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“All illustrations are copyright of their respective owners, and are also reproduced here in the spirit of publicity. Whilst we have made every effort to acknowledge specific credits whenever possible, we apologize for any omissions, and will undertake every effort to make any appropriate changes in future editions of this book if necessary.”


Prologue

MY RELATIONSHIP WITH HAL ROACH was one of creative curiosity and sharing. When I first met him in 1973, I was a budding 20-year-old filmmaker, a newly-arrived undergraduate at UCLA’s Motion Picture/ Television Department, who was fascinated by all phases of movie making, and was especially enamored of the kind of movies produced by Hal Roach in the 1920s and ’30s, movies that I had begun to study and emulate as a teenager.

In my hometown of San Diego, California, my tenth-grade English teacher, Mrs. Dorothy Sprungman, saw that I was bored with the study of our current subject, Greek mythology, and knowing that I enjoyed filming with my father’s 8mm movie camera, suggested I write a script and make a movie as my class project. What a wonderful suggestion! I had loved the TV show Fractured Flickers, that marvelous series produced by the infamous “Ponsonby Britt” (actually Jay Ward and Bill Scott) and narrated by Hans Conried, which utilized scenes from the silent comedies of the custard pie slapstick era. I never tired of watching the marvelous energy, the zany inventiveness and the wild physicality of it all. And I had recently seen another comedy—a talkie—slower paced, less hysterical, with sound—yet it reminding me in some odd way of those earlier films. After having just experienced the tragic images from television in recent months—the assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy—what a great relief it was to laugh at the innocent nonsense of Saps at Sea which happened to have been the last classic comedy film made by Laurel & Hardy at the Hal Roach Studios, released in 1940.

So with the encouragement of my tenth grade teacher, in December 1968 I wrote a comedy script, Is There a Gardener in the House? as a sort of homage to those two funny men drifting on a boat, only this time they were hoboes hired as gardeners of a wealthy estate. There were two kids in my class, one large, the other slender, who were always goofing around with each other and seemed a natural comedy team. They agreed to “star” in my movie. I cast the rest from among my eager classmates and off we went to make a comedy. There was a hilarious scene in Saps At Sea where the boys are visited by a doctor—that was the first time I had seen Dr. Finlayson—and I HAD to play him myself. Long story short, the 20-minute (two-reeler) Is There a Gardener in the House? was a BIG hit when I showed it at class in the spring of 1969; I was even asked to screen it again in the auditorium for even more classes, and I was praised for my film-making skills. This led me to make more and more movies, graduating to Super 8mm with synchronized sound, and eventually to be admitted to the UCLA Motion Picture/Television Department in the fall of 1973. (Alas, my “Laurel & Hardy” style comedy disappeared in 1979. It is my Hats Off.)

The year following making that movie, in 1970, I had a simple yet VIVID dream. I was peacefully watering the garden, and out of the blue in sauntered those two comical gentlemen, Mr. Laurel and Mr. Hardy. They smiled warmly at me, lifted their derbies in greeting, and were gone as quickly as they had arrived. I woke up with a start. It seemed so REAL. That day I made a drawing of the two; I reproduce it here. How could I have known then that some three and a half years later I would be meeting their boss—the man responsible for making their immortal and un-forgettable comedies some three and four decades earlier—and know him for nearly twenty years?

I was eager to learn the fundamentals of filmmaking—telling stories via image and acting—and become a faithful practitioner, and this must have been what Mr. Roach picked up on when he first met me. I was also an actor who was a natural comedian; without knowing it, I was emulating the process by which Stan Laurel created—seamlessly integrating acting, writing and directing into the creation of motion pictures.

Decades later, during my research for this book, I was startled to discover some uncanny “coincidences.” For example, my birthday of June 11 is significant as being the date (1) Stan Laurel began production on his very first film for Roach, Do You Love Your Wife? in 1918 and (2) this date marked the first day of filming The Second Hundred Years in 1927, considered to be the first “true” Laurel & Hardy comedy. Also, the first mailing address I obtained when I moved to New York City in 1979 happened to be the address of Roach’s first New York office on West 45th Street. And when I returned to Los Angeles some eight years later, one of my first long term “temp” assignments was to work as an executive assistant at Mitchell, Silberberg & Knupp, which I later learned was Hal Roach’s law firm in the 1940s and ’50s. I also worked for a time at MGM/ UA. They had merged in the 1980s; separately both studios were significant to Roach from the 1920s on. Ironically, I obtained that job while I was staying at Mr. Roach’s home.

I am eternally grateful that Hal Roach so wholeheartedly shared his time and thoughts with me throughout the years, right up to his final 100th, and never tired of tackling creative challenges, exploring the nuts and bolts of translating story ideas into motion pictures, appreciating development and production fundamentals, respecting the flexibility needed for dealing with ever-changing circumstance and sharing that indefinable spirit of generosity and healthy enjoyment of life.

Most prominent and all-encompassing, and the reason I believe this man should be considered one of our National Treasures is that in addition to his many great and good contributions, especially the spreading of joy and laughter all over the world, is that he acknowledged his inspiration from the writings and humor of Mark Twain while keeping alive (in scandalous Hollywood of the Golden Age) the sense of family and friendship, the camaraderie and mutual enterprise shared by people of all classes and diversities, those potent values that were lived and breathed by those of goodwill and humor, that good and healthy legacy of 19th century America.

The details are related in the following chapters, but here I’d like to say that when I first met Mr. Roach that October day in 1973 there was no Internet, no Google, no way a 20-year-old (who had just returned from months in Mexico) could know the history of the great man I was about to meet. I had read the three prominent books on Laurel & Hardy, by John McCabe, William Everson and Charles Barr, and that was it. Mr. Roach shared as much of his history as time and circumstances permitted in our two long meetings together that year. From that I fashioned my term paper which earned me an A+. I stayed in touch with Mr. Roach over the years and learned more, eventually creating a long article in 1982. This article kept growing as I kept in contact with Mr. Roach, visiting him at his Bel Air home on occasion, discussing the developments of movies and TV.

My long Hal Roach article had been accepted for publication by American Film magazine in the mid ’80s; the contract was negotiated by Mitch Douglas of ICM New York. However, it was never published. In 1988 Hal Roach invited me to move into his home to help him write what he was calling his “comeback comedy.” He was 96-years-young. That experience, as well as descriptions of the phone conversations I had with Mr. Roach during the following four years, were added to my article.

The last time I saw Mr. Roach was in May 1992, when he was several months past his 100th birthday. And my article kept getting longer.

I attended Hal Roach’s funeral in November 1992. Spanky was there, and Joe Cobb. And Anita Garvin. I added some final paragraphs to my article in the months following his passing, then put my completed article away in the proverbial drawer, where it remained undisturbed for the next twenty years.


