the children, according to age and ability. Schmuel’s brother Ben, for example, kept her accounts.




  Schmuel saw that his mother, although still young, planned to settle into widowhood, to be supported by her children. Her sons would become laborers or bookkeepers, her daughters secretaries or

  seamstresses; and she would spend her final years indulging in her favorite pastime, oko—a game like poker, which she played every day.




  As for Schmuel, he realized he had been dealt a bad hand. Upon the death of Aaron, he began to cut himself off from people—even his family—becoming indifferent,

  often bitter. Schmuel felt deprived of a father and blamed his mother for “killing” him. For years, he admired the way she had kept her large family together under adverse conditions.

  Now he felt neglected and forced into unendurable circumstances—all of which he attributed to her. For the rest of his life, Sam Goldwyn, encountering a baleful situation, would shake his

  head and say, “You don’t know how many rotten mothers there are in the world.”




  At age sixteen, Schmuel, his mother’s eldest son, assessed his future in Warsaw. His responsibilities had suddenly increased sevenfold, and life in the Jewish ghetto showed no signs of

  improving. The tall, skinny teenager, with his doleful eyes, saw only hopelessness around him, and the probability that as a Jew he would serve as cannon fodder in the czar’s army. His

  face—with its jutting jaw and mashed nose—had already experienced many fights. He had become what was often referred to as a “miniature Jew,” those Jewish youths who carried

  the burdens of adults. He felt too young to assume those responsibilities but old enough to act on a fantasy he had been fostering.




  “When I was a kid . . .” Goldwyn later admitted, “the only place I wanted to go was to America. I had heard them talking about America, about how people were free in America. .

  . . Even then America, actually only the name of a faraway country, was a vision of paradise.” Because of the prohibitive cost, Schmuel knew he would have to make his journey in stages. His

  mother had a married sister in Birmingham, England; that was his first milestone if he intended ever to cross an ocean.




  Schmuel took one of his father’s suits to a tailor, who altered it to the boy’s narrow frame. He sold off the rest of the clothes that he thought had any value. The old clothes

  grubstaked his future. Lange Hannah had long sensed Schmuel’s restlessness, but upon learning of his plans, she wailed for days. At the same time, eleven-year-old Mania remembered,

  her mother wanted him to go. Even at that age, she felt her mother believed Schmuel was the member of the family most likely to survive, that with prayer he might make it to America. He might even

  prosper enough to help the rest of his family toward a better life.




  Schmuel stopped off at his grandparents’ flat. His grandfather was out playing chess; his grandmother asked if he wanted supper or to spend the night. Schmuel replied that he had come over

  “just to kiss you.” Then he left Warsaw for the port of Hamburg as tens of thousands of Jewish pilgrims did—he walked.




  Between 1880 and 1910, one and a half million Jews joined wagon trains of pushcarts leaving Eastern Europe. In the 1880s alone, the family of Louis B. Mayer left Demre,

  near Vilna, in Lithuania; Lewis Zeleznick (later Selznick) ran away from Kiev; William Fox (formerly Fuchs) emigrated from Tulcheva, Hungary; the Warner family uprooted itself from Krasnashiltz,

  Poland, near the Russian border; Adolph Zukor abandoned Ricse, Hungary; and Carl Laemmle left Württemberg, Germany—gamblers with nothing to lose, all from within a five-hundred-mile

  radius of Warsaw.




  In 1895, Schmuel Gelbfisz walked alone, almost three hundred miles due west to the Oder River. There he paid someone to row him across; half the fare was for the ferrying, half for smuggling him

  out of the Russian empire into Germany, past police who guarded the border on both sides. “This took most of the little money in my pocket,” Goldwyn later recounted, “and then I

  tumbled into the water, got a good soaking, and lost the rest.” He walked another two hundred miles to Hamburg.




  He was drawn to the harbor, a maelstrom of activity. Emigrants speaking German, Russian, Polish, Lithuanian, and Latvian piled onto ships in pursuit of happiness. Schmuel got by on his Yiddish.

  He stood on the dock, penniless, and watched the throngs of those able to proceed. Gazing at the boats departing for England, he considered stowing away.




  Schmuel was not completely alone in Hamburg. His mother had given him the name of a family that had moved there from Warsaw. The boy wandered the streets until he found the storefront bearing

  the name Liebglid. “I stormed into the shop with my ragged clothes and dirty, tear-stained face,” Goldwyn remembered, “and told the proprietor my story. ‘I can’t go

  back,’ I cried, ‘I am on my way to America and I won’t go back.’” The comforting shoulder offered him belonged to Jacob Liebglid, a young glovemaker who had left

  Poland only a few years earlier for many of the same reasons Gelbfisz had. In Hamburg, Liebglid had cut out a tolerable life for himself.




  Schmuel was put to work and stayed for several weeks, learning the rudiments of glovemaking. He realized he could remain in Hamburg and become a glovemaker like Liebglid; but he refused to

  settle. He insisted he had to move on. Liebglid canvassed the Jewish neighborhood, raising the eighteen shillings necessary to put Schmuel on a boat train to London.




  Great Britain was at the zenith of empire, but poverty was the same everywhere. Schmuel scrounged around London to subsist. He lived off scraps and stolen food, and he slept for three nights in

  the bushes of Hyde Park. Finding all doors in London closed to him, he pressed on to his relatives, who would at least provide him with food and shelter.




  The next leg of his odyssey was the 120-mile walk from London to the Midlands. He lived for two days on a single loaf of bread. In Birmingham, he found the ghetto, and his

  mother’s sister and her husband, Mark Lindenshat, a foreman in a factory that made fireplace tools. They welcomed him, but they could not support him.




  With little meat on his bones and speaking but a few words of English, Schmuel became an apprentice to a blacksmith. His job was to pump the bellows with his feet. “This did not last long,

  however,” he admitted years later, “because I lacked the strength to keep up a good fire.” He was discharged and was subsequently let go from several other backbreaking jobs in

  the industrial city.




  Schmuel later admitted that he often cried openly in front of his relatives. Convincing himself that he would never be strong enough for any physical labor, he often took to his bed. “I

  was too weak to do the work and they didn’t understand,” Goldwyn later admitted to his son; “that’s why I was crying.”




  The overburdened Lindenshats packed him off to other relatives, Dora and Isaac Salberg. Dora claimed that she taught the boy how to use a handkerchief and a knife and fork. She also took credit

  for anglicizing his name, translating Schmuel Gelbfisz to Samuel Goldfish. She explained the disadvantages of emphasizing his Jewish heritage. People began to call him Sam.




  In 1897, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland celebrated the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee. The pomp of the occasion threw into greater relief Goldfish’s miserable

  circumstances. It also helped shape his taste, converting him into a lifelong Anglophile. He coveted the best that was British—manners, clothes, speech, looks, and, especially, an air of

  self-confidence.




  For a while, Sam Goldfish sold sponges. Isaac Salberg, having failed in business in Birmingham, packed up one day and moved to South Africa. Before leaving, he had invested a small sum of money

  in a sponge dealership. Goldfish was supposed to peddle the wares and return the original investment to the company. It never saw a farthing.




  Goldwyn later claimed that while staying with the Salbergs he was struck by a quote from Benjamin Franklin in a reader from which he was studying English. The essay was called “Information

  for Those Who Would Remove to America”; the phrase was: “America, where people do not inquire of a stranger, ‘What is he?’ but ‘What can he do?’” By the

  fall of 1898, Sam Goldfish felt the urge to move on. He journeyed another hundred miles, northwest to Liverpool.




  Years later, Goldwyn told his son that when he arrived in Liverpool he did not have enough money to pay for a transoceanic passage and that he was sitting on a bench

  crying when a man approached to comfort him. “I’m so unhappy. I don’t know what to do,” he blubbered. The cavalier Englishman allegedly said, “Why don’t you to

  go America; I’ll give you the money.” That was exactly the sort of fairy tale Goldwyn later liked people to believe about him. On other occasions, he said his aunt had passed a hat on

  his behalf. Dora Salberg always claimed that Sam skipped town with the sponge money. Goldwyn’s future wife of forty-eight years said, “Sam always told me that he stole the

  money to get to America.”




  GOLDWYN could wax tearful about the vision of arriving in New York Harbor and seeing for the first time that Mother of Exiles welcoming the tired, the

  poor, and the huddled masses yearning to breathe free. But there is not a trace of his ever passing through Ellis Island, the immigration clearinghouse that had just been built to replace

  seam-split Castle Garden. There are no records of a Samuel Goldfish or Gelbfisz or any variant spelling either boarding a ship in England in the 1890s or disembarking in America. The nonexistence

  of the entry card required of every man, woman, and child who was processed at Ellis Island indicates that Sam Goldfish was not only a teenage runaway but also an illegal alien.




  There are no records, either, of a Samuel Gelbfisz or Goldfish boarding a ship bound for Canada. This omission probably originates with a dock-side clerk. On either side of the Atlantic—in

  immigration halls and shipping-line offices—it was the job of clerks with neat penmanship to record on a long list the name of every passenger who walked before them. This required reading

  the rudimentary scrawls of hundreds of passengers a day. The clerks often made their own adjustments or mistakes. Sam Goldfish, with little command of English, had poor handwriting. On his exit

  forms, the sloppy second syllable of his surname could easily have been read a number of ways.




  At exactly this time, amid the thousands of outbound-passenger lists, a single entry fits his description. On one “Schedule A—Names and Description of Passengers” for the

  Dominion Line’s Labrador, sailing from Liverpool to Canada in November 1898, passenger number 90 in steerage class is almost certainly he: “Sam Goldberg,” age nineteen, a

  laborer born in Russia, whose ultimate destination was New York.




  The Labrador was a schooner-rigged vessel, one of the largest sailing ships at sea. She was capable of carrying one hundred passengers in first class (called “Saloon” on

  Dominion Line ships), fifty in second class, and one thousand in what the Labrador called “third class.” This was steerage.




  One-way Saloon fare was ninety dollars. Steerage cost fifteen dollars, which rented an iron berth, a hammock, or, for some lucky passengers on the Dominion Line, cots.

  Most passengers used their clothes for bedding. Crowding in the airless, badly lighted ship’s belly made most of them sick.




  “Sam Goldberg”’s greatest advantage in sailing on the Labrador when he did was that only 128 other passengers occupied the space allotted for one thousand. That extra

  room carried its own price. The weather in England turned suddenly cold that week, and storms were forecast in the Atlantic. Practically all of the ship’s passengers were male laborers

  between the ages of sixteen and thirty, the only souls hardy enough to brave a winter crossing.




  The Labrador set sail in the late afternoon of November 26, 1898, heading northwest through the Irish Sea and the North Channel. The next day she picked up a few passengers in

  Londonderry, Ireland, then steamed due west. For the next eight days, the ship battled an angry sea.




  The flight of the Jews from their homelands was more than cartographic. For most of them it was the first departure from the holy laws that had governed their lives, starting with their daily

  bread. There was no indication when or where the Jewish passengers would connect with another Jewish community; and there were limits to one’s adherence to strict dietary laws. At what point

  does a religious man eat? Sam Goldfish’s goal was no longer to be a good Jew; it was to become a good American, even if that meant sacrificing centuries of orthodoxy.




  The Labrador pulled into the harbor of Halifax, Nova Scotia, at three-fifteen in the afternoon on December 4, 1898. The weather that greeted Goldfish was worse than he had left behind.

  A cold snap had stung eastern Canada; the most arctic December since 1871 gusted its way into New England and New York. “Goldberg” either jumped ship in Halifax or (if he had enough

  sense of Canadian geography) waited another day, until the Labrador anchored at Saint John, New Brunswick, leaving him sixty miles from the United States border.




  Once he had his legs back, Goldfish took to the road again. Probably somewhere near Milltown, Maine, he crossed a snow-covered patch of land into America. Goldwyn affirmed on his Declaration for

  Naturalization five years later that the date was January 1, 1899. Many years after that, he admitted that upon entering the United States, he literally got down on his hands and knees and kissed

  the ground. He did not know a soul within four thousand miles.




  In America, the landscape did not suddenly change, nor was nineteen-year-old Sam Goldfish any less cold or hungry. He felt he was not in the real America yet. “To me

  then,” Goldwyn later recalled, “New York was America.” Over the next month, he trudged through more snow than New England had seen in ten years. Sometime in late January 1899, he

  arrived in Manhattan, his head full of the stuff on which American dreams are made.












  2 New York




  THE GREAT METROPOLIS was a mare’s nest, its slums as awful as Warsaw’s, in some areas

  worse.




  Samuel Goldfish scared up temporary lodging in a boardinghouse in the Bronx and a job delivering telegraph messages. Both were the result of tzedaka—that requirement of Jews to

  look after their own.




  Making his rounds in Manhattan, Goldfish beheld some of America’s wonders, riches beyond his imaginings. But he also saw poverty at every turn. On the Lower East Side, he encountered the

  most crowded living conditions he had ever seen. Communities of immigrants speaking their native tongues, with pushcarts and small shops, thrived as though entire city blocks from Eastern Europe

  had been set down there. Newspapers appeared to be in every European language but English.




  Goldfish stumbled across the American Council of Nationalities. Someone there spoke of a place far beyond Manhattan with a growing population of Polish immigrants, a small town upstate where

  gloves were made. Factories were so hungry for labor, they would even provide transportation.




  Goldwyn quickly considered whether he had exchanged one urban pen for another. He could remain in the relatively familiar surroundings of New York City, or he could gamble on the unknown in the

  hinterlands. Curiously, a special breed of those East European Jews who had come to America within a few years of Goldwyn’s arrival chose to escape that most crowded Jewish ghetto, New York

  City: Louis B. Mayer became a scrap-metal and junk dealer in Saint John, New Brunswick, then moved to Haverhill, Massachusetts; Adolph Zukor became a furrier in Chicago;

  Lewis Selznick became a jeweler in Pittsburgh, Carl Laemmle a clothier in Oshkosh; the father of Jack, Harry, Sam, and Albert Warner became a cobbler, then opened a bicycle shop in Youngstown,

  Ohio; William Fox cut linings for men’s suits and opened a cloth-sponging business, but extricated himself from the Lower East Side as soon as he could. For Sam Goldfish, the choice was

  clear.




  The train trip was some 180 miles out of Pennsylvania Station on the New York Central Line, due north along the banks of the Hudson River until Albany, at which point the tracks elbowed westward

  into Fulton County. Each mile grew more rustic, even in winter affording beautiful glimpses of fields, forests, and valleys formed by the foothills of the Catskills, the Adirondacks, and the

  Mayfield Mountains. The train followed the Mohawk River for forty miles until it reached the town of Fonda. From there it was eight miles north (by electric railroad) to the twin cities of

  Johnstown and Gloversville.




  Gloversville, New York, was a pretty community with broad streets lined by trees on both sides. The Cayadutta River ran right through the town, turning the wheels of mills and machinery. The

  population was pushing fifteen thousand people.




  Into the nineteenth century, the area had become a convenient campground for travelers between New England and the expanding territories of Ohio. In 1803, one Ezekiel Case, who had journeyed as

  far west as Cincinnati, learned how to tan deerskins. He brought hides back to the area, where women cut and sewed them by hand into crude gloves and mittens. Land speculators cleared away acres of

  pinewoods, and the region became known as Stump City.




  Another settler was a leather dresser from England, who found the waters of the nearby Mohawk River exceptional for softening hides. He shared his craft with anyone who wished to settle near him

  and learn. In 1825, an entire load of gloves left on a six-week trip to Boston. From that time “to the present,” reads the official 1902 Board of Trade manual, “every variety of

  skins gathered from all quarters of the globe has been received and experimented with, so that at the present time there is no kind of glove that is not manufactured here.” Stump City changed

  its name to Gloversville in 1828; it incorporated as a city in 1890.




  Like the rest of the country, Gloversville received Jewish immigrants in two waves. Nathan Littauer, born in Breslau, Germany, in 1829, was the first Jewish settler in the region. He bought a

  storehouse and barn in the middle of town and opened his first dry-goods store. “After several years experimenting with the importing of finished leather gloves and

  lambskins for glove linings,” reports The Jewish History of Fulton County, “Mr. Littauer established a glove factory in his building. The glove business was an immediate

  success and word went to the ‘old country’ that there was a need for glove workers.” They came by the hundreds.




