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Foreword

Martin Cooper has always been a man of tireless activity and action. As a legendary Los Angeles-based wordsmith, he started his 60-plus year career as a journalist, public relations practitioner and corporate spokesperson in the late 1950s, when at Venice High School he was managing editor of the school newspaper. Even then, Marty was focused on his goal of becoming a writer. He attended University of California, Los Angeles, where he edited the college newspaper, The Daily Bruin. 

Following graduation from UCLA, where he met and married his Daily Bruin colleague, Barbara Roisman Cooper, herself a well-published educator-film historian, Marty became editorial supervisor at Disneyland, then rose to advertising and promotion manager. Given the University’s close ties to Hollywood and the film industry, it is not surprising that young Marty would gravitate to the film industry and to the San Fernando Valley, where he settled in 1970. 

After Disney, Marty moved to Universal City Studios, becoming marketing director for its Recreation Division, which was just then ramping up its revitalized studio tour. He then spent nine years at Harshe-Rotman & Druck Public Relations, the nation’s third-largest public relations firm, eventually becoming senior vice president. His accounts included the Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences and the Pasadena Tournament of Roses. In 1978, he was appointed senior vice president-marketing and communications for Playboy Enterprises, Inc., where he remained for four years before founding his own public relations firm, Cooper Communications, Inc., in 1982; to this day he maintains an office in Encino.

Marty has also always been a man of service to the community. He has volunteered for numerous  nonprofit organizations and public agencies, including the  Los Angeles Quality and Productivity Commission (now the Los Angeles Innovation and Performance Commission),  the Los Angeles Convention & Exhibition Center Authority, the Valley Industry & Commerce Association, the Boys & Girls Club of the West Valley, and the Harry Truman Library Institute. He has been a board member of the Valley Economic Alliance, the California State Senate Valley Advisory Council and UCLA’s William Andrews Clark Library. He is also a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. As a result, he has been honored by more than 20 professional organizations for his professional, civic, and philanthropic activities. 

Marty Cooper’s professional and non-professional life have been guided by two things: his love for film and for what Angelenos call “the Valley.” I first met Marty at a lunch about fourteen years ago, a few years after I had been appointed director of the UCLA Film & Television Archive. At the time, the Coopers were considering supporting the Archive. I soon realized that both Marty and Barbara were committed cinephiles with a deep interest in film history. The first project we worked on together was for the preservation of Hearst Metrotone newsreels about the history of Israel and Palestine, from stories about the British Mandate in 1938 through the first Arab-Israeli War in 1948 that led to the founding of Israel, to the 1967 Six Day War. That group of 15 newsreel stories premiered at the 2015 iteration of UCLA’s Festival of Preservation.

Getting to know Marty during that time, I knew I had to tap into his organizational skills. Since becoming director in 2007, I had been planning on creating a board for the Archive, separate from the UCLA School of Theatre Film & Television Board. But it took more than seven years before I received a green light from the school’s dean. In discussing the issue with Marty, I knew that I wanted an activist board, not just a group of supporters to give money. After all, I had come from the world of nonprofit museums, where such boards are the life blood of an organization. Although another board member first took on the duties of chairperson, I knew that Marty was also a perfect person to lead. When illness prevented the chair from fulfilling the role, Marty stepped in and the board roared forward. 



Both Barbara and Marty joined the board, and he did not disappoint. Not only did he help me recruit new board members, but he also helped organize a communications committee made up of industry professionals in public relations, advertising and journalism, which significantly helped increase the Archive’s preservation efforts and programming. Furthermore, Marty’s special relationship with UCLA’s chancellor helped open up lines of communication to the university administration. Over the next five years, the board under Marty’s leadership not only increased third-party funding but organized the Archive’s first gala event at Raleigh Studios. It also presented the Archive’s first off-site screening series, “Down and Dirty in Gower Gulch: Poverty Row Films Preserved at UCLA,” and hosted the local premiere of Peter Jackson’s World War I documentary, They Shall Not Grow Old (2019) at the Hollywood American Legion. 

The bond of professional admiration and friendship we formed through that experience has remained, which is why it is my great pleasure to write the Foreword to the volume now before you. Marty has always been interested in film history, but that interest grew in October 2020, when he began writing a monthly column for the Valley News Group newspapers (Valley Vantage, Calabasas Enterprise, Encino Enterprise, North Valley News, and Warner Center News), dedicated to the history of film in the San Fernando Valley. The column, “The Reel History of the Valley,” is still going strong – its facts, stories, and anecdotes highlighting the hidden history of filmmaking in the Valley. And so it is with this book, The ‘Reel’ Hollywood: The San Fernando Valley.