Introduction

WHY DID IT TAKE UNTIL 2013 for me to write this book? It was quite out of the blue when a Sandy Grabman emailed me in October 2012 regarding a photo she had seen on my website of George Clayton Johnson, the writer. I had a handsome photo of him taken at a Hollywood celebrity convention a number of years ago and had posted it on my website. Ms. Grabman told me she wanted to use it as the cover of a book she was in the process of assisting to have published. BearManor Media? Oh, I noticed, they publish books about old Hollywood. “I’ve written a long article about Hal Roach,” I mentioned. “And I have photos taken when I knew him. Do you think there might be a book in that?”

No matter that they decided to use another photo of Mr. Johnson for their cover. The rest is history. My slim volume was accepted. It was suggested by my BearManor Media production manager Michelle Morgan to fill it out since I had the opportunity. “Didn’t I know there was a Hal Roach Collection at the University of Southern California which housed many of his papers?” someone asked. Good heavens—and I live only two miles from campus!

Soon, with the grateful assistance of Archivist Edward “Ned” Comstock, I was plunging into box after box of documents, contracts, letters and telegrams that had been rescued at the 11th hour from the doomed and bankrupt Hal Roach Studios’ offices in August 1963, just before an M4 army tank demolished the buildings. It was apparently the generosity and foresight of the head auctioneer, Milton J. Wershow, who handed the material over to USC. Or did he merely permit a brave university librarian to rush in, as walls were tumbling, and dump every scrap of paper into boxes, thus rescuing that precious material from destruction and oblivion? Some of this material had originally found its way to an abandoned jail where it was stored for a planned Hollywood Museum that was never built. Roach associate Richard W. Bann also donated materials in the early 1980s.

However the rescue of these documents was accomplished, those heroes deserve a medal, nay, a statue of honor! From the earliest days of 1914 to the very end, the rich legacy of the Hal Roach Studios exists in that simple yet powerful medium of print and paper, there for all to study and explore, thanks to these valiant rescuers.

And what a legacy is contained in the Hal Roach Collection! How vividly it all comes to life—the young men eager to succeed in the brave new world of Hollywood movie making, the desperate attempts to create saleable product, the relentless determination to find that invaluable distributor, to figuring out how to satisfy the public and make them want more of these films!

The technology was continuously evolving and improving and the challenges were enormous. The personalities, the creative talents, the desire to make better movies and to refine the crudities of production and performance—all was there to be discerned, embedded in the ink of those decades-old documents.

Looming over me as I toiled, often wearing a heavy winter coat to protect me from the Arctic chill of that reading room, hung the huge portrait of Cecil B. DeMille. I was, after all, in the Cecil B. DeMille Reading Room of the USC Cinematic Arts Library.

Cecil B. DeMille, legendary figure of Hollywood, that prominent and powerful director who had arrived in Hollywood shortly after Hal Roach did—in fact, it was DeMille who nixed 21-year-old Roach from appearing as an extra in that very first of all Hollywood feature pictures The Squaw Man in 1913. “Too much” scrawled DeMille over Roach’s name, for the upstart dared to request the sum of $5.00 a day salary because he would supply his own cowboy outfit.

WHAT’S A “BRODIE”?

100 YEARS OF BRODIES WITH HAL ROACH

The Jaunty Journeys of Hollywood’s Movie and Television Pioneer

“100 Years of Brodies?” I can hear the reader ask. I wondered what a “Brodie” meant myself when Mr. Roach used the phrase “taking a Brodie” the first time I interviewed him over forty years ago. He also used the phrase in 1984 when he won his Honorary Oscar, saying “a comedian for Mack Sennett did a Brodie.” I didn’t know what it meant then and I didn’t have an opportunity to ask him, but as it sounded quaint, I jotted it down, spelling it “brody.” Years later—despite what the Internet’s Dictionary of Slang or the Urban Dictionary may say (which has so many wildly varying descriptions for “Brodie” as to defy common sense)—I have discovered that it originally referred to a certain brave (or foolhardy) American from New York named Steve Brodie (1861-1901), who on a dare, or a bet, on July 23, 1886 jumped off the Brooklyn Bridge and survived. “Doing a Brodie, “taking a Brodie” or “making a Brodie” became a slang expression in the years following to mean surviving great stunts, surmounting catastrophes and taking pratfalls. Metaphorically as well as physically (he was a football player, wrestler, polo player, flyer and world traveler) taking Brodies was something Hal Roach did his entire life.

My book may not be the definitive biography of the life and career of Hal Roach. That would be a gargantuan task, considering the many decades the man lived through, the myriad personalities he worked and played with, the talents he hired, fired and befriended, the projects, plans, accomplishments, adapting to and surviving all the incredible changes that occurred in Hollywood and the world from 1892 to 1992. But I do attempt to present a complete picture and give an idea of the scope and breadth and complexity of the tasks Hal Roach dedicated himself to as well as the new technological trails he blazed. I wish to present the man and his times in both long shot and close up, and introduce and reintroduce some of the remarkable personalities with whom he was associated from my perspective as a faithful and regrettably minor latecomer to the adventure. Late I came to the game, indeed, yet I was still able to personally experience the fading echoes of that grand parade as it passed by, for the man remained vibrant, alive and enthusiastic to his last days, and he left behind enduring entertainments and vivid replicas of lives well lived.

HAL’S GANG

In the course of my research I discovered five motion picture executives of the early years whose extensive correspondence fills the Hal Roach Collection. These five emerge as great personalities possessed of enormous dedication and energy, and all were eager to assist Mr. Roach in the first decades of his Hollywood career in the creation of quality motion pictures. They especially valued good comedy. They are: Dwight Whiting, Warren Doane, Fred Quimby, Henry Ginsberg and David Loew. These are the unsung heroes of the formative years of the Hal Roach Studios. While his directors, stars, supporting players and even composers and editors are quite well known to aficionados, and deservedly so, the executives, those often forgotten souls left to brood and ponder, to dictate letters and make telephone calls and wheel and deal behind the scenes in the privacy of their offices, deserve to be acknowledged and remembered.

Their distinct voices come to life while reading their letters and telegrams; I want to do them honor and reproduce quite simply their down to earth conversations and communications in their own words. Sometimes they are heated, opinionated, at other times confused, delighted, frustrated. I let them speak for themselves without editorializing (much). I do so throughout the following narrative simply by including these communications where appropriate, indicating the date of the communication, the writer, the recipient, the method (either via letter, Western Union telegram, or night letter). I have edited out extraneous matters.

DWIGHT WHITING (1891–1974) Hal Roach’s very first creative partner, who worked with him from 1914-1918. Roach was directing comedies for Essanay when business partner Dwight Whiting succeeded in getting Pathé Exchange interested in distributing the Rolin product beginning with the Harold Lloyd Willie Work short, Just Nuts.