  The German Jews were the first to convert the makeshift craft of glovemaking into a business. After Littauer came men named Meyers and Deichsel and Levor and Rubin and Adler, then Lehr and

  Klopot and Bachner and Moses. They became moguls of a new industry. By the time Samuel Goldfish joined the 12,000 employed in the leading local industry, some $4 million worth of capital had been

  invested in the 125 factories in the area, which produced $15 million worth of gloves a year.




  The city of Gloversville was divided into four segments by its two principal streets, Fulton running east and west, and Main extending north and south. Grand Victorian homes of the factory

  owners were located in the northeast quadrant. Upon his arrival, Sam Goldfish was given a room in a boardinghouse in the southwest corner of the city, literally on the wrong side of the tracks.




  He lived just blocks from his job at Louis Meyers & Son, Glove Manufactory, a four-story stone building. There hundreds of animal skins went through several stages before becoming dozens of

  gloves. First, a man would “tax” the leather, figuring how many pairs of gloves could be made from a single hide; another would dampen the skins and stretch them; another would lay a

  pattern over the material and press gently, leaving light indentations of a double-image hand shape; with big, heavy shears, a man then cut around the pricked skin, stamping his identification

  number on the back; batches were sent into another part of the factory, the “making room,” populated entirely with women, who sewed around the fingers and attached the fourchettes,

  those strips between each finger, which round them out; stitched gloves were delivered to the “laying off” room, where each glove was slipped over a cast-iron dummy of a hand and

  steamed; the pressed gloves were then sent to the “finishing room,” where boys sewed on buttons or any other special touches. The gloves were inspected, wrapped in tissue paper, and

  banded together in pairs of six. Goldwyn’s first job was sweeping all four floors of Louis Meyers & Son. His boss was one of Gloversville’s leading citizens, Albert Aaron, who paid

  him three dollars for a six-day work week.




  On Tuesday, October 3, 1899, Samuel Goldfish went to the county courthouse in Johnstown to register as a resident of the city of Gloversville and to petition to become a citizen of the United

  States. Where most applicants indicated what vessel they had sailed on, a clerk wrote: “Arrived in this country Jany 1st 1899.” A few lines above that, Samuel

  Goldfish, in an undeveloped hand, swore that he was twenty years old, born in July 1879. It would be the last recorded time he would stick to those facts.




  THE turn of the century was a good time for the glove business. Fulton County was producing almost half the heavy work gloves made in the United States

  and 95 percent of its fine dress gloves, then playing an important role in fashion. Job opportunities abounded. It was only weeks before Goldfish left Meyers for a job, as an apprentice cutter at

  Bacmo Gloves, one of the new, up-and-coming glove concerns in Gloversville, started by Joseph Bachner and Joseph Moses. Cutters were paid by the number of gloves they cut in a given week; the

  typical wage in 1900 was $1.20 for every dozen pairs. A good cutter could stamp his identification number into three dozen pairs a day.




  Goldfish developed an attitude problem, the result of his frustration at having to work most of his days in silence. Barely able to express himself in English, he made no friends during his

  first year in Gloversville. At Bacmo, he paid attention to nothing but his work. One of his co-workers, Julia Flansburg, noticed that during his lunch break, Sam would eat out of a brown paper

  sack, speaking to practically nobody, then hasten back to the cutting room because time was money. Miss Flansburg remembered, “He wanted to find himself a rich girl. He once said he was

  saving for a fancy vacation, because that’s where ‘the live ones’ were. He had no vices; he couldn’t afford to, because he seemed to have his life all figured

  out.”




  There was one creeping sin in his life, which he never renounced. The moment Goldfish came into cash, he found it impossible not to gamble. In November 1899, he bet two dollars that Harvard

  would beat Yale that year in football. The game was a scoreless tie. Goldfish insisted he did not lose the bet, but in the end was forced to make good on it. One Jacob Sandler, then a young boy in

  town, recounted to Goldwyn many years later, “I overheard you bemoaning the loss of this $2.00 and started teasing you, and you chased me all the way around to the alley of the Windsor

  Hotel.”




  Inside the cutting room, Goldfish developed a reputation as a bully, a surly loner who pushed around anybody who got in his way. His co-workers did not like him, and they often pulled pranks on

  him, like gluing the blades of his shears together when he left the room. On a good day, Goldfish could cut only two dozen gloves at best. He was fired.




  New companies sprang up in Gloversville almost every week. Any two people who thought they could mobilize enough workers to produce more gloves than they were producing by

  themselves on an assembly line invested their savings in equipment, took over some abandoned church or cellar, and hung out a shingle. Goldfish found a job as a cutter at the firm of Lehr and

  Nelson.




  He realized that he was too weak ever to become a great glove-cutter. If his forearms were not going to get harder, he reasoned, the skins he was cutting would have to get softer. Goldfish took

  to arriving early at the factory every morning, so that he could lay his hands on the most buttery skins. If they were sitting in piles for other cutters, he simply exchanged one of his for one of

  theirs.




  Goldwyn also made a friend at Lehr and Nelson, a son of one of the owners. Abram Lehr was a good-looking young man, Goldfish’s age and even slighter in build. He had a nasal voice and an

  easy manner. Lehr’s father wanted Abe to learn the glove business from the ground up. He became Goldfish’s benchmate. Not having to prove himself as a glove-cutter and having a

  benchmate who did, Lehr struck a bargain with Goldfish: He would give Sam some of his hides each day, with the understanding that they were to be stamped with Lehr’s identification number. If

  Goldfish worked an extra hour or two each day, Lehr could work that much less. Goldfish found the opportunity to earn extra money irresistible. Putting in thirteen-hour workdays, he began making

  close to twenty-five dollars a week.




  When Samuel Lehr moved his son to another department, he caught on to the scheme and summoned Goldfish to his house. As Goldwyn recalled years later, “He asked me what made a youngster

  work so hard and what I was after in life. I was surprised that anyone would think of such a question. ‘How can you get ahead, except by working harder than everyone else?’ I

  demanded.”




  Feeling more secure financially, Goldfish made an effort to meet people. Women intimidated him. He was not especially comely—his hairline was receding, he had large, pointed ears,

  penetrating gray eyes, beneath dark brows, and a long nose. His surprisingly high-pitched voice knotted up in his larynx; his lips went through great contortions in trying to form words in English.

  His accent was thick and his manner was brash. He courted only Jewish girls, but he limited himself even there.




  By 1900, Gloversville had a socially active Jewish population and a new synagogue. Goldfish had nothing to do with any of its activities. He was, in the words of Ralph Moses (whose family had

  participated in Gloversville’s primary industry since the late nineteenth century), “a young man in a hurry.” Goldwyn sensed that any associations at this time—religious or

  social—would only slow him down.




  Whether Sam Goldfish chose to belong or not, it was part of the Jewish tradition for the community to take care of its own. Even Fulton County had its matchmakers. In

  1900, one of these introduced the twenty-one-year-old Goldfish to a girl named Mary Cohen.




  The daughter of a leatherworker, Mary was a tall, pretty girl with a pale complexion and light-brown hair. She had come to Gloversville with her parents from Osmania, a small town outside Vilna.

  Goldfish went to Mary’s house on an appointed night and fell instantly in love with her. He aggressively pursued her for six months, but she never took to him. Her resistance only excited

  him.




  The reason Mary Cohen did not fall for Sam Goldfish, said her son years later, “was that he was a more recent immigrant. My mother had come here and gone to school here, and was thoroughly

  Americanized. She had taken singing and dancing lessons. Here she had grown up in a small community with a relatively small Jewish population, and she was more sensitive to being an immigrant. . .

  .” His crude speech and manners never appealed to her. “She was a young American, and Sam Goldfish was not.” He asked Mary Cohen to marry him. She refused, and they stopped seeing

  each other.




  Goldfish decided to better himself. He enrolled in night school at the Gloversville Business College, a converted mansion at the north end of town. Three nights a week, he studied English. He

  never learned to hold a pen properly—he rested it between the second and third fingers of his right hand—but over the next two years he managed to transform his childish scrawl into

  penmanship that was quite readable, even flowery. He also picked up basic American values; such copybook maxims as “Haste makes waste,” “Work overcomes all,” and

  “Early to bed and early to rise” seasoned his speech for the rest of his life. Goldfish never fully grasped the English language, mostly because he was in such a hurry to implement

  those tools he had.




  In 1901, after only two years in America, Sam Goldfish thought he had saved enough money to start his own glove business. He found a partner in his new friend Charles Sesonske, who was from Kiev

  and just Goldfish’s age. Sesonske had apprenticed in this country to a jeweler, who then sent him to Albany to learn how to fit eyeglasses. A short time later, Sesonske had struck out on his

  own to Gloversville, where he worked as both a jeweler and an optician. He, too, had some money that was burning a hole in his pocket. The two speculators rented a few rooms in a building at 148

  South Main Street, about a mile from Sam’s residence at 148 North School Street. They hired a few cutters and a few women to sew and “lay off.” For an initial investment of one

  hundred dollars, they could buy enough leather from an independent local tanner to get started. “Goldfish and Sesonske” lasted only a few months. The two partners

  had thought through the production phase of their business but not the distribution. They lost their entire investment. Sesonske went back to being a jeweler, and Goldfish—broke—cast

  about for a new job.




  Just then the Elite Glove Company needed a foreman in its cutting department. Goldfish met the two owners—the brothers Ralph and Isaac Moses—and talked himself into the job. With

  only two years of cutting experience, Goldfish was suddenly overseeing a department of one hundred cutters, most of them older than himself. He moved into a slightly better rooming house, at 104

  South Main Street.




  Ralph A. Moses had a vision about his business. While most glove manufacturers would willingly make any kind of glove for any buyer, Moses wanted to produce only high-fashion gloves of the best

  leather. “My father wouldn’t have the Elite name in second-echelon stores,” noted Ralph Moses, Jr. The founder preferred to take pride in everything he produced. Goldfish saw how

  Moses had turned a new company into one of the most successful in Gloversville, how Elite Fitwell Gloves were earning a national reputation. The concept of “making fewer, better” stuck

  with Goldfish for the rest of his life.




  The twenty-two-year-old foreman performed well, running his department with an iron hand. Part of Goldfish’s job was to watch for new talent in town—an especially fast glove-cutter

  or seamstress or (what with America producing more ladies’ gloves) a designer.




  Even the lowliest employee lived decently in Gloversville. Bungalows rented for five dollars a week, and boardinghouses offered food and a room for as little as three dollars. There was little

  class distinction, and crime was virtually nonexistent. Gloversville had nine public schools, a public library, and two newspapers. The Littauer family built a hospital. The city also boasted a

  twelve-hundred-seat opera house—almost never dark, because of traveling companies—and a smaller legitimate theater. A new hotel dominated the skyline.




  The Kingsborough Hotel, of brick and brownstone rising five stories above the center of town, was the most modern building for miles around. On the ground floor, five large arches with awnings

  faced Main Street—two big windows flanking each side of the main portal. A few steps led up to the magnificent mahogany lobby, which gave way to a café-bar overlooking the street.

  Potted palms and big leather chairs sat on marble floors; shiny brass spittoons were conveniently placed. At the far end of the building was the dining room, which, for the extravagant tariff of

  one dollar, reputedly served up the finest dinner in central New York. Each of the one hundred five guest chambers was an outside room, complete with the latest

  conveniences—steam heat, hot and cold water, electric lights, and a telephone. Forty-eight of the rooms were connected with baths.




  Sam Goldfish walked by the Kingsborough often. What impressed him most was not the grandeur but the sight of “drummers”—the traveling salesmen—who used to sit with their

  feet up on the window ledge in the café, obviously on expense accounts, drinking whiskey and smoking cigars.




  On Wednesday, April 13, 1904, Samuel Goldfish went to neighboring Johnstown and formally applied to become a citizen of the United States. He was told to return on the first Monday of the

  following month with someone who had known him for the past five years and who could vouch for his residency.




  He reappeared on May 2, 1904, with Harry Galinsky, a retail merchant in Johnstown who had once worked for Isaac Moses. Two thirds of the way down a long sheet of paper, Samuel Goldfish signed an

  oath of allegiance to support the Constitution of the United States of America. A county judge signed the bottom of the document, thereby ordering “that the said Samuel Goldfish be and he is

  hereby admitted to be a Citizen of the United States of America.”




  AFTER five years, Goldfish had “taxed” the glove business. He figured that of the thousands in the industry, only the six or seven major

  producers were taking big money out of it. A dozen successful smaller producers, the independents, were making a little less. Everyone else took home small change. Everyone except those drummers

  who sat with their feet up on the windowsills of the Kingsborough Hotel. They worked on commission, and the sky seemed to be their limit. Goldfish realized that he had traveled as far as he could

  within the factory walls of the Elite Glove Company. If he wanted to get anywhere in the business, it would not be by moving up in Gloversville. He would have to move out into the world.




  In 1904, Sam Goldfish went to Ralph Moses and announced his desire to be a glove salesman. The request was so brash, it took Moses a moment to compose himself and say no. “I know gloves

  inside out,” Goldfish argued. “I’ve made them. I can sell them. I don’t want any money except enough to travel from town to town. I’ll go on streetcars instead of

  trains and I’ll stay at YMCAs instead of hotels.” Moses was not interested until Goldwyn said, “Give me the company’s toughest territory—where it has never sold gloves

  before.”




  Moses gave him a list of small New England towns, starting with Pittsfield, Massachusetts. “The leading store there has never carried our goods,” he explained.

  “If you can sell them, you can sell anyone, and I’ll make you a regular salesman.”




  The next week, Goldfish rode interurban trolleys forty miles to Albany, and another forty miles due east, across the state line into the little city of Pittsfield, in the Berkshires. When he

  arrived at the target store, a secretary informed him that the buyer was out. Goldfish returned the next day and received the same message. Goldfish returned a third day, and the buyer finally met

  with him. He explained that he had done business with another firm for twenty years and that the Elite representative was wasting his time. “Maybe I am,” Goldfish told him, “but I

  intend to sit here until you look at my gloves. You don’t have to buy them, but you shouldn’t turn me down without seeing what I’ve got to sell. You may be missing a

  bargain.” Inside the office, Goldfish opened his sample case.




  “Is this the way they will look when they are delivered, or is this just a special?” the buyer asked. Goldfish explained every detail of the gloves’ construction and said that

  if the man did not like what he received, he could send them back. The buyer began by ordering six pairs of ladies’ elbow-length gloves (which sold for twenty-four dollars a dozen). Goldfish

  left the store with orders for another three hundred dollars’ worth of merchandise.




  Ralph Moses made Goldfish Elite’s salesman for New England and upstate New York and advanced him part of his salary for immediate travel expenses. That night, Goldfish walked to the

  Kingsborough Hotel. Upon entering the main corridor, he turned left into the high-ceilinged front room, where the drummers played poker. Feeling lucky, he sat down at one of the tables. When he

  rose a few hours later, he did not have a cent to his name.




  A number of other rough-and-tumble Jewish-Americans like Goldfish were looking for instant returns on their money. A small group of them shared one vision in particular; and within a few years,

  several made career moves in the same direction. In 1903, furriers Marcus Loew and Adolph Zukor met and talked of investing together. They had their eyes on the lines of people who stood ready to

  drop coins into nickelodeons. They chose to invest in their dreams separately, buying into penny arcades with facilities for projecting motion pictures.




  That same year, the Warner brothers had the identical vision in Ohio. In 1904, William Fox saw it in Brooklyn. In 1907, Louis B. Mayer bought a former burlesque house in Haverhill,

  Massachusetts, called the Gem, known locally as “The Germ”; he changed its name to the Orpheum. In Chicago, Carl Laemmle slapped a fresh coat of paint on a

  building he bought cheap and called his emporium of entertainment White Front.




  It was only a matter of a few years before these new theater owners would discover each other. A similarly self-confident Lewis Selznick moved his jewelry business to New York City and was soon

  trafficking among them. And on his new route in New England, Sam Goldfish was inevitably to run into the hard-nosed Louis Mayer, and soon the others.