Certainly, film historians have known that major film studios had been established north of the Hollywood Hills long before even Hollywood had become a legend in the American public’s mind, e.g., Universal Studios, which founded Universal City at the head of the Cahuenga Pass between 1913 and 1915. Warner Brothers moved to Burbank in 1928 after purchasing the First National Studios, built in 1926. Less well-known is that all the major studios maintained movie “ranches” in the Valley, where they not only shot westerns in genre-appropriate landscapes, but also constructed outdoor sets, e.g., D.W. Griffith shot much of The Birth of A Nation on his property in the city of San Fernando, near where the 210 and 118 freeways now intersect. Other important ranches included the independently operated Iverson Ranch in Chatsworth, where hundreds of westerns were shot, including John Ford’s Stagecoach (1939), the Warner Ranch in Burbank and the RKO Ranch in Encino. 

But who knew that the 1930s matinee idol Francis Lederer was honorary mayor of Canoga Park, or Al Jolson honorary mayor of Encino, or Marsha Hunt honorary mayor of Sherman Oaks or Nancy Cartwright honorary mayor of Northridge? Who knew that ten drive-in cinemas dotted the Valley between 1938, with the debut of the San Val in Burbank, and the demise of the Van Nuys and Winnetka drive-ins in 1996? Marty focuses not only on the famous names of Hollywood who have been connected in one way or another to the Valley, but also on the craftspeople, stunt persons, and studio artists who often toil anonymously in that great collective endeavor we call filmmaking. Each page reveals a new fact, a new untold story, a new surprising anecdote.

Love the Valley or hate it – some do, Marty tells us – but this book will entertain and enlighten anyone who has ever asked.

Jan-Christopher Horak
Pasadena, California
October 2025




Preface

The ‘Reel’ Hollywood: The San Fernando Valley is a result of an amalgam of my career, my life-long interest in motion pictures, and my history as a resident of the San Fernando Valley for more than half a century. 

A personal household library such as mine that contains more than 1,500 books on motion picture history, genres, theory, biographies, and movie synopses obviously covers a multitude of film subjects. Yet, within that home library, or that of the Margaret Herrick Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences; California State University, Northridge Library; or the UCLA Library, there is not a single book covering the history of motion pictures in the San Fernando Valley. This book is designed to correct that oversight.

The ‘Reel’ Hollywood: The San Fernando Valley is not an attempt to serve a cinematic seven-course meal with five fine wines and a chocolate fountain for dessert. It is more of an eclectic buffet of the people, places, and productions which have historic value; are symbolic of the major forces shaping the film industry in the San Fernando Valley and the world; and, frankly, which I find most interesting. The only frustration in preparing this book is that of not being able to be comprehensive; the people, the films, the locations, and the stories are just too numerous for one volume.

And now, let’s turn down the auditorium lights, unwrap the candy, settle in with the last few bites of butter-coated popcorn, and watch as the red curtain pulls back, revealing… The ‘Reel’ Hollywood: The San Fernando Valley.

— Martin M. Cooper
San Fernando Valley
August 2025




The ‘Reel’ Hollywood: The San Fernando ValleySignificant Dates in San Fernando Valley Film History

1769 First European explorers come upon the San Fernando Valley.

1908 The Edison Trust is formed, leading many filmmakers to flee the Trust’s East Coast and Midwestern areas of influence for then-remote Southern California.

1909 William Selig opens Los Angeles’ first permanent studio. The Heart of a Race Tout was one of the first films shot entirely in California.

1910 Over Silent Paths, directed by D.W. Griffith, is the first motion picture filmed in the San Fernando Valley.

1911 Many independent film companies, such as Triangle Film Corporation, with its West Coast headquarters in Culver City, begin using San Fernando Valley locations for Westerns and other settings.



1912 Carl Laemmle creates Universal Motion Picture Manufacturing Company and, with his partners, purchases the land that will become Universal City Studios.

1912 Louis L. Burns establishes Western Costume Co. to provide wardrobes for films; the company is still located in North Hollywood.

1912 The Iverson Ranch becomes the favored location for filming of Western movies. 

1914 Cecil B. DeMille directs his first film, The Squaw Man, partially in the Valley community of Chatsworth.

1915 Universal City Studios opens in the Cahuenga Pass.

1917 The Edison Trust is ruled guilty of restraint of trade and ceases operation.



1923 Walt Disney relocates to Los Angeles; along with brother Roy, opens Disney Brothers Studio at 4651 Kingswell Avenue.

1926 First National Studio opens its Burbank studio.

1926 Warner Bros. and Vitaphone release the first film with sound, Don Juan.

1927 The Jazz Singer is the first feature-length motion picture with synchronized recorded music and lip-synchronous singing and speech.

1928 Mack Sennett opens his self-named Valley studio in to-be-named Studio City.

1929 Warner Bros. moves to its present Burbank facilities after acquiring a majority interest in First National Studios.



1930s Iverson Ranch becomes the most filmed outdoor location in movie history.

1931 Universal releases Dracula and Frankenstein, the monster genre saving the studio from financial disaster.

1933 Mascot Pictures acquires Mack Sennett’s bankrupt studio.

1934 Columbia Pictures purchases a ranch in Burbank for its outdoor filming.

1935 RKO opens its Encino Ranch and builds elaborate sets for its major feature films, including The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1941), Citizen Kane (1941), and It’s a Wonderful Life (1946).