WARREN DOANE (1890–1964) Doane was an assistant to Dwight Whiting when the latter worked in the automobile business. He joined the board of directors of the Rolin Film Company on Aug. 17, 1914. Doane began as an assistant manager and became Vice President from 1920 to 1931. He was also a production supervisor, location supervisor and director of Charley Chase shorts.

FRED QUIMBY (1886–1965) In the early 1920s he was a Pathé executive in New York City. In 1926 Quimby began to work with Roach directly and continued to do so when he joined the MGM payroll. He greatly assisted Roach in improving his shorts and was instrumental in having them successfully distributed via MGM. From 1937-55 Quimby was head of MGM’s Animation Department, home of the Tom and Jerry cartoons. He won eight Academy Awards for his cartoon shorts between 1940 and 1952.

HENRY GINSBERG (1897–1979) General Manager of Hal Roach Studios from 1931-36. Although often seen as a figure of controversy, whose tightfisted methods put a damper on the “fun loving” atmosphere of comedy making, he is revealed through this correspondence to have been a dedicated and faithful executive faced with tackling the economic challenges of the Great Depression. Hal Roach trusted him enough to leave him completely in charge of the Studio in 1932 while he was off on a South American tour. Ginsberg was directly responsible for suggesting the Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences create a category for Short Subjects in 1932 (which led to a win for Laurel & Hardy) and he also singlehandedly saved Our Gang from extinction when some MGM higher ups wanted to axe the series in 1933!

DAVID LOEW (1897–1973) Son of Marcus Loew, the man who helped create MGM in 1924. David Loew was Vice President of Loew’s, Inc. in New York City from circa 1920-35. From the mid-1920s Loew had been very encouraging to Roach and was an invaluable advisor during the transition to the talkies. In 1929 Roach offered to make him his Hollywood partner, but Loew, although flattered, had to decline due to prior business arrangements. He eventually did replace Henry Ginsberg in January 1936 as general manager of the studio, but stayed for only three months after which he formed his own company through which he produced a series of Joe E. Brown comedies. David Loew was a good friend, as was his twin brother Arthur Loew (1897-1977) who was in charge of MGM’s overseas market and who traveled with Roach during his flying tour throughout South America in 1932.

SPECIAL MENTION must be given to the following individuals who, although they have little or no personal correspondence in the Archive files, their names and influence are strongly felt:

J.A. BERST (1875–?), Pathé New York City’s Vice President and General Manager through whom the young Roach strived to distribute his earliest films. Berst was often described as ‘autocratic’ and difficult to get along with. But he was the one who accepted Just Nuts in 1915 and then ordered more comedies from Roach. He signed the long term contract with Roach in February 1917 for the two-reel Harold Lloyd Lonesome Luke comedies which lead to Hal Roach’s success as a movie producer. Berst resigned from Pathé in April 1918 when he accepted the presidency of United Picture Theatres of America, Inc., a company which apparently went bankrupt two years later.

PAUL BRUNET (1873–?), head of Pathé in New York City from 1918. Brunet worked with Roach more congenially than his predecessor did. Brunet resigned from Pathé in 1922 and returned to France where that year he received the Légion d’honneur. Roach become dissatisfied with his Pathé set up; in 1926 he secured a new distribution deal with Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. By 1936 Brunet was once more head of the Board of Directors while Pathé was filing for bankruptcy.

NICHOLAS SCHENCK (1881–1969) Negotiated the MGM Distribution deal with Roach in 1926 and was the man Roach reported to directly while associated with MGM to 1938. Schenck was Marcus Loew’s right hand man in the early days and along with Louis B. Mayer they created MGM in 1924. When Marcus Loew died in 1927, Schenck took over. He was located in New York City, his brother Joseph in Hollywood. Nicholas Schenck was said to be the eighth richest individual in the United States during the 1930s. In 1955 Arthur Loew, David’s brother, succeeded Schenck as President. Schenck remained Chairman of the Board and retired 1956.

H.M. WALKER (1878–1937) A sports writer and cartoonist for the Los Angeles Examiner, Walker was a freelance title writer for Roach from 1916. He began to work full-time for Roach in 1920 and by 1927 was Vice President and Production Manager of the Hal Roach Studios until 1932. He attended previews of each film and wrote the critiques that would be used as a basis for improving the films. Walker also became head of the editorial department. Film Daily of April 1927 reported that Walker had by that time “titled 1,300 pictures, two-thirds two-reelers and between 40 and 50 multiple reel productions.” He also wrote dialogue for the early talkies, 1929-32.

RICHARD CURRIER (1892–1984) Head of the Editing Department 1920-32. Mastered the transition to sound and was made a Director in 1931, but was ousted following a dispute with Henry Ginsberg. His policy to make two fine grain master positive prints of every Laurel and Hardy film helped preserve their work for posterity.

F. RICHARD JONES (1893–1930) Worked for Roach from 1924-27. F. Richard Jones became director-general of the studio in July 1925 and has been credited, along with Leo McCarey, Richard Currier, and others as being among the first to recognize the star power in the teaming of Laurel & Hardy. He resigned from the Roach lot in March 1927 to launch his own (what turned out to be short lived) feature directing career.

CHARLES H. (“DAD”) ROACH (1860–1936) Hal’s father was born in Alexandria, Virginia and moved to Elmira, New York at age twenty-one. He was the Secretary-Treasurer of Hal’s company from 1918 to his death. “Dad” was well loved by all.

BENJAMIN SHIPMAN (1892–1975) Business manager for Roach in the 1920s who eventually worked solely for Laurel and Hardy as their manager and lawyer. He negotiated their contracts and represented the team in various court cases, usually involving their former wives.

LEO MCCAREY (1898–1969) Former script clerk and second assistant director for Mack Sennett, then at Universal, he joined Roach in the early 1920s as a gag writer and became a director for the Charley Chase series in the mid-1920s. McCarey became supervising director and Vice President in 1927. Many consider him responsible for the teaming of Laurel & Hardy. He certainly guided them in their first shorts together. He left Roach around 1930 to become a world famous Hollywood director and returned to the Studio in 1955 as writer-director for the TV series Screen Directors Playhouse.

FRANK BUTLER (1890–1967) actor, The Spat Family, King of Wild Horses, Our Gang, etc.; writer: No Man’s Law (1927), Laurel & Hardy’s Babes In Toyland, Bonnie Scotland, Bohemian Girl, Vagabond Lady. After his years with Roach he wrote Strike Me Pink (Eddie Cantor), The Milky Way for Harold Lloyd, several of the great Road movies with Hope & Crosby, and individual screenplays for both including Going My Way and Fancy Pants. Also The Perils of Pauline (1947), a look back at old time slapstick Hollywood.

CHARLES PARROTT (1893–1940) Hired in 1920, the next year he was made supervising director of all comedies except Lloyd’s. By 1924 he was performing in his own series of supremely successful shorts as comedian Charley Chase. He was responsible for bringing Robert McGowan and Oliver Hardy to the Hal Roach Studios, and he guided newcomer Leo McCarey in the art of comedy directing. Chase triumphed with the arrival of talkies and remained on the Roach payroll until 1936.