  “THESE are certainly Glove Days,” read the first page of the July 1906 issue of The Glovers’ Review, the monthly trade

  magazine published in Gloversville. The new young salesman for the Elite Glove Company—“Men and Women’s Fine Gloves: chamois, cape, glace, and mocha” (an especially soft

  leather made from the pelts of Arabian goats)—could not have taken to the road at a more propitious moment. And by all reports, Goldfish sold gloves in New England towns where they had never

  sold before. He turned the loneliness of the road into high-horsepower sales drive. He compensated for his limited vocabulary by being relentlessly enthusiastic, persistent, and blunt.




  Goldfish was quickly earning fifteen thousand dollars a year, one hundred times what he had made six years earlier. When he was feeling flush, he took the trolley to Saratoga for a few days of

  recreation. There he once saw Lillian Russell, in a blue velvet dress, with Diamond Jim Brady, gambling at the Canfield Club. Goldfish himself was steering clear of the gaming tables just then in

  an attempt to save some money for a future venture. Two personal debts were also weighing heavily.




  Goldfish had long told himself that if he succeeded in America, he intended to give his brothers the same opportunities he’d had to struggle for. In the fall of 1906, he sent Bernard the

  money to sail—second class—to America; he arrived in Boston that December, via England. One year later, brother Benjamin sailed from Liban, Russia. Each assumed the surname Goldfish.

  Sam set them up as glove salesmen, turning over to them some of the smaller New England accounts he no longer had time to service. Constantly on the road, the three brothers hardly ever saw each

  other.




  By December 1907, the Elite Glove Company was expanding from coast to coast, and Goldfish’s territory grew with it. Philadelphia, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and Washington were added to his

  New England territory.




  The following June, he traveled to Europe, to inspect foreign product lines and to visit his mother. Unable to face Poland again, he sent her money to meet him in

  Karlsbad, where they would take the waters. For several days they visited, almost never leaving their hotel. Years later, Hannah told her granddaughter Adela that she could not believe the change

  in her son in less than ten years. The most striking proof of his success was his apparel: Sam had become a clotheshorse, fond of snazzy suits and smart shoes. Hannah Gelbfisz was proud.




  Everybody else noted changes in Goldfish as well. The entire industry knew of him. When he returned to Gloversville from the road, he spent the night at the home of his boss, Ralph Moses. If he

  was staying in the Gloversville environs for a few weeks, he would take a room at Mrs. Jones’s boardinghouse, where the proprietress cooked special meals for him. Goldfish maintained

  friendships with Charlie Sesonske, who had opened a successful jewelry shop, and Abe Lehr, who ran his own tanning factory, then became vice president of another booming glove company, called

  Dempster & Place.




  Even women saw Goldfish through new eyes. He still came on too strong, but he had acquired the alluring aura of success. One town resident, Daisy Inch, wrote Goldwyn forty years later, “an

  evening was not complete unless we had a dance or two with ‘Sammy.’ (Always so full of fun.) At that time you were the best salesman the Elite Glove Co. ever had.” Goldwyn never

  forgot Miss Inch, but she did not come within a mile of another young lady, with whom he had become smitten.




  Her name was Bessie Ginzberg. A fair-skinned beauty with lustrous eyes, she had a deferential air; around men she turned kittenish. Her father was a Russian émigré who had come to

  America in steerage at the age of fourteen and sold matches in Maine before making a small fortune in the diamond business. They lived in Boston, where Bessie studied to be a concert pianist. Her

  mother was the sister of the Moses brothers in Gloversville.




  Sam chased Bessie for months, but she kept him at bay for the same reasons most women did. She found his energy refreshing after her staid Bostonian beaus, but she still hoped to meet somebody

  more refined. She took up with another glover, a manufacturer named Harry Louis, who went into business with her uncle Joseph at the Bacmo Glove Company. Yet another rejection left Goldfish alone

  but undaunted.




  In the summer of 1910, Bessie Ginzberg and her mother and Harry Louis were vacationing on Long Lake in the Adirondacks. There she caught the eye of an off-duty performer named Jesse Lasky, who

  had a cornet act with his sister, Blanche. The children of a shoe salesman who died young, the Laskys had grown up in San Jose, where they developed a decidedly different manner than that of most

  Jews who were their contemporaries. They were fully assimilated Americans, flag-waving vaudevillians. Their act was a medley of army bugle calls. Jesse, with his sweet and

  doughy face, had auditioned as a child for John Philip Sousa. Later he sank his fathers life insurance benefits into gold mines in the Klondike, then embarked on a stage career, shanghaiing his

  sister to be his partner. Jesses head was always full of theatrical fantasies and get-rich-quick schemes. While on the road, he began managing acts he liked; in time, he put together his own shows,

  always thinking big and bigger. He was known throughout his life as the nicest guy in show business.




  Up at Long Lake in the summer of 1910, there was nothing fainthearted about Jesse Lasky. In front of her mother and Harry Louis, he asked Bessie Ginzberg to dance and literally swept her off her

  feet. Over the next few days, they spent as much time together as possible. Harry Louis withdrew to Gloversville. The following December, Jesse and Bessie married in Boston. Unlike most of his

  former inamoratas, Bessie Ginzberg Lasky remained in contact with Sam Goldfish, even after she and her groom set up house in New York City.




  The Elite Glove Company was moving to Manhattan too. After years of temporary offices in the city, they opened permanent sales headquarters there. Sam Goldfish was the leading candidate for the

  position of sales manager. The job would mean less travel, more prestige and money. He would become a stockholder in the private company and supervise all the East Coast drummers. All Sam Goldfish

  needed to complete the picture of success he had envisioned for himself was a wife.




  On one of his next visits to New York City, Bessie Lasky invited Sam to dinner and introduced him to Jesse’s sister. After years on the road playing cornet with her brother, Jesse noted,

  his sister was “becoming weary of theatrical activities, although she didn’t hate the production end as she had the performing. Still, she frequently voiced a desire to marry a solid,

  staid businessman and have done with the frantic pace of show business.” Upon meeting this sweet, dark-haired woman with sad eyes, Sam—almost completely bald and wearing a

  pince-nez—fell instantly in love. The only difference this time was that Blanche responded positively.




  Each desperately yearned for the solace of marriage. For the thirty-one-year-old Goldfish it would end his years of solitude; for the twenty-seven-year-old Blanche Lasky it meant an end to the

  crowds. After years of constant rejection, Sam Goldfish had found somebody to love. He told everybody he knew of his good fortune.




  The Laskys had mixed feelings. Jesse knew Blanche was anxious about being unwed, still having to live with her mother and brother and his wife; but he had always imagined someone who would adore

  her as he did. Lasky asked around about Sam Goldfish. His theater-owning friend Louis B. Mayer, up in Massachusetts, had encountered Goldfish and told Lasky he must break up

  the wedding plans at all costs, that Sam Goldfish was no husband for any man’s sister. Blanche told her fiancé of Mayer’s advice; and four weeks after their announcement, she

  broke off the engagement.




  Never one to take no for an answer, Goldfish sold himself to Blanche as he had never sold before. As Jesse Lasky, Jr., observed years later, “Sam Goldfish could be the most charming man in

  the world when he wanted to be.” On May 8, 1910, Rabbi Rudolph Grossman married Blanche Lasky to Samuel Goldfish before the few immediate family members. The ceremony was performed in the

  newlyweds’ large brownstone at 10 West Sixty-first Street, far from the crowded slums Sam Goldfish had first encountered in New York.












  3 Synapsis




  IT WAS a marriage of inconvenience, in trouble from the start.




  Blanche never loved him, and Sam knew it. Except for their mutual desire to be married, they had almost nothing in common. Each strong and stubborn, toughened by years on the road, they were

  severely mismatched. Years later Goldwyn admitted to a therapist, “She couldn’t stand the sight of me.”




  After years of living by himself, Sam was uncompromising in his ways, and he expected his wife to surrender to his demands. She craved affection, which he was totally unprepared to give. Blanche

  spent most of her days with her mother, a few blocks away, crying. This bad situation worsened in January 1912; on the twenty-fifth, a child, named Ruth, was born. “I was an accidental

  daughter,” she affirmed many years later. “I know she didn’t want my father’s baby.”




  The Goldfishes’ social life revolved around the Laskys and a few of their theatrical friends. Jesse and Bessie, also new parents, proved to be the best buffers between Sam and Blanche; but

  Sam always found Jesse Lasky a little foolish and never really liked him. Lasky fell further in Sam’s estimation with his latest investment, his most extravagant theatrical venture yet, a

  production of the Folies-Bergère. “I lost everything I had accumulated—about $100,000—” Lasky recounted, “salvaging only the framed first dollar taken in at the

  box-office.” For all the Goldfishes’ marital contention, Blanche at least took comfort in being rid of show business.




  “Despite doubts and dogmas; despite demagogues and defamers; despite bugaboos and bugbears, business is better and improving,” reported The Glovers’

  Review in the July 1912 issue. For Goldwyn’s money, all those dangers to the prosperity of the glove business were wrapped up in one man—Woodrow Wilson. The President’s

  solution to the rising costs of business was to lower tariffs, thereby promoting the importation of foreign goods. At noon on April 7, 1913, a special session of the Sixty-third Congress, called by

  President Wilson, convened. Congressman Oscar W. Underwood, of Alabama, introduced in the House of Representatives H.R. 10—a comprehensive bill to reduce tariff duties. It specified rates for

  each style and hide of glove, in some cases 60 percent reductions from existing duties. Sam Goldfish considered this a sop to big business and the first step toward stamping out scores of small

  concerns in Gloversville. He thought it paved the way for the largest glove manufacturers to become little more than glove importers.




  On April 14, 1913, Gloversville and Johnstown, New York, shut down for the day in protest against the Underwood bill. Stores, offices, factories, and mills in the twin cities closed so that the

  employees might join in a “monster parade.” Several thousand workers and merchants took to the streets, marching in sections behind large banners bearing their companies’ names,

  all “in the common cause of striving to avert what they believe would mean disaster to the industry upon which the fifty thousand inhabitants of Fulton county are practically entirely

  dependent.” The House passed the Underwood bill without changing a comma in the scheduling on gloves. There would be a summer’s grace before the Senate doubtless passed the bill, thus

  clearing its enactment into law.




  Goldfish worked through the season in the new Elite offices in Room 1405 at 100 Fifth Avenue, between Fifteenth and Sixteenth streets. Even in the summer torpor, he liked to walk home to his

  apartment. One especially hot, muggy afternoon that August, Goldfish altered his routine. He chanced into the Herald Square Theater on Thirty-fourth Street, which showed “flickers.”




  “Going into a nickelodeon wasn’t considered in entirely good taste,” Goldwyn remembered years later. Upon entering, he knew why. Inside the darkened theater, he was almost

  overcome by the heavy odor of peanuts and perspiration. For five or ten minutes at a time, images—cops and robbers and barroom slapstick—fluttered around on a crude idea of a screen. A

  cowboy on horseback, identified as “Broncho Billy,” suddenly appeared, jumping onto a moving train.




  Goldfish left the dingy three-hundred-seat theater and walked uptown. By the time he had reached the southwest corner of Central Park, his mind was made up. The same lightning bolt that had

  struck Zukor and Laemmle and Fox and Loew and Mayer and the Warner brothers now electrified him. He could not get that image of Broncho Billy out of his head. It had, Goldwyn

  pinpointed years later, “brought me into a whole new, exciting world and I wanted to be a part of it.”




  THOMAS EDISON was not the first to experiment with animated pictures. Several Europeans had played with sequential photography of an action in progress

  and with a novelty item called the zoetrope, or “wheel of life”—a small cylinder with pictures that depicted movement when revolved on a vertical spindle. In 1881, a young

  Englishman named William Kennedy Laurie Dickson suddenly appeared in Menlo Park, New Jersey, and convinced Edison to take him on as an assistant. On October 17, 1888, their work had advanced to the

  point where Edison could state, “I am experimenting upon an instrument which does for the Eye what the phonograph does for the Ear, which is the recording and reproduction of things in

  motion, and in such a form as to be both Cheap practical and convenient.” He called it a Kinetoscope.




  In April 1894, motion pictures moved from the realm of science into industry. Twenty-five Kinetoscopes were shipped to Atlantic City and Chicago and to a New York storefront at 1155 Broadway.

  Edison had not worked out the synchronization of sound with the pictures, so the fifty-foot loop of film passed before the viewers’ eyes in silence, except for the groans of the machinery.

  The price for sixteen seconds of “monkeyshines” was twenty-five cents, the equivalent of a skilled worker’s hourly wage. The machines earned $120 their opening day.




  The demand for motion picture projectors, film, and cameras was on, and the supply kept pace. Once the novelty of their inventions wore off, the film pioneers realized it was not the machinery

  that would lure audiences so much as the images they could offer. William Dickson left Edison to start the American Mutoscope & Biograph Company; and, in 1896, one of his machines projected on

  a screen footage of the Empire State Express rounding a curve; the audience screamed in terror as the great New York Central locomotive barreled toward them. Edison responded to Biograph’s

  films with such displays of action as Sea Waves at Coney Island and Fire Engines Responding to an Alarm. One of Edison’s cameramen, Edwin S. Porter, began creating such

  “story pictures” as The Great Train Robbery. Countless imitators followed.




  Motion pictures packed in audiences everywhere. It seemed that anybody who invested in a storefront and projection equipment—like Zukor or Loew—could make a killing. Harry Warner and

  his brothers opened a theater in Newcastle, Pennsylvania. Its ninety-nine seats were rented by the day from the local undertaker. In 1905, nearly one hundred

  “nickelodeons” opened in Pittsburgh alone. These small operations gobbled up product on an almost daily basis, purchasing films outright. After they had saturated their audience,

  theater owners wanted to trade their films for others. Carl Laemmle established a “film exchange.” It soon dawned on producers that they stood to make more money renting their pictures

  than selling them.




  A number of Chicagoans realized the gains to be made at the front end of the business. Small-time actor G. M. Anderson (born Aronson) had made his bow in Porter’s Great Train

  Robbery, then began to produce his own pictures. William N. Selig, who developed his own projector, also produced films, right in the Chicago tenderloin. On October 24, 1907, a local judge

  ruled that William Selig’s camera had infringed on the Edison patents. Fearing subpoenas, several other filmmakers met at lunch in Chicago to discuss an arrangement they all might make with

  Edison.




  An unexpectedly harmonious meeting in New Jersey resulted in the formation of the Motion Picture Patents company, by which all picture-makers could be licensed under the Edison patents in

  consideration of royalty payments. This “Trust” controlled most motion picture production through its participants’ pooling of patents. They exerted as much strength over

  exhibition by threatening to cut off their supply of films to any theaters that bought outside product.




  As the appetite for films increased, new cameras claiming new patents appeared. Pirating continued and independent film exchanges sprang up. In the summer of 1909, Carl Laemmle, finding it hard

  to keep his exchange adequately fed, decided to produce films himself. The Independent Motion Picture company—IMP, as the company was known from the start—got an immediate boost when

  Edwin Porter left Edison to produce its pictures.




  The larger companies nurtured their output under greenhouse conditions, indoors. The Edison company built a studio in the Bronx; Biograph set up shop in a brownstone at 11 East Fourteenth Street

  in Manhattan. A procession of actors appeared regularly outside their doors, looking for work.




  Among these ranks was a tall and lanky Kentuckian. David Wark Griffith had escaped his impoverished childhood by joining a traveling theater company as an actor and a hopeful playwright. He

  landed the part of a woodsman in Edwin Porter’s Rescued from an Eagle’s Nest at the Edison studios. Finding the door open to him at Biograph, he acted in the odd picture and sold several scenarios. In 1908, Biograph found itself shorthanded in filling its orders and assigned a film to the thirty-three-year-old Griffith.




  Griffith understood the intensity achieved by moving the camera close to an actors face. He demanded a more naturalistic style of acting from the phenomenally gifted group of players that was at

  his disposal. Their names did not matter, because screen actors were not given billing. In time, however, certain performers appeared and reappeared in similar roles, and their faces began to

  register with an adoring public.




  At first, only one thespian at the Biograph studio had distinguished herself from the rest of the chorus—Florence Lawrence. She was known only as the “Biograph Girl.” In 1909,

  Carl Laemmle lured her away. After staging a publicity ruse about her alleged demise, he announced that the “Biograph Girl” was not dead but simply reborn as the “Imp

  Girl.”