1937 Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was not the first full-length animated feature (preceded by Argentina’s 70-minute El Apóstol, 1917), but it was the first in the U.S. and a financial windfall for Disney.



1938 Republic Pictures acquires the original Sennett lot as part of a merger with Mascot Pictures and becomes a major producer of serials and B-Westerns.

1939 One of the most highly regarded Westerns of all time, Stagecoach, is filmed largely at Republic Pictures in Studio City.

1940 Walt and Roy Disney use the profits from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs to purchase the Burbank property that will become the studio’s home.

1942 Filmed completely in the Valley (mostly on the Warner Bros. lot), Casablanca becomes the classic wartime romance drama.

1947 The House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) begins film industry hearings leading to the infamous Blacklist. Many Valley filmmakers are forced to testify.

1954 RKO sells its 89-acre ranch in Encino for a housing development.



1958 CBS leases the former Republic lot in Studio City, eventually purchasing it in 1967 for $9.5 million and renaming the lot CBS Studio Center, with a focus on television production.

1964 Universal Studios revives its studio tour, initially begun by Carl Laemmle in 1915 and shuttered in 1930 when sound filming made outsiders’ noise intrusive to the filming process.

1972 Columbia Pictures and Warner Bros. partner to create The Burbank Studios, combining both studios’ lots in Burbank.

1973 Warner Bros. begins a limited-basis tour of its Burbank studio.

1975 George Lucas and his team establish Industrial Light & Magic (ILM) in a warehouse near Van Nuys Airport.

1977  Star Wars’ post-production uses Valley-based optical houses and other Valley facilities.



1982 E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial is filmed in Valley neighborhoods.

1984 Steven Spielberg’s Amblin Entertainment, Inc. sets up shop at Universal Studios. The company is named after his 1968 short film, Amblin’.

1990 Columbia Pictures ends partnership with Warner Bros. and moves to MGM.

1995 DreamWorks SKG is founded in Glendale.

1995  Toy Story, the first all-CGI (Computer-Generated Imagery) feature, is produced by Pixar and Disney in Burbank.

1996 Disney initiates acquisition spree, beginning with ABC Television, followed by Pixar (2006), Marvel Entertainment (2009), Lucasfilm (2012), and 21st Century Fox (2017).



1997 Boogie Nights, Paul Thomas Anderson’s film about the Valley’s porn industry, is often cited as having been filmed in more Valley locations than any other movie.

2014 Netflix and Amazon begin leasing space at CBS Studio Center for streaming production.

2021 Hackman Capital acquires CBS Studio Center and announces major renovation.

2022 Warner Bros. and Discovery merge; Warner Bros. Discovery continues operating from Burbank.

2024 Warner Bros. sells its 27-acre lot to developers Worthe Real Estate for $375 million but remains as the primary tenant via sale-leaseback in new Worthe-constructed buildings.


Introduction



When Spanish explorer Gaspar de Portola, 61 soldiers, and two Franciscan missionaries rode through what would later be known as the Sepulveda Pass on August 5, 1769, they had no idea the flat plain below them, dotted with native Tataviam, Chumash, and Tongva encampments, would become the motion picture capital of the world.

Father Juan Crespi, a member of the expedition, wrote in his diary: “We saw a very pleasant and spacious valley. We descended to it and stopped close to a watering place, which is a large pool. Near it we found a village…We gave to this plain the name of El Valle de Santa Catalina de Bononia de Los Encinos” (The Valley of St. Catherine of Bononia of the Oaks).”1 

Had there been a time-lapse camera stationed at what is now the crest of Topanga Canyon Boulevard and Mulholland Highway overlooking the San Fernando Valley, it would have recorded Indigenous villages being replaced by Spanish land grants, farms and ranches, and small communities of mostly non-Hispanic white settlers. Their  budding communities, Girard, Weeks Colony, Marion, Lankershim, Owensmouth, and others from one side of the Valley to the other, would give way to the City of Los Angeles, a flivver’s drive through the Cahuenga Pass, which gets its name from the Tongva village of Kawengna (or Cahuenga), which once existed in the region. It was a key trail used by Indigenous people long before Europeans arrived and it became part of the main route between El Pueblo de Los Ángeles and points north.

The city, which exploded from a dusty pueblo to a nascent powerhouse to rival San Francisco, would annex those small San Fernando Valley communities in return for the Sierra water the city had wrested from the distant Owens Valley in 1913. 

At about the dawn of World War I,  filmmakers laid eyes on the broad plain blanketed with rows of orange and lemon trees interspersed with walnut trees, alfalfa, beans, strawberries, and tomatoes, with one of the world’s largest olive groves.

Today, the San Fernando Valley is composed of nearly two million residents occupying 260 square miles. Much of it is a suburb of Los Angeles, divided into about 20 neighborhoods and cities, including the cities of Hidden Hills and Calabasas in the southwest, San Fernando in the center, and Burbank and Glendale in the northeast.