JAMES PARROTT (1897–1939) Brother of Charles, was hired as a gag writer for Harold Lloyd in 1917. Became an actor known as Paul Parrott 1920-23 and then became one of the studios best directors: Laurel & Hardy shorts from 1928-33 and director for Charley Chase, the Todd-Kelly and the Boy Friends series.

SIDNEY S. VAN KEUREN (1901–1971) Hal Roach’s cousin, whose mother lived on the Studio Lot with Hal’s mother Mabel after “Dad” Roach passed away. After receiving an Engineering degree back East, Van Keuren joined the Studio in 1931 and worked in every department on the lot. He became the associate producer of the last twenty-two Our Gang shorts, as well as for many features and was made Vice President by 1937. After World War II he assisted with the studio’s conversion to television production, handled the first continuing television series and developed the commercial division. He was production supervisor on some thirty-five television shows and remained at the Studio until the very end.

And let us acknowledge those elusive gentlemen whose financial, legal and business acumen helped Mr. Roach get his start at the very beginning:

DAN LINTHICUM (1878–1952) Roach’s first partner who lent part of his last name to the RO-LIN Company in 1914. He was a former bank president and businessman from Arkansas.

IRA H. NANCE (1888–1978) Rolin’s first Vice President, 1914. A California born attorney. Nance resigned less than a month after the date of the film company’s incorporation. From the 1930s to the ’50s he was Deputy Los Angeles County Coroner.

EARL WISDOM (1883–1944), Rolin’s second Vice President 1914 to 1920. Born in Iowa, Wisdom moved to California in 1910 and became an attorney the year he met Roach, and served in that capacity for Rolin during those first few years.

W.B. (WILLIAM BOZARTH) FRANK (1884-1963) Roach’s New York rep from 1923 to 1927. He had been Pathé’s sales manager since 1917 and would become Mack Sennett’s New York rep from 1927 to 1933. In 1935 he worked for producer Walter Wanger and by 1938 Frank was with Associated Features, distributors of such all-Black Westerns as Harlem on the Prairie starring Herb Jeffries, who celebrated his 100th birthday in September 2013 and who passed away in May 2014.

RUTH BURCH (1901–2000) Hal Roach’s longtime personal secretary who later became a casting director and worked on such television series as The Andy Griffith Show, I Spy and The Dick Van Dyke Show. She lived to virtually the same venerable age as her boss.

GRACE ROSENFIELD (ca.1902–1986) Hal Roach’s longtime New York City sales rep, the only female in that position in motion pictures. She began working as a stenographer for Henry Ginsberg in 1925 and was brought on board by him to work at the Hal Roach Studios New York City office in 1932 and remained until 1950.

SPECIAL MENTION TO:

CAPTAIN JAMES DICKSON (1900–1932) Roach’s faithful pilot and friend, who flew his boss cross country from California to New York and back on many business trips starting in 1930. He piloted Roach and MGM executive Arthur Loew on the extensive South American trip in 1932 wherein they broke several world flying records. His tragic death in a plane crash in South Africa while piloting Arthur Loew and his attorney friend in November 1932 ended a grand association.

I did not see any correspondence from the great directors Leo McCarey, James Horne, James Parrott, Charles Parrott, very little from Robert McGowan nor H.M. Walker (though he and director Fred Jackman provide interesting testimony in the Rex the Wonder Horse copyright infringement case of 1926). Nothing either from the composers T. Marvin Hatley and LeRoy Shield, nor anything from Nicholas Schenck or director Charley Rogers. Undoubtedly these gentlemen would have added enormously to the complex tales of that fabulous enterprise. Fortunately there have been interviews with some of them already published, some quotes in newspaper articles, as well as the correspondence from that marvelous website Letters From Stan (Laurel) from which to explore.

There are so many others associated with the Hal Roach Studios, valiant loyal employees and talents too numerous to mention. But I’ll name a few here out of respect and with the knowledge that I can’t include everyone who contributed over the decades to the Hal Roach Studios. Each one deserves their own separate biography! In no particular order: Milton H. Bren (Producer), Edith Udell (Hal Roach’s personal secretary in the 1940s and 1950s following Ruth Burch), T.J. Crizer (film editor who later became an Executive), L.A. French (production manager), Lloyd French (writer/director), Herbert Gelbspan (New York rep), Fred Guiol (longtime director), Hugh Huber (executive who ended up in a legal battle with Roach), executives Mat D. O’Brien (Hal’s boyhood friend who joined him in 1924) and Joe Rivkin, Fred Jackman (one of his first directors), Bert Jordan (editor), Art Lloyd (cinematographer), Lew Maren (publicity director), George Marshall (director), Fred Newmeyer (director), Elmer Raguse (sound technician), LeRoy Shield (background music composer), T. Marvin Hatley (film composer and musical director), Charley Rogers (director), Roy Seawright (special effects), George Stevens (cinematographer and director), Clyde Bruckman (writer and director), Hal Yates (writer, director), etcetera.

And to all the great cast of characters, “Snub” Pollard, “Sunshine Sammy” Morrison, the Our Gang kids, The Parrott Brothers, James Finlayson, Charlie Hall, Mae Busch, Anita Garvin, Stanley “Tiny” Sandford, Dorothy Coburn, Kay Deslys, Harry Bernard, Leo Willis, Thelma Todd, Patsy Kelly, Edgar Kennedy, Walter Long, Charles Middleton, Arthur Housman, Billy Gilbert and on and on… I tip my derby.

For an extensive exploration of hundreds of the actors who appeared in Hal Roach movies, including even those who had itty bitty parts and mere extras who somehow stood out, be sure to visit Dave ‘Lord’ Heath’s website Another Nice Mess at www.lordheath.com. ‘Lord’ Heath deserves a medal or maybe a plaque for his fantastic, thorough and accurate research. Mr. Roach might think he’s “Just Nuts” for his meticulous attention to detail, but the rest of us loonies, fanatics and Sons applaud him.


1

Tall Oaks From Little Acorns Grow

The Journey Begins

IN THE FALL OF 1973 I enrolled in UCLA’s Motion Picture/Television Department. One of my first courses was The History of American Film Comedy taught by Professor Robert Rosen. We were, of course, required to write “a paper.” Now what could I write about American Film Comedy? There were already hundreds of books on the subject. Even then, one could easily find three or four biographies each on Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd, Laurel & Hardy, W.C. Fields… there were books devoted to silent comedy, to talkie comedy, to British, French, and black comedy. There were volumes devoted to comedy teams, comedy shorts, and musical comedies.