  The next actor to command “movie fans”’ attention was Florence Lawrence’s successor as the “Biograph Girl,” a Canadian named Gladys Smith. The public fell in

  love with this goldilocks of breathtaking innocence, who played a character known as “Little Mary.” She had adopted the Christian name early in her stage career and traded in her

  surname for a family appellation, Pickford. Just as popular, at first, was G. M. Anderson, the bit player in The Great Train Robbery. After forming Essanay Productions, he starred in a

  series of weekly motion pictures—376 of them—portraying the American screen’s first western hero, Broncho Billy.




  SAM GOLDFISH walked directly from the nickelodeon on Thirty-fourth Street to his brother-in-law’s apartment, passionate about launching a career

  in motion pictures. In those days of continuous vaudeville shows, theater owners used to run “flickers” every so often just to shoo patrons out of the theater; motion pictures were

  known in the trade as “chasers.” Lasky asked how long Sam had been contemplating this idea. “About a half hour,” Goldfish replied; “as long as it took me to get home.

  I’ve made a decision.”




  His initial thought was to become a theater owner. After pricing a few theaters, he assumed that producing films demanded less investment than exhibiting them.




  For the rest of the summer of 1913, Sam Goldfish talked of little but Broncho Billy and the wide-open range of motion pictures. Jesse, still smarting from his experience with the

  Folies-Bergère, remained skeptical. His former cornet partner had had her fill of show business and offered absolutely no support. Not until the close of the season

  did Goldfish find somebody who would listen to him—a graduate of Harvard and Harvard Law School named Arthur Friend.




  Friend’s German-immigrant father, bored in the clothing business, had gone west in a covered wagon and sold shoes in Sacramento just when gold was discovered. Like most forty-niners, he

  went bust; then he traveled the country. In Boston, he found a wife, with whom he moved to Milwaukee and had eleven children. Arthur was a young boy when his father suddenly died.




  Friend grew to six feet three inches and had caring, bespectacled eyes. Theatrical yearnings surfaced in college; and almost immediately after graduating from law school he returned to his

  hometown. Three years later, in 1909, he organized the Friend Players, a company that included Ruth Chatterton, Lenore Ulric, and Lowell Sherman. When his aspirations outgrew the city limits, he

  moved to New York, where he opened a law practice and fell in with a number of theatrical people. His passion for cards enabled him to meet a number of sharp young Jews who lived on the Upper West

  Side. Through a dentist, he came to play poker with Jesse Lasky and Sam Goldfish.




  In late summer, the Goldfishes, the Laskys, and the Friends (Arthur had married an actress from Milwaukee) vacationed together in Naples, Maine. Jesse spent most of his time out on Sebago Lake,

  avoiding Sam’s constant babbling about motion pictures. But Friend paid attention, especially to Goldfish’s idea that a single filmed story could run longer than the present one or two

  reels.




  Back in New York, Sam kept badgering his brother-in-law. He argued that there were great opportunities for producers who could serve up “something different from Western stuff and

  slap-stick comedies. . . . And why should your entertainment have to be so short? If it’s a good story there’s no reason why it couldn’t run through five reels. . . . We could

  sell good films and long films all over the world.”




  At last Jesse responded. “I know a business that would be wonderful,” he said, “—tamales. They make them in San Francisco. They are wonderful things. In the East you

  never hear about them.” Lasky was convinced that if they “tied up the tamale concession in New York we could make a fortune.”




  “That’s great,” Goldfish replied. “Why don’t you do the tamales? I’m going to do this.” Then over lunch at the Hoffman House, a popular Broadway

  hangout, Goldfish used an old sales trick—“which is to show the other fellow how your idea will be to his advantage.” Goldfish suggested calling the company the Jesse L. Lasky

  Feature Play Company. “That sounds better than ‘Lasky’s Hot Tamales,’ doesn’t it?” he asked. Lasky finally agreed. Now they needed someone

  who knew how to make motion pictures.




  Goldfish invited D. W. Griffith to lunch and put his ideas on the table. Griffith just sat there, his clear blue eyes peering out of his aquiline face in bemusement. “A very interesting

  project,” he finally offered, “and if you can show me a bank deposit of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars I think we might talk.”




  Goldfish thought they should look elsewhere—for someone whose self-assuredness could compensate for any lack of experience. He and Lasky and Friend had just such a friend in common, Cecil

  Blount DeMille.




  The de Mille family was already well known in theatrical circles. Cecil’s father, Henry, was an actor turned writer who collaborated with David Belasco for many years. Cecil’s

  brother, William, also became a successful playwright, and married the daughter of philosopher Henry George. Sometime after Henry de Mille died, his wife, Beatrice, took an office in the

  Knickerbocker Theater Building on Broadway and became an authors’ representative, one of the leading play brokers of her day.




  In 1910, Jesse Lasky had wanted to produce a musical, and he inquired about William’s availability. Mrs. de Mille explained that he was heavily booked but that her other son was shaping

  into a good playwright. “Mr. Lasky could never be anything but urbane,” Cecil B. DeMille recalled years later, “and he made it quite clear that he did not want Cecil; he wanted

  William. But . . . mother had a way with her; and mother had her way. When the converstion ended, Mr. Lasky, without quite knowing how it happened, was saddled with Cecil.”




  Already the younger de Mille was trying to step out of his brother’s shadow: William, the intellectual, knew Shakespeare by heart; Cecil used to contend that “the greatest poem in

  the English language” was Kipling’s “If.” He compensated for his lack of depth with flair, overcoming his insecurities with a flamboyant personality. He took to capitalizing

  the d in his surname. He was full of derring-do and was willing to attempt anything. His first musical with Lasky, entitled California, was a mild success.




  DeMille wrote a few more operettas for Lasky, and with their mutual “spirit of adventure,” they became fast friends. After several years of Broadway, DeMille was eager for a change.

  “I was 32,” DeMille recounted, “Jesse a year older. I was, quite seriously, thinking of going to Mexico to join a revolution. I forget what revolution was brewing or boiling at

  the time there. Any revolution would have done. . . .” Goldfish thought DeMille’s participation in his motion picture venture would keep Lasky’s dying interest alive.




  At the grill at the Claridge Hotel on Forty-fourth Street, DeMille joined the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company as director-general. They outlined the partnership on the

  back of their menu. “Jesse would head the company,” DeMille remembered. “We were all glad to have his name on it, for his was the only one of our names which meant anything as a

  theatrical producer. I would make the picture, or pictures, if the company survived the first one. Sam Goldfish would sell them. Arthur Friend would handle the corporate and legal side.”




  A few wrinkles needed ironing out: DeMille had seen but one or two pictures in his life, to say nothing of never having directed; the Lasky Company had no idea what they were going to produce;

  and Samuel Goldfish was still sales manager for the Elite Glove Company.




  If Goldfish had second thoughts about abandoning the glove trade, they were laid to rest on October 3, 1913. That night, President Wilson signed the tariff bill that the American glove industry

  had been dreading for a year. If that was not enough to convince Goldfish that it was time to change careers, his boss, Ralph Moses, provided the final stimulus.




  “Sam,” Moses said that fall, according to his son, “you’re not the type of man who’ll be a great man in this business. You want too much too fast. In the glove

  business, nothing comes that fast.” Despite Goldfish’s phenomenal sales record, Moses said he would never become a partner in the family firm. Furthermore, the entire glove industry was

  stretched to its limits; it was already divided up among companies that were well established. In some instances, second generations of glove manufacturers were running their family businesses.




  His head reeling over the possibilities of the motion picture business, Goldfish still showed up daily at his fourteenth-floor office on lower Fifth Avenue. There he discovered a way to import

  foreign gloves without paying duty. Goldfish ordered crates of the finest ladies’ dress gloves from France, but instead of having them shipped in pairs, he requested that they be separated

  into boxes of right-hand gloves and left-hand gloves, each shipment sent to a different addressee at a different American port. Goldfish planned to let the parcels go unclaimed, leaving them to be

  auctioned after a few months by the two different port authorities. At each auction he would be the only bidder, for clearly hundreds of gloves for one hand were completely useless without their

  mates. Goldfish bought them for a song, matched them, and was able to sell highest-quality gloves far below market price.




  Realizing he was never going to be a power broker in gloves, he served notice. He would remain with Elite through the end of the year. Moses wished him well in his new career. With some ten

  thousand dollars’ savings to show for his fourteen years in gloves, the company’s top salesman prepared for what he called his “first really big

  gamble.”




  Goldfish made an appointment with Thomas Edison himself and drove down to West Orange, where he encountered the inventor fussing in his laboratory in his efforts to synchronize sound with his

  motion pictures. Goldfish explained that he was about to enter the motion picture production business and he was sizing up the equipment on the market. Because of his deafness, Edison heard little

  of what Goldfish had to say; but he granted him permission to send his director to the Edison studios to see how films were made.




  DeMille went to 188th Street near Bronx Park and watched an Edison director and cameraman set up a camera and point it toward a stone wall alongside a road. DeMille remembered: “The

  director called for action. The cameraman cranked. A girl emerged from a hedge, climbed the wall, and ran down the road, looking back in terror from time to time at some unseen pursuer. A man met

  her, stopped her, and they talked, in pantomime of course, with much emotive gesticulation.” After a day of observation, DeMille reported to Lasky and Goldfish, “If that’s the way

  they make pictures I think I will be knighted after the first year.” He never returned for another lesson.




  Years later, the other partners all credited Goldfish with charting the course their company should follow. The four men agreed their films should stand for quality, that they should not simply

  grind out two-reel sausages. “We determined to make it a policy of our company that all our pictures would be, as we called it, feature-length,” said DeMille, “long enough to tell

  a real story, with the same elaboration of plot that an audience could expect from a stage play.”




  The company was severely undercapitalized at fifteen thousand dollars—half from Goldfish and half from Lasky; Friend was a partner by dint of his role as legal counsel, and DeMille because

  of his willingness to take a flier. Each drew one hundred dollars a week in salary. Lasky remained active in vaudeville—“and I didn’t blame him,” Goldwyn

  recalled—producing acts for the Keith-Albee circuit. It behooved Goldfish and DeMille to find a property to film. They turned to Broadway, hoping to get a minor stage success—one whose

  story had proved itself sound but whose film rights would come cheap.




  DeMille thought The Squaw Man, a hit play by Edwin Milton Royle a few seasons back, suited them perfectly. It was a western with a love story, an infallible combination in

  Goldfish’s mind because it would appeal to women as well as men; and it could be filmed outdoors, no small consideration to a band of gypsy filmmakers without a studio. One afternoon at

  the Lambs Club, Royle agreed to sell the rights for some four thousand dollars, a figure within their means.




  Fortune smiled again, as Lasky and DeMille were able to lasso the matinee idol Dustin Farnum, who had triumphed on Broadway in The Virginian. This was no small stroke of luck, because

  Farnum was generally booked in a play, and few successful legitimate actors would appear in motion pictures, for fear of tarnishing their reputation. “Even unemployed actors would not consent

  to appear in films unless you guaranteed not to disclose their names on the screen or to the press,” Lasky recalled. As company bursar, Goldfish pushed the idea of Farnum’s working for

  shares in the company instead of salary. The actor was willing, as long as they stuck to the original idea of filming in Fort Lee, New Jersey, just across the Hudson River, where many one-reel

  westerns were shot. Plans changed because it was becoming well known that the Motion Picture Patents Trust had goon squads to bust up small, independent productions. Lasky, who realized that he had

  to maintain DeMille’s interest in the project, urged moving the production to the real West. Farnum said he wanted to be paid in cash, up front, two hundred fifty dollars a week for five

  weeks.




  The Lasky Company got Oscar Apfel, a young director who had worked for the Edison company, to watch over DeMille’s shoulder. He would serve as both technical adviser and shotgun against

  any intruding members of the Trust. Albert Gandolfi was hired as cameraman. The only major decision still unresolved was the location for shooting the picture. They needed someplace out of

  town—far enough from the clutches of the Trust and western enough to suit the story’s setting. Lasky, traveling with one of his vaudeville acts, Hermann the Great, had once seen some

  Indians in Flagstaff, Arizona.




  In December 1913, DeMille, Apfel, Gandolfi, Farnum, and his dresser, Fred Kley, boarded a train for Flagstaff. Arthur Friend still had a lucrative law practice; Jesse Lasky had his career as a

  Broadway producer; Cecil B. DeMille, who had been feeling restless anyway, could always fall back on playwriting. As for Sam Goldfish, then thirty-four, his entire future was packed onto that

  train. Virtually his entire nest egg for the support of his wife and almost two-year-old baby was gone, putting an already shaky marriage in further jeopardy.




  Sam went to Pennsylvania Station to see off the entourage. Cecil, with all his gear, arrived by chauffeur-driven car; the rest of his family regarded this venture, his niece Agnes recalled, as

  “the purest folly.” At the last minute, the partners had tried to induce Cecil’s brother, Bill, into investing five thousand dollars; but, as Cecil recalled, “he said he

  thought he had better keep his money to pay my fare home from the West when, as he confidently expected, the company folded up.” Lasky was supposed to board the train

  but at the last minute backed out. As he recalled, “I had no great personal faith in the project and I couldn’t see myself wasting time in Arizona when I had business to look after in

  the East. So I said good-by to the rest of them at the train and promised Cecil I’d come out if he needed me.”




  Blanche Lasky Goldfish was not among the well-wishers at the station. She wanted no part in this wild-goose chase. Throughout these last few weeks of frenzied preparation, the retired

  vaudevillian kept her distance and held her tongue. As the Santa Fe pulled out of the station, Sam Goldfish held his breath. His marriage and his career were riding on the boxcars rolling

  westward.












  4 Dramatis Personae




  I HAVE SINCE wondered whether a little more knowledge would have deterred them,” mused William de

  Mille many years after his kid brother and the rest of the crew boarded the Arizona-bound train. “I am inclined to think not. Youth they had to a pronounced degree, and energy—ye gods!

  what energy!” De Milles daughter Agnes thought it was more than that. Even as a child, she felt that what fired the hearts of the men in that enterprise was unmitigated

  greed—“pure lust for money and power.”




  By the time Cecil DeMille left New York, he had viewed several motion pictures and was “beginning to talk as an expert.” Heading into the Arizona desert, the director-general and

  Oscar Apfel penciled twenty pages of script that combined Apfel’s knowledge of motion pictures with DeMille’s knowledge of dramatic construction. They hoped to get it typed in

  Arizona.




  What DeMille encountered as the train pulled into the station in Flagstaff has been described as a siege of everything from rainstorms to blizzards to all-out war between cattlemen and sheepmen.

  In fact, it was a beautiful day—sunny and clear. The problem was that when he stepped off the train, he looked around and saw only dull flatlands, nothing like the West of his imaginings. He

  suddenly remembered tales he had heard of moviemaking in California. Before the train had watered up and whistled, DeMille and company were back on board. Through the “red and orange Indian mountains,” they headed into the setting sun, until they reached Los Angeles.




  It was like coming into Eden—temperate air, fragrant with orange blossoms, eucalyptus, and jasmine; palm trees here and there fanning the blue skies; geraniums, bougainvillea, roses, and

  poinsettias growing wild; the snow-capped San Gabriel Mountains looming over desert on one hand, valleys of citrus and grapes on the other, and yielding to the gentle slopes of the Santa Monica

  Mountains; then an unobstructed vista for miles, all the way to the Pacific Ocean. Three hundred thousand people called this loosely connected archipelago of communities home, four hundred square

  miles of land that held a century of avaricious history, brazen desire for the land and all its potential—gold, oil, water, railroads.




  Upon arrival at the old Santa Fe depot, DeMille and crew took taxicabs to Los Angeles’s finest hotel, the Alexandria, downtown at 210 West Fifth Street. They immediately attracted the

  attention that motion picture people and their equipment continue to draw. Two men in particular took special interest in the Easterners. L. L. Burns and Harry Revier owned and operated a small

  laboratory ten miles outside the city, near some space they thought might double as a studio. Burns and Revier drove DeMille through a great expanse of open country down a thoroughfare called

  Prospect Avenue, to “a broad, shady avenue” called Vine Street. There stood the “studio.”