In the 112 years since  Owens Valley water cascaded into the region, the San Fernando Valley has become the true “Hollywood,” the hub of the global movie industry. As the Valley morphed from dryland farms to irrigated orchards into what historian Kevin Roderick dubbed “America’s Suburb,” motion pictures became embedded into the  San Fernando Valley’s DNA.

The Valley has been – and is – home to more studios, more above- and below-the-line industry professionals, and more filming locations than any other region in the world. Hollywood is a place, a part of Los Angeles. But when it comes to motion pictures, Hollywood is shorthand for an entire industry – an industry whose real headquarters is the San Fernando Valley.

While the focus of this book is on the story of motion pictures in the San Fernando Valley, it should not be ignored that most of the Valley region is part of Los Angeles and of the greater film community. Management-labor disputes, particularly those involving actors, screenwriters and other key components of the industry; the downturn in theater attendance; and the continuing effect of new technologies, all impact the Valley as they do to the larger motion picture world.

In director Sam Mendes’ film, Empire of Light (2022), the veteran projectionist explains what movies are: “Just static frames, with darkness in between. Because there’s a flaw in our optic nerve so that if I run the film at 24 frames per second you don’t see the darkness. It’s called the Phi Phenomenon. Viewing static images in rapid succession creates the illusion of motion, the illusion of life.”2

That’s it: movies are the illusion of life. Those static pictures with darkness in between are visual manifestations of our dreams, fears, aspirations, and fantasies. 

The Phi Phenomenon – the mind’s eye retaining a previous image for an instant – was known by the Greeks and Romans. But it wasn’t until the nineteenth century that the modern concept of combining a series of still photographs to simulate motion was perfected.



But how did movies begin?

Roundhay Garden Scene, filmed by Louis Le Prince at the Whitley family home, Oakridge Grange in Roundhay, a suburb of Leeds in northern England on October 14, 1888, is the earliest surviving film with consecutive motion frames. In just under two seconds long, it shows the members of Le Prince’s family strolling around their garden. 

The first commercial film screening was held in Paris by brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière, on December 28, 1895. The ten films ran about 20 minutes, the best known of which is a 46-second film, Employees Leaving the Lumière Factory in Lyon-Monplaisir.  

[image: img]

The Lumière brothers held the first screening of motion pictures for a paying audience using the Cinématographe at the Salon Indien du Grand Café, in Paris.

There were many “firsts” to follow: The first feature-length film, The Story of the Kelly Gang, opened on Boxing Day, December 26, 1906, at the Athenaeum Theater in Melbourne, Australia; the first sound film, The Jazz Singer, premiered October 6, 1927, at the Warner Bros. Theater in New York; and America’s first full-length animated film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, premiered on December 27, 1937, at Los Angeles’ Carthay Circle Theatre.3



The Southern California magnet of a combination of good weather, 3,000 miles of distance from  penny-pinching financial backers, and Thomas Edison’s monopolistic proclivities, all lured entrepreneurial filmmakers such as William Selig, D.W. Griffith, and Cecil B. DeMille to Los Angeles and its environs. Initially, except for forays north of Mulholland Drive into the San Fernando Valley for filming of outdoor scenes or Westerns, most filmmaking was centered around downtown Los Angeles, Hollywood, and today’s Echo Park area, where the first studios were built, close to services, and at times, residences.  

By the second decade of the twentieth century, filmmakers were purchasing large amounts of San Fernando Valley land for the making of motion pictures. They soon realized that their pre- and post-production facilities could be built on that same land they had acquired inexpensively for filming purposes. So Carl Laemmle with Universal, Mack Sennett with Keystone, and the four Warner siblings with Warner Bros., all of whom had studios in Los Angeles, created the precursors to today’s studios. And the people who were involved in that moviemaking,  the producers, directors, actors, craft people, cameramen, and so on, also migrated to  north of Hollywood and downtown Los Angeles. 

[image: img]

The Grand Opening of Universal City on March 15, 1915, marked the first permanent facility in the San Fernando Valley dedicated to the making of motion pictures. Several producing companies used the new studio for their own branded films.

By the mid-1930s, the San Fernando Valley had become an increasingly important center for film production. A growing number of movies, particularly low-budget Westerns and serials, were being shot on the Valley’s studio lots and expansive open lands, which offered ideal conditions for exterior scenes. Studios such as Republic Pictures in Studio City and Monogram’s ranch facilities made the area a favorite for fast-paced, economical filmmaking. Production on the four Valley studio lots added to its reputation as the industry’s largest film-producing region.

By the middle of the twentieth century, the San Fernando Valley had become the largest hub of filmed production in the Los Angeles region, surpassing Hollywood in sheer volume of output. This dominance was fueled by the Valley’s numerous studio lots, such as Universal, Republic, Warner Bros., and Disney, combined with vast and varied outdoor locations ideal for shooting not only Westerns and serials, but almost any other outdoor scenes. The importance of the numerous ranches that existed within the region, led by the Iverson Ranch, cemented the San Fernando Valley’s position as the moviemaking capital.