I felt a bit dissatisfied even amidst this literary abundance. I wanted first-hand information, first-hand impressions; I was not content merely to accept and digest the scholarly opinions of screening room aficionados. Since I lived so close to Hollywood and Beverly Hills, I knew I should be able to find some Golden Age veteran of movie humor who would be willing—nay, eager—to talk about those special days. And not just any veteran, I said to myself, no two-bit supporting player or anything of the sort, but someone of authority who was involved in a significant way in the creation, on a day-to-day basis, of those classic comedies made between 1910 and 1940. Alas, most of those old-timers were dead and gone by 1973. Mack Sennett, the first King of American film comedy and the originator of the Keystone Kops, received his big custard pie back in 1960. Buster Keaton took his last tumble in 1966. Harold Lloyd, the great skyscraper climber, made his final ascent in 1971. As for Oliver Hardy, Stan Laurel, W.C. Fields, Harry Langdon—they’d all taken that celestial ride to the cosmic laugh house. The only one extant, as far as I could figure it, was the Grand Old Comedian himself, Charlie Chaplin. Indeed, early in that year of 1973, Charles Chaplin, at the age of eighty-four, returned to Hollywood after some twenty years “in exile” to receive an honorary Academy Award. He quickly departed, commenting that Los Angeles now looked like “a city of banks,” and returned to his secluded home in Switzerland.

I had a hunch, however, that there was one other great figure from the world of film comedy who might still be alive and living within the shadow of the Hollywood sign: a man who had been involved with the movies for just as long a time as Chaplin; one indeed (though it is unfashionable to say so) who must be ranked along with Chaplin—and Keaton—as a primary creator of the best comedy on film. His name: Hal Roach.

During his heyday, which spanned from the earliest days of slapstick through to the 1950s, Hal Roach had the pre-eminent ability to spot and develop comic talent. Unlike Sennett he held on to his comedians, and a free and creative atmosphere existed at his studio. Through his efforts, the world’s screens would shine with the celluloid antics of Harold Lloyd, Laurel & Hardy, Charley Chase, the Our Gang kids, and some of the funniest supporting characters ever to grace the screen: James Finlayson, Edgar Kennedy, Snub Pollard, Patsy Kelly, ZaSu Pitts, and Billy Gilbert. The Hal Roach comedy shorts were especially noted for the plentiful supply of lovely flappers displaying their charms, and one could enjoy such enchanting creatures as Anita Garvin, Dorothy Coburn, Thelma Todd, Kay Deslys, and Edna Marion, to name but a few. Hal Roach was also responsible for the screen debut of Jean Harlow—who is stripped to her black lingerie in a Laurel & Hardy short called Double Whoopee (1929). Yes, he was the man I had to meet.

But where was this bringer of joy, and how could I find him? On a whim I looked in the most obvious place: the West Los Angeles telephone book. Sure enough, there was his name.

I dialed the number, and a girl answered.

“Is this the home of Hal Roach, who used to be a movie producer?” I asked a bit uncertainly.

“Yes, it is,” came the pert reply. “Would you like to speak with him?”

Within five seconds I was talking with Hal Roach.

I told him that I was a UCLA film school student and had made my own comedy shorts, inspired not a little by Mr. Roach’s own creations. He seemed cheerful and cordial over the phone, and as I was just bursting with questions and curiosity, I took the plunge and asked him if we could meet and talk about his career and about comedy in general.

He said “Sure! Meet me at the Bel-Air Country Club tomorrow afternoon. Just ask for me when you get there.”

The next day, October 30, 1973, a sunny, smog-free day, I drove over to the Bel-Air Country Club. What followed could have occurred in one of Mr. Roach’s own two-reelers.

The uniformed doorman eyed me suspiciously and asked me my business. I cockily informed him that I had a date to see “Mr. Hal Roach.”

“Well, he hasn’t arrived yet. Why don’t you wait inside till he comes.”

I entered the plushly carpeted room, walked under the glimmering chandeliers, and passed the gaudy oil paintings and the even gaudier Bel Air matrons who were sipping their afternoon cocktails. Feeling a bit out of place, I sank into the nearest sofa.

From this vantage point I could see out the double glass entrance doors. Every time the inevitable Caddie or Rolls would pull up the doorman would perform his duty and the inevitable white-haired gentleman would step out and enter the club. This event repeated itself several times, and each time I would wonder: “Is THAT Hal Roach?” for I had no idea what he looked like. I HAD seen a photo of a middle-aged Mr. Roach taken with Stan and Ollie in 1933, but one never knows what alterations the passage of forty years can bring to the human organism. Somehow, though, I knew that none of the old gents stepping from their cars was he.

While waiting, I reviewed the many questions I had prepared for Mr. Roach. I had no idea what to expect. Would he turn out to be gruff old codger who’d snap snarling monosyllables to my impertinent queries? Or was he a senile old goat whose past was as dim to him as his eyesight? (“‘Laurel’? Isn’t that some kind of tree?”) Or was he an alert, friendly, outgoing gent who had plenty to say and a good memory to boot? Luckily, Hal Roach turned out to be the latter, and definitely so. But it took me another half hour to find this out.

I finally decided to inquire for myself at the front desk.

“Yes. Mr. Roach has been here all day. You’ll find him in the card room.”

Opening the door to the card room, I saw table after table of old men smoking cigars and playing poker or pinochle, or whatever it is old men play in large, smoky card rooms. Now, how the hell was I to find the old guy I sought? I didn’t have to think long. At the far end of the room a bald and portly gent in a bright pink sports shirt and wire-rimmed glasses stood up and motioned me over.

“You must be the young fellah that wanted to see me. Deal me out, boys,” he said as he threw down his hand, and we went to a quiet room to talk.

Eighty-one year old Hal Roach was a jolly man who looked a good deal like a beardless Santa Claus. His lively, mischievous eyes were fringed with bushy salt-and-pepper brows. He had a gravelly voice with a pinch of what seemed to be Brooklynese, and when he laughed it was hearty and genuine. Had I not known his age, I would have guessed him to be in his late fifties.

We spoke for nearly three hours that first time, and we met again a month later for another stimulating and informative talk. For the sake of convenience, I have combined the contents of those two occasions into the following narrative. I urged Mr. Roach to talk about his movie career in chronological order, and he was most happy to comply. He mixed fact, opinion, anecdote, asides, and quips very freely. Our meetings were most enjoyable.


2

Just Nuts

The Creation of Rolin

1914-1923

MR. ROACH BEGAN by telling me of his youth. He was born in Elmira, New York on January 14, 1892. He didn’t mention what an all around athlete he had been, star of his football team, wrestler, a boy generally beloved by his community. According to Charles Champlin in a 1992 Los Angeles Times article, Hal’s father sold jewelry and his mother ran a boarding house.

“I wasn’t a very good student,” Roach said during a videotaped interview in the early 1980s, “so after working as a blacksmith’s helper when I was seventeen I left there quickly. From there to Alaska….” where he worked as a prospector. He also reportedly lived for a time in Seattle, Washington where he worked for an ice cream company as well as in a gambling hall.