  It was a barn—a large, L-shaped building of dark-green wood, stained with the droppings of pepper bark. It ran south on Vine and east along Selma Avenue, reaching back into a citrus grove.

  The owner of the barn, Jacob Stern, was willing to rent the space so long as he could garage his carriage and horses there.




  Just when the New York office of the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company assumed DeMille was capturing Arizona on film, a telegram from Cecil arrived, stating, as Lasky remembered:

  “FLAGSTAFF NO GOOD FOR OUR PURPOSE. HAVE PROCEEDED TO CALIFORNIA. WANT AUTHORITY TO RENT BARN IN PLACE CALLED HOLLYWOOD FOR $75 A MONTH. REGARDS TO

  SAM.”




  “Sam,” Jesse remembered, “hit the ceiling.” Lasky immediately defended DeMille’s decision despite his own halfhearted belief. Goldfish insisted on calling the

  company home. Such unilateral decisionmaking was unacceptable; Goldfish had never liked the notion of their filming so far beyond his purview; and DeMille had a tendency toward excess that always

  troubled Goldfish. Then Sam realized the return trip would only cost additional time and money. The license to stay offered at least the chance of a film being made,

  “AUTHORIZE YOU TO RENT BARN,” read the return wire, “BUT ON MONTH-TO-MONTH BASIS. DON’T MAKE ANY LONG

  COMMITMENT. REGARDS. JESSE AND SAM.”




  DeMille opened a motion picture studio. He hired a secretary, who, for fifteen dollars a week, provided her own typewriter. A partition was erected in the barn to create an office, and five

  stables became dressing rooms. A stage with canvas diffusers was constructed outside, and backdrops were painted. DeMille interviewed prospective actors right away and drew a large number of local

  talent, mostly cowboys and a few young actors who had appeared in one- and two-reel films. DeMille’s ledger noted that he hired an extra named Hal Roach for five dollars a day and rejected

  Jane Darwell, because the actress was already commanding sixty dollars a week. Orange trees were dug up, and a big sign announcing the company’s name was painted. The budget of The Squaw

  Man quickly ran up to $47,000, more than twice the company’s assets. New York would somehow have to meet these needs.




  Goldfish scrounged among his friends but found no backers. The Laskys were fast souring on the entire undertaking. Goldfish was able to borrow a few thousand dollars from a Philadelphia bank,

  but that only bandaged the financial hemorrhaging. The company’s viability depended on a large transfusion of money.




  Goldfish announced in the newspapers that the Lasky Company was going to produce a yearly slate of five-reel pictures, one a month, and that each state’s rights for those films could be

  purchased in advance. In the matter of The Squaw Man, he guaranteed “a prospective epic of the screen for which theaters would be able to charge as much as 25 cents,” top price

  those days. “The films you have seen so far are only rehearsals for what we’re going to do,” Goldwyn remembered saying. “The time is coming when the best plays and the best

  actors will be in pictures. This is going to be the greatest entertainment medium in the world.”




  Fortunately, Adolph Zukor had just successfully financed a five-reel version of The Prisoner of Zenda. Expansive motion picture stories were catching on with the public. Though the

  Trust filmmakers rejected this new idea as too expensive and referred to these lengthy films as “the feature craze,” the independent exchanges were grabbing every new five-reeler they

  could.




  Goldfish received immediate requests, starting with a California theater manager who plunked down four thousand dollars for the rights to show The Squaw Man. Then Goldfish began

  guaranteeing the Lasky Company’s roster of a dozen films for the next year. He made deals with fourteen states’ rights buyers, who made deposits on all twelve

  films. They did not realize they were in fact paying the costs of the first.




  On December 29, 1913, a sunny Monday, DeMille gathered the members of his cast and crew outside the Stern barn for a group photograph. Then the shooting of motion pictures began—six days a

  week, so long as there was daylight, for a month. The Squaw Man was not, as has often been claimed, the first motion picture made in Hollywood. In fact, several small movie companies had

  filmed one- and two-reelers there for years; Griffith had made annual hegiras since 1910. The independents appreciated the distance from the Trust raiders and the proximity to Mexico in case they

  suddenly had to flee; more experienced filmmakers appreciated the profusion of sunlight and the variety of settings—snowy mountains, deserts, a city, and the sea all within a day’s

  drive. The Squaw Man, which would use most of those locations, became the first feature-length film produced in Hollywood.




  During one lull early in the shoot, DeMille noticed a crew member putting a lighted cigarette up to a discarded scrap of film and saw it vanish in a puff of smoke. Realizing how fragile these

  “permanent” pictures were, he made an extravagant request: that two negatives be taken of every scene in the picture—one to be kept in the barn and one in his home.




  After a few days of shooting, DeMille entered the small, unlighted laboratory set up next to the barn, and before his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, he felt something underfoot. When he

  picked it up, his first panic-stricken thought was confirmed. All the footage of The Squaw Man to date had been scraped and torn and strewn. It would have been curtains for the Lasky

  Company had it not been for the extra negative at DeMille’s house in Cahuenga Canyon. The perpetrator was never unmasked, but the director-general always assumed it was one of the people in

  that photograph taken on the first day of shooting, someone bribed by the Trust.




  DeMille kept such catastrophes from the New York office. He already knew better than to trouble the company’s treasurer with situations beyond his control. Besides, Goldfish was busy

  rustling up states’ rights money. Once most of The Squaw Man was “in the can,” DeMille invited Lasky to inspect his studio.




  Lasky was present for the filming of the final shots of The Squaw Man; and in a few days it was completely assembled, as simple as that. The straightforward tale of an Indian maiden who

  saves the life of a British aristocrat, bears his child, then commits suicide required little more editing than the pasting together of each day’s footage. DeMille and Lasky announced a

  screening of the film right in the barn for all who had worked on it and their families. Everybody connected with the film was there, except the company’s legal

  counsel, Arthur Friend, and the man who had launched the entire venture and kept it afloat. Goldfish waited anxiously in New York for a telegram of good news.




  Over fifty people gathered that night at the end of January 1914 in the big, drafty barn out in the desolate flats of Hollywood, coyotes howling all around them. The lights were turned out and

  the projector started to whir. “The title of ‘The Squaw Man’ went on the screen,” DeMille remembered, “and promptly skittered off at the top of the screen. The actors

  appeared, and as promptly climbed out of sight, sometimes leaving their feet at the top of the screen and their heads peeking up from the bottom.” They rewound the film and threaded the

  machine again. When they started it up, they encountered the same snag. The film looked all right, and there was no evidence of further sabotage, but the mysterious problem remained. The

  disheartened audience dispersed, leaving Lasky and DeMille alone to sulk over their ruination.




  The thought of prison sentences passed through DeMille’s mind, for Sam Goldfish had raised a lot of money that was tied up in a mile of worthless celluloid. Almost immediately after

  informing Sam of the catastrophe, Jesse left for San Francisco, where he was having trouble with one of his vaudeville acts at the Orpheum, Lasky’s Redheads. He thanked God he had a career to

  fall back on.




  Even in uncharted territory, Sam Goldfish never lost his sense of true north. He went straight to the top, this time calling on Sigmund Lubin of Philadelphia, an impish German-Jewish immigrant

  who had bought into the film business as early as 1896. Now in his sixties and known as “Pop,” he was reputed to be the most knowledgeable man about film there was. He was also the one

  maverick member of the Motion Picture Patents Trust. Goldfish knew that Lubin had fought against the Edison company before the Trust was established; and he had since been known to rent out his

  Philadelphia rooftop studio to independents. Short of suing the Eastman Kodak Company for selling them defective film, Goldfish had nowhere else to turn.




  “I got so emotional telling him my story,” Goldwyn recounted years later, “I was practically in tears.” Lubin sympathized. Contrary to Trust policy, he agreed to diagnose

  the problem. DeMille and Lasky (who rendezvoused in Chicago) went by train to Philadelphia with the tins containing The Squaw Man. They had not left DeMille’s side for an instant

  during the cross-country journey; nor had DeMille’s revolver. Arthur Friend came down from New York, and they converged upon Lubin’s studio.




  Pop Lubin held a piece of the negative up to the light and reeled it through his fingers. “The negative stock was defective, wasn’t it?” offered Friend,

  girding his loins for legal battle. Lubin said there was no trouble with the stock, but he would have to examine the film in the next room. He left the officers of the Lasky Company for fifteen

  minutes, then returned with a broad grin.




  Under Pop Lubin’s questioning, DeMille revealed that in a moment of frugality he had purchased a secondhand, British-made machine for punching sprocket holes along the sides of the film.

  What DeMille had been too green to know was that his American equipment was regulated for film sprocketed at sixty-four holes per foot, while the British punched out sixty-five. In his drive to

  economize, Cecil had purchased unperforated positive stock and hand-punched the sprockets himself, each hole off the mark by a few microns. Lubin said his company could fix the film by pasting a

  strip of film over the edge of the negative and re-perforating it. Within days, the Lasky Company’s first product was ready to market.




  They had taken offices in the Longacre Theater Building on West Forty-eighth Street, at the heart of Broadway. On Tuesday morning, February 17, 1914, The Squaw Man had its first trade

  showing, in the theater downstairs. Goldfish had arranged the preview, packing the house with as many important journalists and buyers as he could gather. He had, of course, already sold a good

  share of the states’ rights, but the company’s future hinged on this audience’s reaction.




  Lasky and DeMille took seats in the rear of the little theater, “to watch for the moving of heads, the shifting of bodies, the coughs, the laughter at the wrong places, and the other

  unconscious signs which are always a more accurate gauge of audience reaction than what the viewers say or write about a picture.” Sprocket holes constantly showed up on the muslin sheet that

  served as a screen; and the film broke six times in the next hour. But the six-reel story in 264 scenes entranced the audience. When the houselights came up, Goldfish found himself the center of

  adulation. He introduced Lasky and DeMille, who took their bows. Buyers swarmed around them. One was Louis B. Mayer, who said he would pay four thousand dollars for the rights to run the film in

  his theaters. Another was the undisputed leader of feature films, Adolph Zukor himself.




  Until then, Goldfish had not met Zukor, but he had been so impressed by his life story that he often folded the more pathetic details of their similar backgrounds into his own autobiography.

  Zukor was but one year old when his father died in Hungary in 1874; his mother remarried but died eight years later. In 1888, he successfully pleaded with the Orphan’s Bureau to let him

  emigrate to America. He apprenticed in a fur shop on the Lower East Side, and within four years he had moved to Chicago, where he became a furrier. Not until 1900 did a

  prosperous Zukor return to New York City.




  In 1903, a penny arcade owner from Buffalo got Zukor to invest in a similar emporium in Manhattan. They opened their arcade on Fourteenth Street at Broadway. A few months later, Zukor converted

  the second floor into a motion picture theater. Within a few years, he had four-hundred-seat nickelodeons in Newark, Boston, and Philadelphia.




  Zukor began to realize that the novelty of one- and two-reel chases and comedies had worn off. He concluded that “the only chance motion pictures had of being successful was if stories or

  plays could be produced which were like those on the stage or in magazines and novels. That way you could give something to the public that would hold their interest.”




  Opportunely, Zukor heard that Sarah Bernhardt had just closed in a successful European tour of a play called Queen Elizabeth and that its French producer wished to preserve the

  performance on film. Zukor agreed to finance the picture in exchange for the American rights. He cleverly exhibited the film in legitimate theaters during their dark afternoons.




  “For the first time a movie had been reviewed and written about in the papers,” Zukor would remember most of a century later. “They said Sarah Bernhardt had

  ‘starred’ in a motion picture.” Its success set Zukor on a course of presenting “famous players in famous plays.” He began to populate his films with stars from the

  stage who had proved their ability to fascinate audiences. When several of their vehicles did not go over as well in theaters as Zukor had expected, he realized, “The public attending motion

  pictures had never heard of or seen these theatrical stars. Matinee idols meant nothing to them at all. Finally we had to build our own stars.”




  THE public determined which screen deities would be placed or replaced in their pantheon; but the filmmakers decided which actors could even be

  considered. At first, only D. W. Griffith’s opinions of talent mattered. But he tended to believe in his own mythology, putting more stock in his powers of attracting the public than in his

  actors’. Mack Sennett, once an unemployed actor, never forgot Griffith at the old Biograph brownstone on Fourteenth Street, toiling and grimacing “to make his actors and actresses

  act,” all but turning them into marionettes whose movements were regulated by the lifting of his finger. He rehearsed their every smile and tear.




  “Not until your name becomes a household word in every family—not only in America, but in the world, if the world feels it knows you and loves you—will you be a star in motion

  pictures,” Griffith told Lillian Gish. And though he was the first to recognize that possibility in James Kirkwood, Mack Sennett, Mabel Normand, and Mary Pickford, as

  well as Lillian Gish and her sister, Dorothy, he was just as ready to auction them off.




  Adolph Zukor was the highest bidder. Having managed theaters, he had a sense of whom the audiences came to see. Although the one everybody called “Little Mary” was scarcely twenty

  years old—and hardly a famous player—Zukor saw something special in her performances on both stage and screen. But Mary was not convinced that motion pictures were good for her

  career.




  Zukor knew what made Mary Pickford tick. She was a native of Toronto, the daughter of an unsteadily employed laborer who died before she was school age, leaving another daughter and a son to be

  supported by their mother, Charlotte. The young widow paid the mortgage by taking in boarders; one of them, an actor, spoke of getting jobs for the little girls in local stock companies. When Zukor

  met Charlotte Pickford, he suggested astronomical sums for her daughter’s services. For five hundred dollars per week, Mary was his.




  Zukor went after every actor he thought had star potential. Biograph was always an easy target for a raid. “Once you had worked with Mr. Griffith,” Lillian Gish recalled,

  “other companies were always eager to hire you.” All it took to lure most actors away was a bump up in salary.




  In that moment the parallel aims of show business—art and commerce—diverged. “You can see that difference between Mr. Griffith and Adolph Zukor,” observed Blanche Sweet,

  an actress who worked both sides of the street. “More than anybody else at the time, they embodied the artistic possibilities of motion pictures and the financial. Don’t get me wrong,

  the Griffith pictures did very well at the box office, but he didn’t know anything about money, and he was always broke.” And many of Zukor’s films were artistic successes. One of

  them needed money to make his films, the other needed films to make his money.




  Once it dawned on these early producers that stars pulled audiences into theaters, there ensued a mad pursuit. Vitagraph signed the elegant Clara Kimball Young and the handsome Wallace Reid;

  comedies were created for a fat man called John Bunny. Rough-and-ready Tom Mix first rode into pictures for Selig. Essanay—“Broncho Billy” Anderson’s company—signed a

  former sculptor’s model who had won the Ladies’ World “Hero Contest,” Francis X. Bushman. Pathé made a star of Pearl White, who appeared in a successful

  series—each episode ending with a cliff-hanger—called The Perils of Pauline.




  An erstwhile actor named Thomas Ince realized he had a greater future behind a camera than in front. He was directing at IMP when a former bookmaker named Adam Kessel and

  his friend from the track named Charles O. Baumann offered him the opportunity to make westerns in California. Ince enlisted a friend he had worked with on Broadway, a stone-faced Shakespearean

  actor named William S. Hart.




  Baumann and Kessel, who formed a production company called Reliance, were lunching at Luchow’s in New York in the late summer of 1912 when they noticed the tall and stocky Mack Sennett.

  Born Michael Sinnott in Canada, he had been directing at Biograph and thinking about the comic possibilities of policemen. “I kept right on telling D. W. Griffith that cops were funny,”

  Sennett later recalled, because they had dignity—“and wherever there is dignity, comics can embroil it, embarrass it, flee from it, and thumb their noses at it. . . . I wanted to take a

  giant step and reduce cops to absurdities.” Griffith failed to see the humor.




  Kessel and Baumann offered Sennett the opportunity to direct his own films in his own fashion. They were all walking past Penn Station, trying to settle on a name for the company, when Sennett

  looked up and saw the Pennsylvania nickname on the building. By the end of the summer he was making “Keystone” comedies, with a sympathetic fatso named Roscoe Arbuckle and a number of

  Biograph stars he had nabbed, including a doe-eyed comedienne named Mabel Normand.