The rise of television in the 1950s further bolstered the Valley’s preeminent role, as new sound stages and studios proliferated, making it the epicenter of America’s entertainment production.

Although most industry professionals still lived in Hollywood or other parts of Los Angeles up until World War II, the Valley was beginning to attract a significant number of actors, directors, and crew, setting the stage for a postwar population boom among film workers in the region that would eventually eclipse the rest of Los Angeles in terms of both motion picture production and housing for those in the industry.

But even as the industry grew, its demise was predicted as the result of new technologies, including radio, television, and others.

When radio became popular in the 1930s, pundits were positive that movie theaters would wither away. Many theaters did not open each weekday evening until after the Amos ‘n’ Andy radio show was over. According to The New York Times: “At the height of its popularity, in the early years of the Depression, Amos ‘n’ Andy had a larger audience than any other program in the history of broadcasting. From 1929 to about 1935, listening to Amos ‘n’ Andy each evening amounted literally to a national craze... And everybody was addicted to it, from apple‐vending down‐and‐outers…to President Hoover, who was said to drop everything in order to listen to Amos ‘n’ Andy…And some movie theaters, incredibly enough, stopped their films in mid‐reel at 7 o’clock, wheeled a radio out onto the stage, and tuned in Amos ‘n’ Andy for those moviegoers who would otherwise have stayed home by their Atwater Kent or Stromberg Carlson radios.”4

At the same time, the four Valley-based studios, were improving both the number of films they released and the quality of their product.

Burbank-located Warner Bros. produced a number of successful films in the ‘30s, including these pictures that were nominated for and/or won Best Picture Oscars for the studio: I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang (1932), 42nd Street (1933), Flirtation Walk (1934), Captain Blood (1935), The Story of Louis Pasteur (1936), Anthony Adverse (1936), The Life of Emile Zola (1937), Four Daughters (1938), and Dark Victory (1939).



[image: img]

MGM’s Louis B. Mayer (l.) presents a special award to Universal Studios’ co-founder and president Carl Laemmle for the film All Quiet on the Western Front at the Third Annual Academy Awards on November 5, 1930, at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles.

Conversely, except for its monster films, Universal was in a dry spell for most of that decade. In 1930, All Quiet on the Western Front, took the Best Picture Oscar, but the studio received no Academy Best Picture plaudits throughout the rest of the 1930s. It did serve up some memorable film fare during that decade, however, including Destry Rides Again (1932) and My Man Godfrey (1936), Death Takes a Holiday (1934), and My Man Godfrey (1936). Its three biggest box-office successes during the decade, however, were Frankenstein (1931), Dracula (1931), and Bride of Frankenstein (1935).

Just a few miles away, in Studio City, Mack Sennett’s bankruptcy opened the door for Mascot Pictures to acquire his lot in 1933. After becoming part of the merger to form Republic Pictures, that lot became the preeminent producers of serials and Westerns.

[image: img]

Mack Sennett was a film pioneer best known for slapstick comedies and bathing beauties. Among his most successful stars were Charlie Chaplin, Harold Lloyd, Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, Mabel Normand, and Ben Turpin. He was one of the first to see the advantages of locating a studio in the San Fernando Valley. 



And then came television.

Although the first U.S. commercial television station began airing on July 2, 1928, the medium only became ubiquitous after World War II. When television sets became a requisite part of the family’s living room in the ‘50s and ‘60s, prognosticators again forecast the end of motion pictures. 

Initially, in television’s infancy, motion picture industry executives thought that the small screen in Americans’ living rooms featuring quickly churned out, grainy black-and-white programming could never compete with movies; it would wither away. Some film executives saw television production as an opportunity to rent unused facilities; few considered it a serious competitor for American eyeballs. Others happily sold off rights to some of their older films, films they thought would otherwise never again see the light of day. Few foresaw that these older pictures – many of them classics – would wind up being competition for new productions. 

The studios also sought out other forms of revenue to counteract slumps in theater-going: they started record companies, invested in Broadway shows, and sought out merchandising opportunities. Of all the studios, only Disney effectively expanded into retail stores, cruise lines, and successful merchandising programs.

Their greatest miscalculation of all was studio managements’ decision to sell off vast chunks of the San Fernando real estate they had previously amassed, largely for filming popular Western features and serials. No doubt Warner Bros. would love to retrieve the property where Warner Center sits today in the western half of the San Fernando Valley. The successor to RKO Radio Pictures would have happily entered into a joint venture with a developer to build houses in the middle of today’s upscale Encino, while retaining ownership of the property.

People have been sounding the death knell of motion pictures for decades, but the cinema has survived. It has weathered the increasing competition for Americans’ time and discretionary dollars. Radio, television, video games, streaming content – all have challenged the motion picture for supremacy. Yet, the communal experience of sitting in a darkened auditorium with a larger-than-life screen, the shared reactions of others, is too powerful to die.