“The White Company sold sixteen trucks to haul pipe and supplies across the Mojave Desert and he hired me to come down as foreman to Los Angeles… But in those days the trucks weren’t ready for the desert or the desert wasn’t ready for the trucks and they busted up all of the trucks in about two weeks….”

Once in Los Angeles, in 1912, twenty-year-old Hal Roach “…saw an ad in the newspaper, a dollar, car fare and lunch to work in motion pictures in Western costume… Well, any kid from Elmira, New York who rode horses out on the desert as I did, you had a pair of cowboy boots, a Stetson hat and a bandana handkerchief. So I put them all on and went and stood in front of the post office at six o’clock in the morning and they hired me….”

At the Bison Studio he was brought to a western saloon set and when he informed the director that they were spinning the roulette wheel the wrong way (something he had learned while working in the Seattle gambling hall), he was cast as the croupier and was then told to return the next morning and would be paid the salary of five dollars a day.

“Well, five dollars a day in 1912 was a lot of money. I was superintendent of freighting and I was only getting $65 a month… out in the desert… and so I became an actor.”

Roach worked as an extra in a few more films: he and his new friend Harold Lloyd played eunuchs in The Birth of Sampson and Hottentots in The Patchwork Girl of Oz (1914). When Roach and Lloyd were asked to take a pay cut and work for three dollars a day, they both quit.

One day an attorney called on the studio to talk to the boss. Since the boss (who was also the leading man) was busy shooting scenes, Roach met with the attorney himself. Realizing that this was a man of considerable means, (was it Earl Wisdom or I.H. Nance?) Roach convinced him that “I was the greatest unfound director in the business, and he financed me to make pictures.” Three investors joined Roach to form a new film company: attorneys Earl Wisdom and Ira H. Nance and businessman Dan Linthicum.

Wealthy energetic young real estate agent and automobile dealership executive Dwight Whiting replaced Nance at the first board of directors meeting. As simple as that, Hal Roach began his career as a motion picture producer and director.

A Los Angeles Times article dated January 10, 1937 stated that Hal Roach started production on January 8, 1914 with $850. Other reports have stated that he inherited $3,000, which enabled him to start his own company. Frick, Martin & Co., an Investment Securities firm, affirmed in an October 1, 1928 document that Rolin “was started with a paid up capital of $7,500.” The Moving Picture World of June 1915 gives the sum with which they incorporated as $10,000.

Businessman Dan Linthicum also contributed to the creation of the Rolin Film Company, but he quickly faded from the scene after providing a lasting legacy by supplying part of his name to form the company’s name, RO[ach]-LIN[thicum]. Rolin was incorporated on July 23, 1914. (Which happened to have been the date Steve Brodie jumped off the Brooklyn Bridge in 1886.)

Virtually nothing has been written about Hal Roach’s early partner. Daniel Anthony Linthicum (1878-1952) was born in Arkansas. In the early 1900s he was a bank president in New Mexico and Texas, and by 1913 he was living in Los Angeles with his wife and son where he was listed in the City Directory as President of the Linthicum Chemical Company. How he met Roach is unknown but he actually appeared as an actor in an early unreleased Rolin comedy Two Bum Heroes. Dan Linthicum left in mid February 1915 because it was said he failed to come up with the funds to buy additional shares in Rolin that he had subscribed to. The parting seems to have been amicable. “I bought out the man who financed it,” Roach told author Anthony Slide many years later, “and owned the whole company myself.”

What happened to Roach’s partner after his early departure? Linthicum’s 1918 draft card has him listed as being a distributor for the Nilson Tractor Company in Stockton, California. In 1920 he was back in Arkansas as the general manager of a store. In 1925 he had moved to Mississippi, where he was a Captain in the National Guard. By 1930 he had returned to California, and lived in Long Beach apparently for the remainder of his life. He became President of the Red Anchor Dock and Steamship Company and died on July 2, 1952 at the age of seventy-three.

Dwight H. Whiting (1891-1974) became Rolin’s Secretary & Treasurer. His job was to search for distributors for the Rolin films in those earliest days. He advised Roach on the reactions to their product and also handled the actors’ payroll. Whiting was instrumental in eventually helping Roach to secure a distribution contract with Pathé Exchange whose committee in New York City reviewed and critiqued the Rolin films. Whiting even steered Roach toward comedy, though the young director wanted to make dramatic films as well.

“They seem to like the wrong party getting hit,” Whiting wrote to Roach in March 1915, “so stick in a lot of it. Say you work up to climax then fall down. Take more time and figure it out better at first and we will show them.” A few days later he wrote, “Graham [a Pathé executive] says your work amateurish in all ways but we better stick at comedies and make good ones. I have faith in your ability. Go to it.” They did, producing several more one-reelers.

“The first person I engaged was Harold Lloyd, “Roach told me in 1973, “for the simple reason that he was the best hard-working actor I ever saw.”

“Roach paid me seven dollars a day and we began grinding out hobo farces,” said Lloyd in the February 1920 issue of Motion Picture magazine. “The lure of high salaries hit me just about that time and I decided that I was underpaid. So I went over to Mack Sennett as a juvenile.”

Roach had quite the competition in the slapstick comedy field. Mack Sennett had begun his own studio in 1912 and his Keystone Kops were all the craze.

“Mack Sennett was an Irish blacksmith before he was an actor,” said Roach in the acclaimed British Thames Television mini-series Hollywood, which aired in 1980, “and Roach was a truck driver before he was an actor so we had a little something in common. We were both Irish and we were despite what the press said we were friendly. Sennett had a broad sense of the visual ridiculous and he played that to the hilt.”

“Sennett established a formula, and never deviated from it,” wrote film historian William K. Everson. “As the years went by, his films because slicker, funnier, faster, but the basic pattern of sight gag and chase never changed…. From the beginning, with his first Harold Lloyd films, Roach had aimed at adding sophistication and ‘prestige’ to his films….His comedies were more carefully planned than Sennett’s, and the care showed….Roach certainly made his quota of slapstick, and good slapstick it was too. But violence, sight gags and chases were usually more solidly integrated into good story material and situational comedy than was the case with Sennett. Some of the best Roaches eschewed slapstick entirely in favor of wit and farce….”

“Lloyd’s association with Sennett was not to be a long one,” wrote Richard Schickel in his 1974 biography of Harold Lloyd, “but if nothing else, it taught Lloyd mastery of an important element in the comic’s trade, the ‘Brodie’ (named after the celebrated Brooklyn Bridge jumper).”

“Sennett seemed to like me,” said Lloyd, “but Roach came back with an offer of fifty dollars a week. [That was in June 1915.]

“Fifty looked mighty big to me and I told Sennett I was leaving. ‘All right, young fellow,’ said Sennett, ‘come back when you get to it—I can use you.’”