  While still an extra at Griffith’s studio, Mack Sennett had caught Karno’s Pantomime Company, an English vaudeville troupe, and been especially impressed with a performer who

  portrayed a drunk in their show A Night in an English Music Hall. In 1913, when Sennett was building his troupe of players, he tracked down the five-foot-four-inch, twenty-four-year-old

  mime and offered him $150 a week to appear in motion pictures. Divinely inspired, Charles Chaplin picked up a pair of oversized shoes, a cane, and a cocked derby and developed a character right

  before Mack Sennett’s camera eye. “You know this fellow is many-sided,” Chaplin explained one day, “a tramp, a gentleman, a poet, a dreamer, a lonely fellow, always hopeful

  of romance and adventure.”




  BY the end of February 1914, The Squaw Man was in release. Within two weeks of its preview, only seventeen states did not have prints of the

  film running; a week later, only four states’ rights remained unsold. The Lasky Company was on the map, having grossed by late spring close to $250,000. (Goldwyn swore all his life that Louis

  B. Mayer paid only half the $4,000 he contracted for that night in the Longacre Theater, the second strike against Mayer in Goldwyn’s book.) Like all the other new

  production companies, the Lasky Company began to look for stars and properties.




  Invariably they found themselves in Zukor’s wake. Through Lasky’s connections, they were able to reel in a number of minor Broadway successes, including a play called

  Brewster’s Millions; it was a trifle about a playboy who stood to inherit many millions of dollars if he could spend one million within two months. For five thousand dollars, they

  purchased the film rights in perpetuity directly from the author, George Barr McCutcheon, and it was the second feature play from the Lasky Company.




  DeMille became entrenched in studio operations on the West Coast, Lasky shuttled between coasts, and Goldfish minded the store in New York. In expanding, Goldfish held the company’s reins,

  for it was he who had to generate income on a product that did not yet exist and whose quality could not be guaranteed.




  The company seemed doomed yet again when Brewster’s Millions was shot and assembled. Goldfish, alone in the theater with Lasky, ran it in New York just before his trade showing.

  For an hour, there was not a titter between them, and it was too late to do anything about it. It would just have to be shown to the buyers as it was.




  Goldfish introduced the film and the houselights dimmed, but he could not bear to sit through the silence. He paced outside for most of the five reels, then returned to face an apathetic full

  house. The first sound that greeted him when he went through the lobby door was a roar of laughter. Another followed. Goldfish allegedly looked at the screen in disbelief, and looked again just to

  be certain it was their production of Brewster’s Millions. He instantly realized the importance of screening motion pictures before audiences that were seeing the story unfold for

  the first time. He also understood that theatrical experiences are social situations and that certain emotions—especially laughter—are contagious.




  These trade screenings proved doubly important for Goldfish. They were the only occasions during which he received any recognition. Except for those few times a year, Goldfish was practically

  invisible in the industry. Being a hidden partner gnawed at him, especially now that Jesse Lasky was dropping his vaudeville interests so that he could devote full time to motion pictures.




  Goldfish wanted to be known the way Adolph Zukor was—or at least as several up-and-comers were: The Warner brothers—small-time exhibitors before opening an exchange (the Duquesne

  Amusement Supply Company)—began producing two-reel westerns; Louis B. Mayer was building his own film exchange as well as theaters; Carl Laemmle formed the Universal

  Film Manufacturing Company; and Lewis Selznick had sold himself to Laemmle as a general manager.




  During the next year, the Lasky Company bought the screen rights to two dozen plays. Realizing that a good screenwriter was as crucial to their existence as a cameraman or actors, they

  approached DeMille’s brother. William and Cecil discussed the importance of developing a technique of storytelling that would “follow the old dramatic principles, but adapt itself to a

  new medium; find its own compensations for its lack of words . . . to make a train of thought visible enough to be photographed.” William de Mille went west for three months and stayed twenty

  years.




  Oscar Apfel called the shots on most of the pictures until Cecil DeMille felt equipped to direct by himself. With two directors working at once, the Lasky Company could easily meet the

  increasing demand for their films; but DeMille wanted to decrease his output. Like Griffith, he became enchanted with the artistic possibilities of motion pictures. “As his flair for sweeping

  dramatic spectacle developed,” Lasky recalled, “his shooting schedules stretched from five to six to seven and then eight weeks. He was responsible for many innovations in the interest

  of pictorial ‘class.’”




  Lighting intrigued DeMille. In 1914, while filming his brother’s play The Warrens of Virginia, he experimented with bolts of black velvet, blocking out the sunlight streaming

  through windows when filming night scenes. As a result, he was the first director to depict interior night scenes that actually resembled night. When stage directions called for a light to be

  turned down, he would dim the lights on his set. He discovered that great effects could be achieved if the actors’ faces were not always fully lighted. As Agnes de Mille observed of

  moviemaking in its paleozoic era, “Every picture broke boundaries.”




  When Goldfish caught his first glimpses of actors who were only partially visible, he fired off telegrams to the set in Hollywood, “demanding how in hell {they} expected him to sell a

  picture in which the lighting was so lousy that you couldn’t even see the characters’ faces half the time.” Lasky was at DeMille’s side in Hollywood when one such wire

  arrived. Cecil pondered for a moment, then, borrowing a phrase then popular at Griffith’s studios, said, “Tell him its Rembrandt lighting.” That gave Goldfish an idea. “For

  Rembrandt lighting,” he decided, “they pay double.”




  After the Lasky Company’s first six months, Goldfish felt completely in the shadows himself. One of the spring issues of Moving Picture World boldly announced the production of

  Brewster’s Millions, hailing Jesse Lasky as “America’s Most Artistic Director,” Oscar Apfel as “Acknowledged Peer of Directors and Genius of

  Innovators,” and Cecil B. DeMille as “Master Playwright, Director and Author of Numerous Dramatic Successes.” Samuel Goldfish’s name was nowhere to be

  found.




  Never again was there such an omission. Goldfish planted his name in all subsequent announcements of the activities of the Lasky Company. One article simply referred to him as “head of the

  Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company.”




  Nobody was more mindful of the company’s sudden prominence than W. W. Hodkinson. The operator of his own small motion picture theater in Ogden, Utah, he branched out, becoming a district

  manager for the Trust. After representing several western film exchanges, he dreamed of manifest destiny—a nationwide distribution company that would supply all forty-eight states with two

  new motion pictures every week. On an ink blotter, he sketched the trademark of a snow-capped mountain peak, which he thought best illustrated the name he had appropriated from a New York City

  apartment house, the Paramount.




  Hodkinson wanted at least thirty-six pictures a year from the Lasky Company. According to their contract of June 1, 1914, Paramount agreed to pay on the day of release of each production the sum

  of $18,750 as an advance against 65 percent of the gross income of each picture. The advance was only a fraction of what it cost to produce a film, but it guaranteed income and demand for their

  product. The Lasky Company would, overnight, have to triple its output. The officers raised their salaries to $500 a week.




  Ever since The Squaw Man, Adolph Zukor (who was supplying Paramount with one film per week) and Jesse Lasky had lunched regularly. Goldfish made a point of joining them. Lasky was

  charming and full of enthusiasm for show business; Goldfish, Zukor found, talked only of dollars and cents and knew next to nothing of the new personalities and plays then capturing

  filmgoers’ attention. A short time later, in fact, Goldfish walked into Zukor’s office and noticed him talking to a small girl in a simple navy suit. She was saying,

  “They’ve offered me five hundred for the use of my name, but do you really think that’s enough? After all, it means a lot to those cold-cream people.” When the girl left the

  office, Goldfish asked who she was. Zukor was stunned that he had not recognized Mary Pickford.




  But Goldfish was a quick study, intrepid in his curiosity. In 1914, he and Zukor were both eager to sign Marguerite Clark, a dark-haired girl with waiflike innocence, who was giving Mary

  Pickford a run for her money at the box office. While she was on the auction block, an enraged Zukor got Goldfish on the phone. “Now I want to tell you something,” he said.

  “I’m going to get her, no matter what I have to pay. So you’ll do me a favor if you don’t bid me up any higher.” Goldfish agreed to withdraw if

  Zukor would allow her to appear in a filmed version of a successful play called The Goose Girl, which he had just acquired. Zukor reluctantly agreed.




  Later that year, Goldfish pulled a coup so big it indicated that even he knew its magnitude. In the summer of 1914, David Belasco, the most renowned theatrical producer of the day, was selling

  the rights to ten of his plays for motion picture films. Zukor—the undisputed leader in transferring plays to the screen—had already formed a successful alliance with the other leading

  stage producer of the day, Daniel Frohman, and had the inside track. Through Belasco’s business manager, Goldfish wangled a meeting with the great white-haired producer. Goldfish promoted his

  company with his customary zeal. Belasco was further impressed with the youth of the Lasky Company’s partners. He agreed to sell his block of ten plays for $100,000 as an advance against 50

  percent of the profits—one quarter up front. It was an exorbitant amount of money, but Goldfish knew the deal was worth it even if their company did not make a cent. The prestige of such

  plays as Rose of the Rancho and The Girl of the Golden West was just the magnet the company needed to attract more quality material and the best stars. Zukor—who was quietly

  buying up Paramount stock—had been bettered in the business of motion picture production for the first time. The Lasky Company, begun on a $25,000 shoestring, was now capitalized at ten times

  that amount.




  Goldfish had been noticing the vast numbers of immigrants in movie audiences. Silent pictures offered them the opportunity to see all aspects of America, often idealized, without any language

  barrier. In fact, moving pictures, with their occasional captions in plain talk, proved good primers for learning English. Griffith often said the medium was “the universal language.”

  The immigrant audiences convinced Goldfish that he could issue his films around the world. In the summer of 1914, he took a sales trip to Europe. Adolph Zukor asked Goldfish if he would promote

  Famous Players films over there as well.




  Goldfish launched his campaign in England, whose film industry had made great artistic strides in recent years. But even at full throttle, the United Kingdom could barely supply one fourth of

  its public’s demand for new films. Combining his own product with Zukor’s, Goldfish signed with a distributor named J. D. Walker. Under their contract, the Americans would receive ten

  thousand dollars advance against 65 percent of the films’ grosses. With the trail blazed, the rest of Goldfish’s European journey was easy. Sweden, Norway, and Denmark promised to buy

  every picture Goldfish could offer, for some three thousand dollars each. Belgium, Switzerland, and France all placed orders; Germany—with but twenty-five film

  companies of its own—guaranteed four thousand dollars per picture. Weeks later, an assassin’s bullet in Sarajevo would set off gunfire in most of the countries in which Goldfish had

  just closed deals; but none of his business would be affected for a while.




  Poland was never more than a short detour away, but again Goldfish got no closer to his homeland than Germany. He invited his mother to meet him in Berlin. On this visit—almost twenty

  years after he had run away—Hannah Gelbfisz’s son was almost unrecognizable to her. Schmuel had grown into a tall, solid man—a little over five feet ten inches tall, weighing one

  hundred sixty pounds, with a perfectly erect carriage and the step of a Prussian officer. He was completely bald, except for a fringe of brown hair, and he wore a pince-nez.




  Schmuel promised to send his mother photographs of his wife and his three-year-old daughter, whom she had never seen. He also assured her of a monthly allowance—enough money to support her

  and some of their poorer relatives. Hannah said that would enhance the social position of his sisters. Within the next few years, all three of them would find husbands. Schmuel’s checks

  arrived every month like clockwork. The photographs were never mailed.




  In truth, there was no family to capture in a portrait. In 1914, the Goldfishes separated. It was not just the new business that kept Sam so preoccupied. The time they spent together at their

  apartment at 808 West End Avenue—between Ninety-ninth and One Hundredth streets, in the same building as Jesse’s family—was more difficult than their time apart. When Jesse

  realized that most of his work was to be accomplished in Los Angeles, he took his entire family with him—not only his mother, wife, and child, but also Blanche and the baby, Ruth. Jesse put

  them all up in the lively Hollywood Hotel.




  Even before Blanche left him, Sam Goldfish dallied with other women. After years of sexual rejection, even from his wife, he had become, by virtue of his position and self-confidence, attractive

  to women who were once beyond his dreams. He had many love affairs, none of them of importance. Goldfish became known as a “chaser,” a popular label for men in his profession who were

  always ostensibly “looking for new talent.”




  He was looking for new talent. In England, he met Edna Goodrich, one of the beautiful “Floradora girls,” and enticed her to America with a promise of five thousand dollars

  for making one picture. He encountered the beautiful stage actress Fanny Ward one day in an elevator in the Hotel Claridge in New York and offered her a contract on the spot. A chance meeting at a

  restaurant led to the hiring of Wallace Reid.




  Now that Goldfish was actively involved in the selection of stars and properties as well as the negotiating of their deals, he spent more time where the movies were being

  made.




  The Lasky Company leased several hundred acres in the San Fernando Valley—a wide open, scrubby expanse with oaks and yucca plants—which became known as the Lasky Ranch. Their own

  team of real cowboys stocked their westerns. The company added to its real estate in Hollywood, renting the rest of the land from Selma Avenue to Sunset Boulevard, between Vine and El Centro. Their

  rent doubled to $150 a month, and they cleared away more orange groves near their barn to build additional dressing rooms for their growing list of players. (“Extras could be plucked like

  ripe tomatoes whenever needed, right outside the studio,” Lasky remembered years later. “There were benches under the pepper trees in the middle of Vine Street and they became a

  gathering place for people who wanted jobs. A director could run halfway across the street and pick up a bit actor, an assistant director, or a prop man. Work was work, and when a fellow got a nod

  he didn’t always know until he got on the set whether he’d be required to chew the scenery or push it around. If he wasn’t particular, he worked oftener.”) Several directors

  and actresses—including Blanche Sweet, the idol of young Lillian Gish—were signed to yearly contracts.




  Miss Sweet was one of the first to notice Goldfish’s increasing presence on the scene. “There he was back in New York feeling left out,” she said, “so he’d go out

  to California to be seen. At first, he would be extremely polite, to command our respect. After all, he signed our paychecks. Then he came around to our dressing rooms and rattled the cages. It

  wasn’t as if he had much control over what we were doing. Lasky and DeMille were there for that. He just wanted us to notice that he was there and know that he was the boss.”




  Although each Lasky Company film was earning more money faster than its Famous Players equivalent, it peeved Goldfish that he was not as successful as Zukor in acquiring talent. He had presented

  some actors, but he had not created a motion picture star. In early 1915, it struck Goldfish that he had not been looking in the right places.




  While motion pictures were still toddling, the biggest stars in the world were to be found not in Broadway theaters but in opera houses. Popularity for a few film stars was snowballing, yet the

  greatest money and attention were commanded by operatic divas. None had more talent and beauty than the blue-eyed, black-haired Geraldine Farrar, then the most famous prima donna in America. Both

  Goldfish and Zukor bid for her services.




  After closing her season at the Met in Madama Butterfly, Farrar wanted to rest. That the Lasky Company was making all their films in California while Zukor was

  producing in New York prompted the great soprano to invite Goldfish to her home in Manhattan. Even Lasky knew the idea of luring Geraldine Farrar to make a motion picture “was about as

  plausible as getting the Statue of Liberty to walk on water.” But, as Lasky later said of his partner’s irrefutable charm, “Sam has a touch of magic to him.”




  Farrar agreed to appear in three motion pictures for twenty thousand dollars. Goldfish knew the fee was ridiculously low, “for she could have got nearly double the amount for a concert

  tour of the same length of time that it would take to make the films.” But the novelty of silent pictures appealed to her, especially that she could “perform” and still rest her

  voice. Goldfish promised her a reception in Hollywood greater than anything she had seen in the courts of Europe—including her own railroad car to Los Angeles, a furnished house, servants,

  and food during her stay.




  Banner headlines followed Farrar’s train as it crossed the continent. Legions of teenage followers, known as “Gerry-flappers,” awaited her at every stop. Goldfish and Lasky

  were there at the Santa Fe depot in Los Angeles, along with five thousand schoolchildren, who were given a holiday so they might greet her en masse. As Farrar walked the carpet from her private

  railway coach to the waiting limousine, the youngsters tossed roses at her feet.