New technologies and shifting audience tastes also have negatively impacted theater-going. When satellite, cable, streaming, and video games became 21st century staples, commentators were sure it spelled movie theaters’ doom. The perceived coup de grâce was the COVID-19 pandemic, starting in March 2020, which forced theaters to close for months on end. Many did not survive.

A key example of the impact of the pandemic is the Regal cinema chain, which currently has three theaters in the San Fernando Valley: in the Sherman Oaks Galleria, North Hollywood, and Van Nuys. Regal continues to struggle, largely as a result of shuttering its theaters during the COVID-19 pandemic, as did all theaters across the country. In 2023, Regal announced it had emerged from Chapter 11 bankruptcy after slashing billions from its debts, just as Barbie and Oppenheimer provided the entire industry a post-pandemic lifeline.  

The up-and-down-and-up-again story of AMC, with an array of ownership structures over the past two decades, is also illustrative of the one-two punch challenges brought about by the combination of the theater closings during the COVID-19 pandemic and new technologies. Today, with 8,200 screens in their 661 cinemas across the United States, AMC is the world’s largest movie chain, with Valley theaters in Porter Ranch, Burbank Town Center, Northridge, Fallbrook, Topanga, and the Universal Cinema at CityWalk on the Universal City Studios lot.

With the rise of at-home streaming, however, the studios chose to make films available to outlets such as Netflix, HBO Max, and other carriers soon after their theatrical release. Streaming and  the lingering effects of the pandemic  have all hurt theatrical attendance. And movie theaters have accordingly cut their number of screens.

It is true that movies are a unifying thread of our culture – nationally as well as internationally. They create a world of laughter and tears, sadness and joy, romance and adventure. They take us to lands far away on our own planet, and others. There is still something magical to being part of a shared experience in a darkened theater with the sweep that only the big screen offers.

“Small” movies may be enjoyed on the home TV screen or even the computer monitor, but they can’t compare with audiences’ immersion within a large screen and story provided by such films as Gone With the Wind (1939), Lawrence of Arabia (1962), Dr. Zhivago (1965), Star Wars (1977), Schindler’s List (1994), Titanic (1997),  Avatar (2009), or Jurassic World Rebirth (2025). 



It may be more convenient – and less expensive – to watch a film at home, but no matter how comfortable our living rooms and no matter how sophisticated our home technology, people still need community and physical interaction with one another. A well-made film with a compelling plot, popular actors, and many of the other arts and crafts that combine to make a great film, will find an audience. 

Financial experts also see the future of theatrical releases as rosy. Ciara Linnane, editor of the online financial newsletter, Market Watch wrote in the December 4, 2020 issue, “…Our emotional attachment to moviegoing will fuel a recovery from 2020’s coronavirus-driven slump.” She quotes Marc Simon, chairman of Fox Rothschild’s entertainment law department: “Auteurs will show their films at festivals…The studios will continue to make big ‘event’ films. And the remaining medium-budget films, the rom-coms, dramas and family fare, will quite naturally gravitate to the streamers.”

From the first decade of the twentieth century to today, motion pictures and the San Fernando Valley region of Los Angeles have been inextricably bound together. Through two World Wars, economic busts and booms, social upheaval, political ferment, and much more, the movies grew up with the Valley, and the Valley grew up with the movies. Today, the San Fernando Valley, which represents nearly one-fifth of Los Angeles County’s population, is truly the headquarters of the motion picture industry.  

While Los Angeles’ Hollywood area rightfully claims the earliest days of film production in this region, it is the San Fernando Valley that has seen its growth, transformation, and endurance. Whether from an historic, thematic, real estate, financial, location, or celebrity viewpoint, the Valley is the true heartland of the motion picture industry. 

It is unlikely that a truly comprehensive book on the role of the San Fernando Valley in motion pictures will ever be written; the number of motion pictures conceived and created in this region is in the thousands; the film professionals who live or lived in the Valley are in the tens of thousands; and the financial impacts of that industry around the globe are in the billions. 

More than a century ago, Mark Twain responded to his premature obituary in the New York Journal of June 2, 1897, writing, “The reports of my death are grossly exaggerated.”



It is likely that the same is true of the movies.

Notes

1. “Fray Juan Crespi: Missionary explorer on the Pacific Coast 1769-1774,” University of British Columbia, UBC Open Library, 151, accessed July 18, 2024.
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3. Movie Cultists.com, accessed January 23, 2025.
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Reel I: The Past

Scene 1: The Beginning: 1900-1930

With his laboratory in New Jersey, Thomas Edison has come to be known as “The Wizard of Menlo Park.” But even a wizard’s tricks can sometimes misfire.