“In those days all comedians were clowns who wore funny clothes,” Roach told me in 1973. “Harold Lloyd was not a comedian but he was the best actor to act the part of a comedian of any person I ever saw. Audiences loved to watch a regular American guy take pratfalls and act like a clown. Harold worked like hell at being a good actor. He wasn’t a funny man. He played his comedy as seriously as drama. It was his energy that gave him appeal.”

Before Lloyd came up with his iconic Glass Character as he called it, he and Roach began with a series of one-reel comedies with Roach directing and Harold Lloyd playing a brash, Chaplin-style comic called Willie Work.

1914 RELEASES:

CA. FOURTEEN HAROLD LLOYD/WILLIE WORK ONE-REEL COMEDIES TWO ONE-REEL NEWS FILMS

“We filmed in the park, at the beach, and in someone’s backyard. The whole downtown of Los Angeles became my property room,” recalled Roach.

Back in 1914-15, one-reelers were made one a week, for about $350.

“In those days, we had no scripts. I’d come in with the gags, the premise—the type of comedy we were going to make. I’d call in the cast and they’d improvise. Then we’d go out to the park and shoot.

“If we could only concoct stories now like Hal and I did in the old days!” reminisced Harold Lloyd in the February 1927 issue of Motion Picture magazine. “We used to take a cameraman and the cast to Westlake Park [now MacArthur Park]. We would sit on a bench and start talking story. ‘What’ll we do this time, Hal?’ I would say. Hal would start the story. ‘Well, a pretty girl and an old man are sitting here on the bench and you come along and eye the girl and she gets up and walks away with you. The old man protests and you push him in the lake.’ We would take this scene and think up another to follow, and in four days we would have a picture made entirely around Westlake Park.”

“Here’s how we went about filming those early comedies,” Roach explained to Boston Globe reporter John A. Jerome for his 1935 article “From Custard Pie to Polo.”

“First we assembled our bankroll, what there was of it. This was the most important feature of our program but it was surprising how little money was needed to turn out films in those days… After we had taken care of the financial arrangements, we gave our undivided attention to the production itself. Someone offered an idea that he thought would make a funny picture. We discussed it for a while and if no one could think of a funnier idea, that was our story and we stuck to it, or were stuck with it, however it happened to turn out.

“Next, we assembled a variety of soft pies, custard if the price was right. Then we gathered up what costumes we could beg, borrow or steal. Naturally, our story idea had to be flexible enough to permit changes to match up with the wardrobe we assembled.

“If we were lucky enough to get a hold of a cop’s uniform, a policeman would be in the picture. Or if we had a French maid’s costume, we would write in a part for a petite girl. However, cast-off and misfit suits of clothes, battered derbies and silk hats made up the greater part of our wardrobe. Often our close friends would recognize their once-prized personal wardrobes adorning the figures of our screen clowns.

“During this particular period we had not acquired a studio; we couldn’t even afford to rent space at another producer’s lot. So we met this situation by shooting our entire picture on location, on public streets, parks, vacant lots and even the lawns of homes whose owners were not home at the time.

“Early in the morning I would start out in a big seven-passenger car which I had bought fourth-hand, and within an hour would pick up the various actors and others who were working that day. Often our location would be at or near the boarding house, hotel or home of one of our employees. This maneuver saved time, money and gasoline. It was an unwritten law that the actors had to have their make-up on and be ready for shooting immediately upon arrival on location. To meet this condition they used to put on grease paint while we were driving along to the scene of the day’s work.”

These early comedies were made on speculation, and the new movie company was often destitute. According to the Watertown (New York) Herald of September 23, 1916, “With capital down to the zero point, Roach decided to risk all on one last attempt. He put his company ‘over the jumps’ by putting them through every funny scene he could think of. There was no story and no rhyme or reason to it. He called it Just Nuts and sent it to Pathé.”

Pathé Exchange was quite literally the oldest motion picture company in the world, having been started in Paris in 1896 by four brothers, the driving force being Charles Pathé (1863-1957). In 1904 Charles sent J.A. Berst to open an office in New York City, and Berst was the executive in charge when Rolin offered their cinematic wares.

Miraculously, Pathé bought this little comedy Just Nuts “and asked for more,” reported the Watertown Herald. “In the meanwhile before the good news came Roach had got starved out and had secured a job as director with Essanay when the good news came.”

“I made six pictures with Lloyd,” Roach told me, “and then went over to work at Essanay [in June 1915]. I made one-reelers using the comedians Chaplin didn’t need. All the sets were right next to each other, so while I’d be shooting one picture, Chaplin would be shooting another right next door. All the time he’d come over to our set and ask a comic, ‘What was that gag so-and-so did in vaudeville?’ And he’d put that gag into his picture. Chaplin had a fund of visual gags from all the comedians from the Karno Company. When he wore out his repertoire he went down. But he was a genius. He used all that vast experience he had learned at Karno’s. [Fred Karno (1866-1941) was an English impresario who toured United States theaters in 1910-12 with his pantomime comedy shows starring Charles Chaplin—Stan Laurel was the understudy. Roach actually hired Karno in 1929 as a writer and director under a five year contract. However, Roach soon realized that Karno was merely a businessman who had no comic talents himself and his contract was canceled after only four months.]

“Chaplin and I were intimate friends when I worked at Essanay,” said Roach. “We’d have at least one meal a day together and also spend the evenings together. Chaplin was a student of comedy, but he was an ignorant man. What I mean by that is that he couldn’t have had more than three or four years of schooling.

“He was constantly working. He’d go down to Main Street and just watch people, looking for funny events he could put in his pictures. Even at night, over dinner, he’d discuss his pictures. Chaplin was a perfectionist. I remember he went into a hole six times so it would look right. And the funny thing is, he never drank. I can’t remember ever seeing him intoxicated. We’d go down to Levi’s Cafe on Spring Street or the Alexandria Bar at the Alexandria Hotel, and Chaplin never drank. Laurel drank a lot, and that makes a big difference. And liquor killed a top comedian I had, Charley Chase.

“Anyway, I didn’t have any studio in those days until we sold three dramatic pictures to Universal at a profit.” Roach’s first studio was located in the Bradbury Mansion, a former Victorian era Queen Anne home located near downtown Los Angeles in an area called ‘Bunker Hill,’ close to where the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion now stands. It is said Harold Lloyd called the mansion “Pneumonia Hall” because of its excessive draftiness. The thirty-five room structure, complete with five chimneys and five turrets, was eventually demolished in 1929.

Roach’s special effects man Roy Seawright recalled years later, “My father was construction boss and architect for all the sets at Rolin Film Company which consisted of one little open-air stage….” Though most exteriors were shot on location around Los Angeles.