  Hollywood was being built up—especially along Prospect Avenue, now Hollywood Boulevard; but, as Goldwyn remembered, it was still “a one-horse town in the West.” For all the

  sudden fame of movie stars, Angelenos had never seen the likes of Farrar. The night following her arrival, the mayor of Los Angeles held a civic reception in her honor at the Hollywood

  Hotel—the first time, Goldfish noted, anybody connected with motion pictures had been accorded such a distinction. In a ballroom draped in bunting and reverberating with band music, two

  hundred specially invited guests paid homage. “I was prouder at that moment than I had ever been before,” Goldwyn recalled years later. “To me, it was the crowning glory of my

  ‘glorifying’ days. There would, I told myself, be no more pinching and scraping—no more wondering whether we could afford a new star. We were firmly on the road to

  success.”




  For weeks, the singer had been asking Goldfish who was to be her leading man in her first film, Maria Rosa. He kept dodging the question because Farrar was notoriously

  “difficult,” and he did not want to risk alienating her with an improper choice. Just before the mayor’s banquet, Goldfish introduced her to Wallace Reid, one of the most striking

  figures in pictures—a twenty-three-year-old, fine-featured actor with blue eyes and a fatal streak of insecurity. For days before her arrival, Reid kept quailing,

  “What if she doesn’t like me!”




  She did—and so would the public, responding to a hunch that contributed to the evolution of screenwriting. In the stage version of Maria Rosa, the character to be portrayed by

  Reid had been killed before the curtain went up. Cecil DeMille recalled that his brother “thoughtfully changed all that. Instead of having Andres killed before the story started, he put him

  in prison, from which, of course, he escaped in time to come on the screen and achieve love’s triumph in the expected happy ending.” Such dramatic license for the sake of accommodating

  a star’s power became a tradition in the medium, an important element in this collaborative art.




  The greatest difficulty in Farrar’s eight weeks with the company proved to be in adapting her most popular role, Carmen. The opera was considerably different from the

  Mérimée novel on which it was based; and the rights to the libretto were not available. The solution lay in William de Mule’s rendering the story down to its most basic

  elements, those story points that were basic to both the book and the opera, thus upsetting neither opera lovers nor lawyers. Geraldine Farrar’s filmed performance of Carmen remained

  a lifelong memory to the generation that saw it—even though nobody could hear a note of her singing.




  The partners of the Lasky Company paid themselves one thousand dollars a week in salary. They could hardly work fast enough to keep up with the monthly demands of the Paramount Distributing

  Company. The biggest stars in the world were appearing in Goldfish’s films, and hundreds of the most beautiful women in the world would sacrifice almost anything to be able to say the same.

  Goldfish’s joy was as unbounded as Midas’s in his first days with his newly acquired power.




  Early in the fourth week of September, after returning from one of his extensive trips to Los Angeles, Goldfish was served with papers announcing the ordering of a referee in the case of Blanche

  Goldfish against Samuel Goldfish. The plaintiff contended that the defendant “has committed adultery without the consent, connivance, privity or procurement of the Plaintiff,” who was

  therefore “entitled to a judgment in her favor dissolving the aforesaid marriage. . . .”




  The papers came as no surprise. In fact, the decision to separate had been one of the few matters upon which Sam and Blanche agreed. Goldfish had only one great concern about the pending

  divorce—that it would jeopardize his business relationship with his wife’s brother.




  On September 23, 1915, the day after Blanche filed, Sam Goldfish and Jesse Lasky appeared in Arthur Friend’s office. Both agreed “not to sell, assign or transfer any interest”

  in their company stock. Then they deposited all their shares in the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company, Incorporated, in a safe-deposit box that required two keys, one

  belonging to each of them. Samuel Goldfish endorsed the agreement with his flamboyant signature, now bold with big loops and sharp jags.




  It was a simple hedge against trouble in paradise.












  5 Musical Chairs




  HOLLYWOOD was built on a dream. In 1883, a real estate developer named Horace Henderson Wilcox moved with

  his wife, Daeida, to Los Angeles. He had been active in religious circles in his home state of Ohio before heading to Kansas, where he made a killing in land speculation and soapboxed for

  Prohibition. In Los Angeles, he bought a ranch eight miles northwest of the city center, flatland at the foot of easy mountains. He began subdividing his territory in 1887, selling it off in an

  attempt to create a utopia, a realm of Christian values—tempered by Methodism, steeped in Prohibitionism. The Wilcoxes offered a free parcel of land to any denomination that would erect a

  house of worship. All purveyors of alcoholic beverages were barred. It was said to be Daeida’s idea to name this community of upstanding families Hollywood, after the country estate of

  friends back in Ohio.




  When the “movies”—as participants in motion picture making were called—first arrived, Hollywood was still a natural wonderland. The bunches of red berries on the pepper

  trees swelled big as grapes, tufts of orange pansies and clusters of mariposa tulips dotted the hillsides. One afternoon, a sprightly Agnes de Mille counted seven different varieties of lupine, in

  gorgeous shades of pink and yellow and blue. Within a few years, much of that exotic foliage would disappear, never to be seen there again. Only the fittest would survive in Hollywood; the

  Wilcoxes’ ideas for a model township never took root.




  In 1916, only one out of nine marriages in America ended in divorce. On the fourteenth of March, one of Hollywood’s future residents appeared at the County Court

  House in New York, where Judge Robert Wagner legally dissolved the wedlock between Blanche and Samuel Goldfish. Most terms of the decree were standard, including that which deemed it unlawful

  “for the said Samuel Goldfish . . . to marry any other person until the said Plaintiff shall be actually dead.” He could always sidestep the law by crossing the state line to marry.




  Custody of four-year-old Ruth was awarded to Blanche. Sam was granted permission to see her “on any reasonable occasion” until her tenth birthday, at which time he could “have

  her with him for a period of three months in each year for the purposes of travel,” provided that period did not conflict with school. The alimony and child support payments were sufficient

  to command newspaper space in 1916, though, in fact, Blanche and Ruth were awarded a pittance of Goldfish’s earnings. He was ordered to pay his ex-wife $100 “each and every week”

  during “her natural life” and the further sum of $2,600 per year “so long as the Plaintiff lives and remains unmarried.” Yet another $2,600 was to be paid for Ruth’s

  “use and benefit” until she reached the age often, at which time payments were to double. At age twenty-one, Ruth was to receive $5,000 per year in quarterly payments, due on the first

  of January, April, July, and October “of each and every year during the natural life.”




  Blanche reverted to her maiden name. She and Ruth remained at West End Avenue and Ninety-ninth Street until the following year, when all the Laskys packed up and moved into a large apartment ten

  blocks south. Sam had returned to his former bachelor quarters at 10 West Sixty-first Street.




  It was only a matter of time before Goldfish spatted with the remaining Lasky in his life. He resented the title card “Jesse L. Lasky Presents” that introduced each of the

  company’s features; and he realized he had spent the last three years building up his ex-brother-in-law’s name. After one blowup between them, Arthur Friend intervened and drove Sam

  around Central Park to help him cool off. When his rage persisted, Friend just kept driving. “Why do you always fight?” Friend asked him somewhere on a road in the middle of Long

  Island. “Theodore Roosevelt taught me that a man has to fight,” Goldfish replied, explaining his understanding of rugged individualism. “But you fight even when people agree with

  you,” maintained Friend. “Yes,” Goldfish agreed, “but Roosevelt teaches that the only things worth having are what you fight for.”




  Well into its third year, the Lasky Company was proving unable to contain the expansive egos of all its partners (except for Arthur Friend, who continued to practice law

  on the side). After another of Goldfish’s outbursts, Lasky called a secret meeting and proposed his ouster. DeMille was a weak vote against, putting the balance into Friends hand.

  “I’m willing to vote Sam out, if you will promise to stick to it,” he said; “but I won’t vote him out today and then vote him back in tomorrow. I know he’ll

  break your hearts and you’ll vote him right back.”




  The partners overthrew Goldfish that night and informed him the next morning. By dusk, he had bemoaned his way back to his desk in their new offices at 485 Fifth Avenue (at Forty-first Street).

  The company continued to prosper, boosted by the great box-office success of a racy “society picture,” The Cheat, with Fanny Ward and a Japanese actor, Sessue Hayakawa, and of

  The Arab, which starred its playwright, Edgar Selwyn. Only Paramount’s advances, skimpy alongside the rising costs of story material and stars, hampered the Lasky Company.




  For months, Goldfish thought Zukor could be a way out of this quagmire. If their two companies joined forces, they would have the power to dictate better terms to Paramount. At first, Zukor did

  not see any advantage to pooling his greater assets; he just quietly continued buying Paramount stock. In the spring of 1916, Zukor suddenly told Goldfish he was willing to enter into the

  arrangement on a fifty-fifty basis—fully recognizing the Lasky Company’s superior filmmaking and fully prepared to give his new partners complete access to his array of talent, notably

  Mary Pickford. On June 28, the merger with Zukor’s Famous Players was complete. The truth was, Zukor had a hidden agenda.




  Two weeks earlier, at a stockholders’ meeting of the Paramount Picture Corporation, Zukor had replaced founder W. W. Hodkinson with his own man, Hiram Abrams. Zukor himself became

  president of this mighty distribution company and the newly merged Famous Players–Lasky Corporation. He allowed the first vice presidency of the production company to be filled by an officer

  of the Lasky Company. It was a bone both Goldfish and Lasky intended to fight over, and it fell upon DeMille to pull them apart. “I sympathized with Sam’s position,” DeMille

  recalled.




  

    

      For three years he had been slaving successfully at the unglamorous job of selling the pictures directed by Cecil B. DeMille and presented to the public by Jesse L. Lasky.

      He and all the world read in the trade press about the “Lasky elegance” and about “DeMille as the foremost photo-dramatic producer in the world.” Even if those lush

      phrases came from his own publicity department, Sam could not help feeling that his light was being hidden under a bushel, however elegant. Nor was this presumptuous

      vanity on his part. Sam knew his worth. So did I, and I did not hesitate to tell him so.


    


  




  Goldfish, promptly interpreting this back-patting as support, wired DeMille that he did not intend “to give Jesse his way on this” and urged Cecil to telegraph his

  vote immediately.




  “If the election of First Vice President is a reward of merit purely then I consider that I am entitled to it!” DeMille wired the next day in jest. Then he added, “I believe

  the First Vice Presidency is offered to the Lasky Company because of the merit and efficiency of the company and not because of the value of any one member and that therefore the position should go

  to the President of this company and Jesse as such will have my vote. We entered into this deal as a unit and should continue as such . . . with a solid front and in the same ratio of positions as

  now exists.” Zukor appeased Goldfish by naming him chairman of the board, which sounded powerful. Meantime, Zukor began buying theaters; he would soon be heading a full-service operation that

  manufactured, wholesaled, and retailed motion pictures.




  For the next few weeks, each of the officers of the new company thought he had scored a great coup. Goldfish especially felt like the cock of the walk and dressed for success. Into fall, a

  chesterfield coat and homburg hat replaced his linen suits and straw boater; he added spats and chamois gloves to his wardrobe.




  The executives all had adjoining offices overlooking Fifth Avenue. Lasky and Zukor agreed that their films made in the East would carry the screen credit “Adolph Zukor Presents” and

  those made in California would give Lasky billing. Goldfish was not long content. Zukor believed that Goldfish “disagreed many times only for the sake of argument,” that his board

  chairman “liked operating in a turmoil.”




  The company stayed on an even keel through the summer, mostly because Goldfish went west. DeMille was directing Geraldine Farrar in Joan the Woman; at $300,000, it was the

  company’s costliest production to date. Jeanie Macpherson, a former actress with Biograph, wrote a scenario that sought to “emphasize the humanity of Joan of Arc rather than project the

  conventional, and so frequently false, image of a saint.” This telling of the story would serve as the model for many epic films DeMille would direct in the ensuing decades—“an

  absorbing personal story against a background of great historical events.”




  Viewing the “rushes” of a crowd scene one day, Goldfish felt something was wrong, but he could not put his finger on it. He asked that the film be screened a second time and noticed

  what had thrown him. Several extras, dressed as medieval soldiers, were chewing gum—an anachronism that had gone unnoticed during the filming. Goldfish ordered the

  day’s work redone. It was.




  A new no-nonsense, businesslike spirit suddenly charged the sets of motion pictures everywhere, as though a switch had been thrown. That juvenile sense of the adventure in filmmaking turned

  adult. “Summer camp was over,” remembered Broadway actress Ina Claire, who had signed with the Lasky Company in 1915. She said it was because of The Birth of a Nation, whose

  influence affected everybody even tenuously connected to motion pictures.




  For months, there had been rumors about Griffith’s twelve-reel production in the works. Its success would lift all restraints of running time on a film. On February 8, 1915, Samuel

  Goldfish had been part of the premiere audience at Clune’s Auditorium in Los Angeles roaring its approval.




  The Birth of a Nation ran forty-four consecutive weeks at the Liberty Theater in New York, at an astronomical two dollars a head. Queues were so long that four other theaters were

  needed to accommodate the overflow. Close to one million people stood in line to see the film in that city alone. The picture stayed just as long in Boston and Chicago . . . and it played even

  longer in the South—twelve years continuously in some places, according to one source. By conservative estimates—for even then theaters and distributors tended to underreport actual

  box-office takes—The Birth of a Nation grossed at least $50 million in its first run, possibly 20 percent more than that. The motion picture industry was no longer nickels and

  dimes.




  The business entered a period of natural selection—mergers, takeovers, buyouts, wildcatting, and raids—that would ultimately rid it of the weak. Those who remained would be the power

  brokers. The draconian Trust still loomed over the landscape, but all its production companies were falling prey to the new breed.




  William Fox, among the first to fight the Trust, expanded his film distribution business and his chain of theaters. While The Birth was the talk of the nation, he produced A Fool

  There Was, based on Kipling’s poem “The Vampire,” in which Theodosia Goodman of Chicago played an unscrupulous seductress. The Fox publicity department transformed her into a

  woman of great mystery who had been born on the burning sands of the Sahara, Theda Bara. The film became a huge success, treading into taboo areas that motion pictures had previously dared not

  enter. Scores of local censorship panels united behind the aegis of the Trust; in 1909, a watchdog panel had been named, the National Board of Review.




  While Theda Bara “vamped” in forty pictures over the next three years, displaying the immorality of women, Gilded Age America flocked to the ever-innocent Mary

  Pickford’s monthly offerings in even greater numbers. In 1916, Zukor signed her to a million-dollar contract. Chaplin kept pace; and Harold Lloyd would soon follow.




  D. W. Griffith, Thomas Ince, and Mack Sennett—the three undisputed masters of long-format motion pictures in drama, westerns, and comedy, respectively—formed the Triangle Film

  corporation and established two new stars: William S. Hart appeared in thirteen feature pictures and became the most celebrated cowboy in the world; Douglas Fairbanks would soon undo audiences

  completely with his cocky athleticism, playing pirates, swordsmen, adventurers, and lovers. Lewis Selznick of Universal suddenly resurfaced at World Special Films, having snatched Clara Kimball

  Young from Vitagraph. A distributor from Pittsburgh named Richard Rowland built Metro Pictures Corporation. The secretary of the new company was the successful Massachusetts theater owner Louis B.

  Mayer. After grossing close to one million dollars off the New England states’ rights to The Birth, Mayer, too, decided to enter that select company of men, mostly in their

  mid-thirties, who ran motion picture production companies. He began with a serial starring Francis X. Bushman.




  As salaries, admission prices, and the films themselves enlarged, so, too, did the exhibition halls. One colossal edifice after another was erected, completely dwarfing America’s seventeen

  thousand small theaters. By 1915, over two dozen motion picture palaces had been built in the United States. The Exeter Street Theater in Boston could accommodate 900 patrons; the Orpheum

  organization built the Palace in Los Angeles for 1,950 patrons. The Strand opened in New York City with plush seats for 2,985. A motion picture’s success could depend on the theater manager,

  the screen impresario. Foremost among them was Samuel Rothapfel, known to the world as “Roxy.”