Edison introduced the first commercial screening of motion pictures in America on April 23, 1896, at New York City’s Koster and Bial’s music hall.1 

Former Los Angeles Times editor Larry Harnisch wrote: “Built as much to compete with France’s Lumière brothers as to advance his own Kinetoscope and dominate the American film market, Edison’s Vitascope made moving pictures a spectacle, an event, allowing pictures and emotions to wash over and move a mass audience rather than just a series of small pictures entertaining one person at a time.”2 

[image: img]


The April 24, 1896, edition of the New York Herald covered the debut of the Vitascope, an early film projector, in New York City. The New York Times reported the audience’s reaction: “So enthusiastic was the appreciation of the crowd long before this extraordinary exhibition was finished that vociferous cheering was heard.” (From the author’s collection)

But how did the movies, which in this country really began in New York and New Jersey at the end of the nineteenth century, migrate to and flourish in the San Fernando Valley? 

Thank Edison, the weather, and lots of open space.

On August 31, 1897, Edison patented almost everything related to motion picture cameras, based on his invention of the Kinetoscope.

Just two years after the first commercial screening of a motion picture by the Lumière brothers in Paris, Los Angeles joined the small coterie of film locations. “On December 31, 1897, Frederick Blechynden set up a new technology known as a motion picture camera and briefly filmed the passing traffic on South Spring Street in Los Angeles for the Edison Manufacturing Company. The street is shared by horse-drawn carriages, a trolley, bicyclists, and hardy jaywalkers. The 25-second shot is the first known motion picture made in Los Angeles and was created to showcase the Edison Manufacturing Company’s new technology, advertised as the ‘animated photograph’.”3

The free-wheeling days of early film production seemed to come to a halt in 1908, when, taking advantage of his patent, Edison threatened filmmakers, distributors, and exhibitors, saying they would be subject to legal action if they did not use his equipment and pay him a royalty. In December 1908 he established the Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC), better known as the Edison Trust, to enforce his claim. At the same time, he embarked on a program of creating his own films.


[image: img]

The Motion Picture Patents Co., better known as The Trust, was formed to control the film industry by enforcing its patents and preventing unauthorized use of projection equipment. Its greatest impact was to spur migration of the film industry to Southern California. The Trust’s members pose on December 17, 1908, one day prior to its formation. Thomas Edison is in the first row, fourth from left.

The Edison Trust and the bad weather in the East and Midwest led early filmmakers to see the West as a land of opportunity. Another reason for the allure of Southern California as a film production center was its proximity to Mexico, some say, making it easy to evade the Edison Trust thugs, who were not averse to physical violence directed against those who did not pay the license fee Edison’s company demanded.

But Carl Laemmle, a German native and jack-of-all-trades when he opened one of the first movie theaters in Chicago before setting eyes on Los Angeles, was not intimidated by Edison’s Trust, or his men. As historian Ethan Mordden wrote: “Ironically enough, Laemmle began as a rebel, a defier of status quo, when Edison’s Patents Trust attempted to bind the movie business with sweeping policies covering production, distribution and exhibition. Backed by a court decision, Edison’s syndicate proposed not only to run the lives of all in the industry but to ban anyone who tried to go independent. Laemmle had started out as a theatre owner, then moved into distribution. He was one of the most constant customers of the Patents Trust studios’ output. Outraged by the Trust’s high-handedness, and, like many moguls of his generation, offended by the haughtily WASPish character of Edison’s cohort, Laemmle went outlaw.4 

Beginning in the first decade of the twentieth century, U.S. filmmakers dominated not only this market, but foreign ones, as well. The major film studios of the time were headquartered in New York, but their production divisions operated on the West Coast. The name “Hollywood” is now associated with this entire studio system and the motion pictures it produced. The Hollywood studio system was made up of executives, directors and stars, as well as a large, varied workforce of creative people and professionals. Hollywood also depended on figures operating outside of the studios in different markets, such as exhibitors, publishers, and, of course, moviegoers.

In August 1909, Chicago transplant William Selig established Los Angeles’ first permanent movie studio, the Selig Polyscope Company; the studio rented space in the rear of a Chinese laundry on Olive Street between 7th and 8th Streets. The first film to be made completely in California was a Selig effort released July 27, 1909, The Heart of a Race Tout. Business was so good that he shortly moved his studio. Located in the Edendale section of the city (now Echo Park, Los Feliz, and Silver Lake), Selig produced hundreds of films in the following years, many of them starring Harold Lloyd, Tom Mix, and Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle. 


 “While location filming was utilized in all genres of narrative film, it was the Western where location and setting were most critical to the development of the visual aesthetic and character of the film and, as a result, most reliant upon location to enhance authenticity and create a successful, believable picture.”5

In 1911, Centaur Film Co. opened Hollywood’s first film studio, operating as the Nestor Studio. That same year, Carl Laemmle, brought his company, Independent Moving Pictures (IMP) from Chicago to Hollywood and set up shop at the corner of Sunset Boulevard and Gower Street, across the street from the Christie-Nestor Studio. The area would later be known as “Gower Gulch,” for the many Westerns produced by studios based there from the 1930s through the 1950s. 