Pathé offered Roach a contract on condition that he sign the three leads of Just Nuts, Roy Stewart (1883-1933), Jane Novak (1896-1990) and Harold Lloyd (1893-1971). Stewart and Novak were contracted elsewhere, but Roach was able to get permission to produce comedies with just Lloyd. That’s when he signed him for $50 per week. Just a few months later, on October 14, 1915 Whiting was able to send Roach a triumphant telegram: “SUCCESS PATHÉ ACCEPTED ALL PICTURES.” Thus Pathé Exchange became Roach’s sole distributor of films for the next twelve years.

1915 RELEASES:

16 HAROLD LLOYD/LONESOME LUKE ONE-REELERS

“But I have been with Roach ever since,” said Lloyd in 1920. “We created the ‘Lonesome Luke’ series for Pathé.” This character, in contrast to Willie Work who mimicked Chaplin to a great degree, wore tight fighting clothes and gave Lloyd a lanky loose look.

In 1974 author Richard Schickel wrote, in his biography of Harold Lloyd, “Roach has flatly claimed that ‘Lonesome Luke was my idea,’ but Lloyd long ago disputed that notion. It was his father, according to Lloyd, who created the figure’s costume, and since no one ever talks about Luke except in terms of apparel, Foxy deserves at least some of the credit for his creation.”

Harold Lloyd has been quoted in Suzanne D’Agostino Lloyd’s book, Harold Lloyd: Magic in Horn-Rimmed Glasses:

“I told Roach that I had something that was an improvement on Willie Work, at least. When he saw it he approved. Later it was tagged with the name of Lonesome Luke. For it my father had found a worn pair of Number 12AA last shoes in a repair shop on Los Angeles Street… In a haberdashery dad found a black-and-white vertical-striped shirt and bought out the stock. The coat of a woman’s tailored suit, a pair of very tight and short trousers, a vest too short, a cut-down collar, a cut-down hat and two dots of a mustache completed the original version of Lonesome Luke. The cunning behind all this, you will observe, was to reverse the Chaplin outfit. All his clothes were too large, mine all too small. My shoes were funny, but different; my mustache funny, but different.”

A family friend of Dwight Whiting, Dorothy Tree, enjoyed these Lonesome Luke comedies so much so that she sent in her own story ideas which Whiting found to be excellent. “Be careful or you will be famous overnight,” Whiting wrote to her in July 1915. He offered her $20 per scenario and eagerly awaited her next efforts. “We are… still in the market for good slapstick ideas,” he wrote to her late October, “and can now freelance and buy out right without delay.” In December he wrote, “Rag Time Snapshots is really a very good comedy and I am sure you will laugh at seeing your work on the screen.”

The Harold Lloyd Lonesome Luke comedies became extremely popular, even rivaling Chaplin’s, though Lloyd grew to “loathe” doing them. On November 16, 1915 an executive from the Canadian office of Pathé Exchange sent a congratulatory telegram to the Rolin Film Company. “… YOUR LAST RELEASE BUGHOUSE BELL-HOPS WAS CERTAINLY A VERY GOOD COMEDY AND IF ALL YOUR FILMS WILL BE AS GOOD AS THAT ONE, THEY WILL CERTAINLY MAKE A NAME FOR YOUR MAKE.”

A year later came this letter from a Mr. I.D. Stanford, manager of The Lyric Theatre, Chicago: “[Lonesome] Luke is as popular as Chaplin here, if not more so, and his comedies are better by far in every way than those of the Chaplin kind.”

Roach and his gang began sending amusing true event anecdotes pertaining to their zany filmmaking adventures to the movie magazines. In November 1915 two humorous incidents occurred, as described by the Rolin Film Company’s publicity department:

“A scandal was narrowly averted last week during the production of the latest Phunphilm when the company was on location at one of the fashionable millionaire’s palaces of this city. Ten members of a company of skilled Oriental dancers were secured to take part and were given directions to be at the location at a certain time. The owner of the mansion together with his family and friends were interested spectators of the operations when a call for the dancing girls was sent out. Imagine the surprise and horror of Director Roach and the balance of the company when the dancing girls appeared on the lawn in gee-strings and breast plates. Some of the more artistically inclined had even left their breast plates at home. As the board of censors would never pass such films as this would have made, two precious hours were lost while the girls were sent downtown to don bloomers and uppers. Happily the scandal ended without trouble before it started.”

And, to emphasize the unpredictable nature of early day filmmaking, another amusing happenstance that year was also dutifully noted: “Last week it was necessary to employ a billy goat in the current picture. Among other amusing incidents which Billy pulled off was the confiscation and swallowing of three scenarios direct from Director Roach’s hip pocket. When Mr. Roach discovered his loss, the only part of the scenario in sight was a portion of one of the final pages on which was written ‘finis.’”

Less amusing was the day a blast in Edendale “rocked the ground like a miniature earthquake,” reported the Moving Picture World in December 1915 “and shattered many windows in the neighboring houses” when a keg of blasting powder was set off in a Phunphilm comedy scene at the Rolin studios.

“The property man evidently got the wrong kind of keg,” explained the Moving Picture World, “and when the explosion came off the whole company was covered with dirt and debris. The assistant director had to be sent to the hospital with a piece of the barrel embedded in his leg and the Rolin Company is now busy paying for all those broken windows. Fortunately Director Roach was safely hidden behind the camera man.”

Rolin was not completely happy with their arrangement with Pathé as evidenced by the December 23, 1915 letter Dwight Whiting sent to William Fox of the Fox Film Corporation in New York: “We have at present one company only making Phunphilms for weekly release by Pathé. These comedies, while fair and above average, are not the best we could do, reason for same is that Pathé is not willing to spend the necessary money to get elaborate pictures. As you know, Pathé are shrewd and close buyers and unless our comedies were better than any others they could get for a like price, we would not be under contract with them. Should we enter into negotiations with you on a suitable basis, we could put on a first class company, turning you out any style of comedies you would like. Would not care to go into the deal at all with you unless you wanted comedies of the very highest class, and would be willing to spend the money necessary to obtain the best results.” Apparently Fox was unwilling to spend any money on Rolin, and thus Pathé remained their distributor for the next twelve years.

The early one-reelers were made in one week for $1200-$1500 each and usually included Australian comic Harold H. Fraser, aka “Snub” Pollard (1889-1962) and Texan-born teenager Bebe Daniels (1901-1971) who from 1915 to 1919 made about 143 shorts with Lloyd and became his sweetheart. Most of Hollywood thought they would marry.

1916 RELEASES:

THIRTY-FOUR HAROLD LLOYD/LONESOME LUKE ONE-REELERS

In early 1916 it was determined that the Bradbury Mansion required the electrical wiring to be improved; it was decided that a new enclosed stage needed to be built as well, so the Rolin Film Company temporarily moved to a plant in Edendale, the same Los Angeles neighborhood where Mack Sennett was producing his comedies. In April they moved to a well-appointed studio in Hollywood
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