  Starting at the Strand, Roxy raised motion picture exhibition to extravagant heights. In such “temples of the silent drama” as the Rialto, the Rivoli, and the Criterion, Roxy

  presented an entire program of entertainment, complete with music, built around a feature-length motion picture. Composers were hired to create elaborate scores for the films. Without a word being

  spoken, the art form of motion pictures became as complete—and as voiceless—as ballet.




  “While we were burning Joan of Arc at the stake,” Cecil DeMille recalled of the hot summer of 1916, “another and more explosive fire was growing in the New York offices.”

  It sparked up from the friction between Sam Goldfish and Adolph Zukor. “A chairman of the board,” Zukor recounted, “does not ordinarily concern himself with

  the day-to-day details of operation,” not in Zukor’s mind anyway. He had, in fact, created the sinecure just to keep Goldfish out of his way. But wherever Sam saw an inch of latitude,

  he took a mile. He liberally interpreted his title as license to rule over all aspects of the company’s business.




  Zukor had just completed a contract with Jack Pickford, Mary’s actor brother, for five hundred dollars a week. Arbitrarily and unilaterally, Goldfish canceled it, asserting that the figure

  was too high. “His post didn’t give him authority to do that,” noted Zukor. “But . . . rules meant little to Sam when he was excited.”




  Within weeks of the merger, it was clear to everybody at Famous Players–Lasky that Goldfish was inventing pretexts to bring the matter of his jurisdiction to a head. He was almost

  methodical in booby-trapping all company business. Mary Pickford was keenly aware of the new strains the merger had put on Zukor. She had previously thought of Famous Players as her second family,

  and she called Zukor “Papa.” Now, with all the problems of a large corporation filling his head, “he had become a house divided within himself,” she observed. “In that

  strained atmosphere I now became involved in a rather unsavory issue”—the payment due on her new million-dollar contract.




  “I went to see Mr. Zukor,” Mary Pickford wrote in her memoirs, “to remind him of our agreement. In the discussion that ensued I saw Mr. Zukor put his hand under the desk and, I

  supposed, press a button.” An office boy appeared, announcing that Mr. Goldfish wished to see Mary in his private office. “What’s all this nonsense?” said Goldfish as,

  annoyed, she walked through the door. “It’s not nonsense at all, Mr. Goldfish,” she replied. “I made an agreement with Mr. Zukor that I scarcely think concerns you. I was

  put under contract by Famous Players. Mr. Zukor and I will decide it, if you don’t mind—”




  “Now you listen to me,” he interrupted.




  “And the next time,” Pickford proceeded, without batting an eyelash, “please don’t send the office boy for me. If you wish to see me, come yourself.” She turned on

  her heels, thus initiating a lifelong relationship of intense mutual antipathy. One day shortly thereafter, Goldfish saw Miss Pickford in the street, coming into work. “My God,” he

  said. “Ten thousand dollars a week and she’s walking to the set yet. She should be running!”




  Having successfully alienated his company’s president and biggest star, he buried a land mine under the desk of his oldest colleague in the business. One day that

  summer, while Jesse Lasky was conferring with Mary Pickford about her picture Less Than the Dust, Sam appeared and blurted out, “Jesse, don’t let Zukor butt in on this picture.

  He’s okay as an executive, but we’ve always made better movies than Famous Players, so see that you keep the production reins in your hands!”




  Lasky went to Canada for a vacation in August 1916. Upon his return, Zukor approached him with an ultimatum: Either Goldfish must leave the company or Zukor would. “I’ve never had a

  harder decision to make, and I had to make it alone,” Lasky remembered. He hardly closed his eyes for the next forty-eight hours.




  Although he believed Goldfish (“the one who had goaded me into the picture business in the first place”) was a “brilliant strategist,” Lasky wrote DeMille in Hollywood

  that Zukor was “an all around better businessman—has better foresight—is a better financier and has a broader and bigger grasp of the picture business . . . he is considered the

  biggest man in the motion picture industry and . . . his reputation for honesty and integrity is remarkable.” Lasky felt that Arthur Friend worked more efficiently with Zukor than with

  Goldfish. And so, Lasky concluded, “I feel that we couldn’t have a better man than Zukor as president of our new corporation.”




  Once Lasky rendered his verdict to Goldfish, his former brother-in-law surrendered so willingly as to suggest he knew perfectly well what he had been doing over the last three months.




  Goldfish did not completely detonate his relationship with Famous Players–Lasky until he had constructed new plans for himself. On September 14, 1916, he resigned as chairman of the board

  of directors and also as a member of the executive committee of the corporation, but he still held stock and remained on the board.




  “I have contemplated retiring from the active management of the Famous Players–Lasky corporation for some time in order to mature certain personal plans which are of great importance

  to me, and which I could not mature if I continued as one of the executives of the company,” he told a reporter from Motion Picture News.




  More than Sam’s natural instinct to turn adversity into advantage drove him to think immediately of a new situation for himself. Over the preceding few years, anybody with enough drive

  could have dubbed himself president of a motion picture company. Now all the baronies were being parceled out, and one by one the thrones were being removed. If he wished to sit at this Round Table

  of film producers, he would have to assess his resources, cash in his stock, invest in properties and personnel, and establish a company. With Carl Laemmle at Universal;

  Adolph Zukor at Paramount and Famous Players–Lasky; Griffith, Ince, and Sennett at Triangle; Lewis Selznick at World, Louis B. Mayer, Marcus Loew, William Fox, and the Warner brothers already

  knighted; and Chaplin, Pickford, and Fairbanks reigning at their respective studios, Goldfish was obliged to make his decisions posthaste.












  6 A Name for Himself




  THE THEATER has long provided a home for misfits—adventurous strays and loners who find asylum in

  each other’s company. It is not just the common search for fame and fortune or even fantasy that draws them all together. It is also the need for family.




  A census of the motion picture industry’s earliest population would reveal an inordinate number of victims of broken homes. Alcoholism coursed through their family trees. Griffith stars

  Mae Marsh, Blanche Sweet, Robert Harron, and the Gish sisters were all raised without fathers. Mary Pickford’s father died when she was four; Douglas Fairbanks’s—a half-Jewish

  lawyer named Charles Ulman—abandoned his wife when their boy was five; Charles Chaplin’s—an itinerant vaudevillian who Charlie’s brother Sydney insisted was a Jew originally

  named Kaplan—took to the road the year after Charlie was born. Griffith was ten when his father, a Civil War veteran, died; DeMille was twelve when he lost his. A promenade of fatherless

  actresses would continue across the decades. “From the very beginning,” observed Lucille Ball, who would come to Hollywood a generation later with her mother, “the studios gave us

  Papas.”




  Almost to a man, the Hollywood moguls were Jewish immigrants with an instinct to surround themselves with family. It was a way to help one’s own and protect oneself. Wherever possible,

  these men brought in their relatives: Adolph Zukor hired his wife’s brother to manage his studio; Jack Cohn, upon leaving Universal as a film editor, ushered in his brother Harry, a song

  plugger, to serve as “Uncle Carl” Laemmle’s secretary; the Warners worked as a team during their early days of film production. Two Russian immigrant

  brothers, Nicholas and Joseph Schenck, first operated a drugstore on Third Avenue, then ran an amusement park in Upper Manhattan called Paradise Park. They attracted the attention of Marcus Loew,

  who incorporated them into the management of his expanding organization. Mispoche—family—was an unspoken want of the pioneer generation of movie people, especially the studio

  heads who had forsaken their fatherlands.




  Except for Goldfish. Until he had created his own identity, he was too self-absorbed for family affairs. He had been an uncaring husband, and with each passing day he showed as little concern as

  a father. He almost never communicated with his family in Poland; and except for a $2,500 loan to each of them, he had little to do with his three siblings in America. The notion of an extended

  family through business (curiously, all his former partners—DeMille, Lasky, Friend, and Zukor—had grown up without fathers) seemed impossible unless Goldfish could be in absolute

  control, an undisputed paterfamilias.




  The creation of a motion picture company was no longer a one-man job of opening a storefront operation. In fact, while Goldfish was plotting his future, “Papa” Zukor was expanding

  his motion picture interests. He appealed to Otto Kahn, head of the banking firm of Kuhn, Loeb & Company, for a loan of $10 million, all for the stock issue of a company that four years earlier

  had not even existed.




  Toward the end of 1916, Goldfish redeemed his stock in the Zukor-controlled companies for $900,000. The cash settlement took some of the edge off his search for an entry into the

  industry, but it did not provide the open sesame. And it did nothing to lessen his anger toward those who had ousted him. For the rest of his life, Goldwyn could never let go of the feeling that

  Zukor was a “rat” and that Jesse “sold him out.”




  He moved into a new apartment at 255 West Eighty-fourth Street, only blocks from where Ruth was living with her mother and the rest of the Laskys; but he almost never took advantage of his

  visitation rights, consumed as he was with his career. “The secret of this man,” Ruth said, “is that he always did what he wanted. Once he saw what he wanted to have next, he went

  in an absolutely straight line to get it.”




  That autumn, Goldfish reached out to two candidates for partnership—a pair of brothers with enough Broadway connections to make him forget about sole billing. Edgar Selwyn was born in

  Cincinnati in 1875 to a merchant who moved his family to Toronto, where another son, Archibald, was born. Both his parents died before Edgar was sixteen. He tramped to Chicago, where he saw no

  future. One winter night he jumped off a bridge into the Chicago River—actually, onto the river, for he landed on ice. Reaching the shore, he felt a gun at his head and

  was given an option of his money or his life. Selwyn said, “My life.”




  The two desperate men got to talking; and by dawn, the mugger had agreed to pawn his revolver and share half the proceeds with his intended victim. Selwyn left for New York, where he became an

  usher at the Herald Square Theater (the very place where Sam Goldfish would see his first motion picture) for fifty cents a night. Suddenly Selwyn had found his place in the world. “The

  theater strikes the Peter Pan in us all,” he later said of his new career, speaking for himself and all the lost boys who found their way into it; “to make believe is the most glamorous

  thing on earth.”




  Selwyn grew to be a handsome five-foot-ten-inch man with black hair and brown eyes. He knocked about Broadway as an actor, picking up occasional supporting roles and doubling as assistant stage

  manager. He began to write plays. His brother Arch joined him in New York, and by 1912 they had gone into business together, the younger man looking out for Edgar’s interests.




  Edgar became a successful actor, starring mostly in his own works. He hobnobbed with the likes of H. G. Wells and Arnold Bennett. The Selwyns began to produce plays, one of which netted a

  million dollars in 1912. Edgar married a beautiful playwright named Margaret Mayo, who for years boasted that she was the only woman to have had a play produced in every spoken language in the

  world. Mary Pickford had offered sixty thousand dollars for the film rights to her hit romance Polly of the Circus.




  Sam Goldfish had come to know the Selwyns when the Lasky Company starred Edgar in his play The Arab. Sam proposed a partnership. With his modest library of readily adaptable plays,

  Edgar Selwyn was interested; but Goldfish’s reputation made him think twice. He went to Adolph Zukor and asked if he could give any reason why he should not enter into business with Goldfish.

  “As far as his honesty and integrity are concerned, there is none,” Zukor stated. “But if you do, you’ll be a most unhappy boy.” Selwyn asked why. “Sam is like a

  Jersey cow that gives the finest milk,” Zukor explained, “but before you can take the bucket away, he has kicked it over.” The Selwyns called off the deal.




  Goldfish railed for days but made little headway. Then, looking for the weak link, he approached Margaret Mayo and tried the ploy that had always worked for him in the past, a pitiful plea for

  basic human compassion—what Jews call rachmones. He pathetically described how he had created his first enterprise, all the while building up somebody else’s name, only to have

  his powerful creation turn on him. Now here he was, alone and anonymous. To wring the last drop of pathos out of his jeremiad, Miss Mayo reminded Goldfish years later,

  “you . . . told me of your determination not to be defeated by those whom you had helped to succeed.”




  He gave the performance of a lifetime; but beneath the histrionics lay the secret to Goldwyn’s charm. His boundless enthusiasm—fueled by supreme self-confidence—created a sense

  of excitement, which made people want to be around him. “I altered my life’s activities, and induced others to do likewise,” Margaret Mayo recalled further. She got her husband

  and brother-in-law to go along, and they attracted another young, successful producer, Arthur L. Hopkins. Goldfish got each of the partners to invest $75,000. Margaret Mayo threw in Polly of

  the Circus and another play, for which she had been offered $75,000.




  The biggest point left to decide was the name of the new association. Goldfish fully intended to promote his own name, and yet even he recognized that it was laughable. More often than not, he

  heard some wisecrack upon being introduced to somebody for the first time. Only recently, Sam had arrived late one night at a cabaret and was seated behind a glass partition in the rear of the

  house; he protested but was silenced by a man who said, “Behind glass is the place for a Goldfish.” The gag quickly made its way into the Broadway columns.




  The partners realized that several portmanteau words could be formed from the names Goldfish and Selwyn. They paired the more fortunate syllable of each, producing a company name that chimed

  with confidence. On November 19, 1916—two months and two days after the ax fell at Famous Players–Lasky—Goldwyn Pictures was incorporated in the state of New York. The company was

  capitalized for three million dollars, all of the hundred-dollar shares of stock being held by its founders. Goldwyn Pictures took offices at 485 Fifth Avenue, in the same L-shaped building the

  Lasky Company had started in. At first, Goldfish spent most of his time there, while the Selwyns kept up their play-producing business on Broadway. For years, show business wags joked about the

  abandoned syllables of their surnames.




  “By the time I started the Goldwyn Company,” a ghostwriter for Samuel Goldwyn wrote a few years later, “it was the player, not the play, which was the thing.” Only a few

  of the hundreds of silent holy ghosts on the screen could regularly draw worshipers back to their shrine. The public was fond of creating new overnight favorites—a tragedienne (such as

  Nazimova), a cowboy (Tom Mix), a comic (Buster Keaton). Maidens galore were offered every week: Norma Talmadge signed with Lewis Selznick; Anita Stewart with Louis B. Mayer; Gloria Swanson and a

  bevy of what became known as “bathing beauties” with Mack Sennett. The dream of every producer was to place a new star at the high altar of the

  trinity—alongside the swashbuckler, the tramp, and the virgin named Mary.




  Goldfish went on a shopping spree, but not randomly. A lesson he learned in Gloversville guided him. The Elite Glove Company had specialized in fancy-dress gloves—making fewer better.

  “No one ever succeeded by thinking down to people,” Goldfish realized. “Unless one ‘thinks up’ constantly, the public will eventually reject

  them.” He was determined to produce only the top of the line. His archenemy was the model he intended to emulate.




  Zukor’s production company was built on an international star (Bernhardt), a young innocent (Pickford), Broadway leading ladies (such as Pauline Frederick), and now an opera star (Farrar).

  Within three months of the formation of Goldwyn Pictures, the president had signed Maxine Elliott (a renowned star of the English stage), Mae Marsh (the Biograph star), Madge Kennedy (a famous

  player from Broadway), and Mary Garden (Farrar’s leading rival)—each to a six-figure contract. Holding four queens, Sam Goldfish hoped to draw a joker.




  Mabel Normand was born in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1892 to an Irish mother and an alcoholic French father. “Her family was temperamental, improvident, and often in transit,”

  noted Mack Sennett, whose life was to become entangled in hers. Her parents and two siblings always called her “Baby.” Insecure from birth, she thought of herself as unintelligent and

  unattractive. She compensated endlessly, becoming a tireless athlete, taking pratfalls for a laugh, peppering her talk with profanities—anything to get people to like her.




  At thirteen, encouraged by so many people telling her how pretty she was, Mabel became an artists’ model. She posed for Charles Dana Gibson and James Montgomery Flagg, then for

  photographers in the booming advertising business. She had a curvy figure and huge brown eyes with long lashes, but she never developed enough confidence to take a compliment. She responded to

  praise with some goofy action, as though trying to divert ones gaze from her looks.




  One day in 1909, another model told her there was bigger money to be earned at the Biograph studio, especially for girls with as much personality as Mabel had. She immediately found work in the

  Biograph brownstone on Fourteenth Street as an extra but did not attract much more attention than that. Only a big, stocky Irishman who had been loitering around the studio noticed her. “I

  was a hanger-on, leaning against a wall, hoping to get noticed and put into the picture myself,” remembered Mack Sennett of Mabel’s first day before a motion picture camera.
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