Nestor Studios and its ranch in the Cahuenga Pass would become part of Universal Studios, co-founded by Laemmle.6 

By 1912, Biograph Company’s California studio at Georgia and Girard Streets in Los Angeles was turning out D.W. Griffith films, including One is Business; The Other Crime.7

In New York, many of the small production companies were dealing with the oppressive Edison Trust. Recognizing that they lacked the size, distribution capabilities, and legal power to fight the Edison Trust, they collectively created a whole new company on April 30, 1912. Laemmle’s IMP, Champion Film Company, Nestor, New York Motion Picture Company, Powers Motion Picture Company, and Rex Motion Picture Company merged, under a single name: Universal Motion Picture Manufacturing Company. That year, the new company leased, and eventually purchased, the 230-acre Providencia Ranch in southeast San Fernando Valley for $165,000. In 1915, the studio moved to the property that later became, and still is, Universal City Studios.

 Coincidentally, the new studio was across the road from where Mexican General Andres Pico and U.S. Colonel John C. Fremont signed the Treaty of Cahuenga in 1847, ending the Mexican-American War, which served as a prelude to California becoming part of the United States.


The Edison Trust attempt at monopoly came to an end on October 1, 1917, when, in a federal lawsuit, United States v. Motion Picture Patents Co., the court ruled that the Trust had been engaging in an illegal restraint of trade. Unsuccessful appeals led to the abolition of the MPPC, opening up film production and distribution across the nation.8 

As the attractions of open spaces appropriate for the then-popular Western movie genre and the availability of cheap land beckoned, film production companies run by the likes of Laemmle, the Warner brothers, Mack Sennett, and others began looking north of Los Angeles into the agricultural or undeveloped San Fernando Valley. 

With its temperate weather, year-‘round sunshine, thousands of acres of land perfect for outdoor shooting, and proximity to the business and distribution centers of Los Angeles, the Valley became the mecca of the movies.

At least the hub for outdoor filming. 

In the ensuing quarter century, from 1915 to 1940, five studios opened their doors in the San Fernando Valley. Universal came first, in 1915; Mack Sennett made Studio City his production headquarters in 1928; the four Warner Brothers opened their studio in Burbank in 1929, five years after their April 1923 founding; Columbia Pictures moved its facility to Burbank in 1934; while Disney moved “over the hill” to Burbank in 1940 from its Los Angeles studio.

By 1916, the Los Angeles Times acknowledged the impact the embryonic film business had on its city: “Filmmaking means millions to Los Angeles. Twenty producing companies spend over $1 million a month. They employ 12,000 people. They produce eighty percent of the films made in America. These ’movies’ are seen by 50 million people, twenty-four hours of every day, all over the world.”9


By 1920, 80 percent of the world’s films were shot in California, a growing number of them in the San Fernando Valley.10 

During the early decades of the century, movie stars, directors, and executives began buying land for personal ranches across the Valley, particularly in the northwest Valley and the Encino area. Transportation and the availability of good roads played a major role in the migration of film people to the Valley. While it had been a Native American footpath since the nineteenth century, the Cahuenga Pass only became the artery that facilitated access between the Valley and Hollywood/Los Angeles in 1911, when the first paved road through the Pass was completed. That same year, the Pacific Electric trolley line (dubbed the Red Cars) was extended to Van Nuys, Marion (now Reseda), and Owensmouth (now Canoga Park). It was as if the floodgates were opened for film professionals to purchase major pieces of Valley real estate.

The Los Angeles Valley College Historical Museum recorded an oral history of Arthur C. Pearson on June 17, 1977. Pearson had lived in the Valley since 1915 and recalled the region’s early film industry: “Motion pictures came after WWI was finished. The first entrepreneur to have a motion picture projector was Sam Greenberg’s father [Sam Greenberg founded one of the oldest vehicle equipment businesses in the nation in 1931, Sam’s U-Drive, and was a prominent Valley civic leader], who subsequently built and operated a couple of movie theatres in Van Nuys, later absorbed by the West Coast Theater operation.

“Warner Bros.’ studio, known as First National, was built in 1932 or 1933 [actually, First National moved to the Burbank site in 1926; it acquired the Warner name after the Warner Bros. acquired a majority interest in First National in 1928]. Those studios were sparked by the transition from silent picture to sound pictures. One of the big successes at Warner Bros. was when they coaxed Al Jolson to make that first sound picture where he played Sonny Boy. The picture was pretty crude because the sound was all done on phonography discs synchronized with film.

“Jolson was (the Valley’s) most notorious resident. By notorious, everybody realized he was here because he and Ruby [Keeler, his movie star wife] moved here in about 1930 and bought a piece of land on Louise Avenue in Encino to build his dream honeymoon cottage.”11

Joining the studios’ migration were smaller firms that were vendors to the studios, providing everything from costumes to catering, from flowers to furniture, and from make-up to musicians. Very quickly, most of the studios brought those and other necessities of filmmaking in-house.


But exactly when did actual movie making in the Valley begin? 

No one can say with certainly when the first motion picture was shot in the San Fernando Valley. As far as anyone knows, more than 140 years after the first European set
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