
  
    [image: Cover]
  


  
    


    


    Classic Cinema.


    Timeless TV.


    Retro Radio.


    


    


    BearManor Media


    


    [image: BearManorBear-EBook]


    See our complete catalog at www.bearmanormedia.com

  


  
    William Fox: A Story of Early Hollywood, 1915-1930


    © 2019 Susan Fox and Donald G. Rosellini. All Rights Reserved.


    


    No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, digital, photocopying or recording, except for the inclusion in a review, without permission in writing from the publisher.


    


    This version of the book may be slightly abridged from the print version.


    


    [image: BearManorBear]


    Published in the USA by:


    BearManor Media


    PO Box 71426


    Albany, Georgia 31708


    www.bearmanormedia.com


    


    ISBN 978-1-887664-62-2


    


    Acknowledgments: Linda J. Walter


    Cover Design by Susan Svehla.


    eBook construction by Brian Pearce| Red Jacket Press.

  


  
    Table of Contents


    


    Introduction


    


    1915


    Chapter 1


    Chapter 2


    Chapter 3


    Chapter 4


    


    1916


    Chapter 5


    


    1917


    Chapter 6


    


    1918


    Chapter 7


    


    1919


    Chapter 8


    


    1920


    Chapter 9


    


    1921


    Chapter 10


    


    1922


    Chapter 11


    


    1923


    Chapter 12


    


    1924


    Chapter 13


    Chapter 14


    


    1925


    Chapter 15


    Chapter 16


    


    1926


    Chapter 17


    Chapter 18


    


    1927


    Chapter 19


    Chapter 20


    


    1928


    Chapter 21


    Chapter 22


    


    1929


    Chapter 23


    Chapter 24


    Chapter 25


    Chapter 26


    Chapter 27


    Chapter 28


    


    1930


    Chapter 29


    Chapter 30


    Chapter 31


    Chapter 32


    


    Epilogue


    Appendix: A Special Tribute to The Fox Film/Theaters Team, California, July 1, 1929


    A Selected Bibliography

  


  
    


    


    To those fearless men who founded Hollywood

  


  
    Introduction


    


    I begin this story with some hesitation, because to recount the rise and fall of my great-grandfather, William Fox, I must refer to those other important figures who created the motion picture industry. A group of young, fearless businessmen who through performers, stories, sets, cameras and theaters waged an unceasing and bitter war for supremacy.


    The only constant in the motion picture industry of the silent era was unrelenting change. The period between 1915 and 1925 was a time of constant progress for Fox Film, the result of the release of a profitable run of pictures that brought William Fox to a prominent, but by no means dominant, position.


    The industry consisted of many studios competing for a share of the theatergoing public. Barriers to entry were low, which meant that anyone with a flair for the theatrical, a story, the wherewithal to lease studio space, and a ramshackle old camera could and did make pictures. A.P. Giannini’s Bancamerica, along with the prestigious Wall Street investment houses of Goldman Sachs, Kuhn, Loeb, and Lehman Brothers, were ready and willing to finance the production of pictures.


    Money was there for the asking. As a result, a colossal mound of debt would build on studio balance sheets— a debt that would feed and swell through the easy-money days of the 1920s until it would reach staggering proportions.


    In their day-to-day lives, silent film producers faced the ever-present threat of insolvency. A bad film here, a poor showing there, and it was over. There were plenty of casualties strewn across the fruited Hollywood landscape, with changing studio signs testifying to the intense rivalry that existed in the industry. The possibility of extinction was no more than a thousand feet of film away.


    Industry fundamentals could be summed up in two sentences: Pull patrons into theaters; sell them things they want to eat and drink, a formula that hasn’t changed to this day.


    Though his early pictures were not considered major artistic accomplishments, William Fox patched together a simple formula that featured cowboys and Indians, or vampires, with an occasional journey to the melodramatic. Most importantly, the top line usually exceeded costs, because Fox Film turned out pictures quickly and inexpensively.


    Even if critics panned Fox pictures, who really cared? Audiences were flocking to theaters to see them, and that was all that mattered to William Fox.


    He learned that to build a studio on one or two stars was like playing roulette. Fame was fleeting, scandal lurked around every corner, an irreconcilable difference with a director could and did stop production, illness could paralyze a project, and the public’s taste could and did change with frightening speed. In response to the constant threat of business interruption, William Fox diversified his roster of players and replenished it with new faces on a regular basis. Early stars like Theda Bara, Tom Mix, William Farnum and Buck Jones kept the studio afloat.


    To keep up with the undisputed industry leader, Paramount’s Adolph Zukor, William Fox expanded capacity both in film production and film exhibition, vertically integrating the company. Over time, he was forced to dilute his original 51 percent stake to something less substantial. To avoid a loss of management control, he followed the practice of the time and kept more than half of the voting shares of both Fox Film and Fox Theaters in his name. All voting power in Fox Film lay in 100,000 shares of Class B stock, of which William Fox owned 50,101 shares. All voting power in Fox Theaters lay in a corresponding 100,000 shares of Class B stock, the entire issue of which belonged to my great-grandfather.


    In 1927, while his business was still expanding, William Fox began to acquire theaters by the chain instead of by the unit, and the studio began experimenting with the talking picture. It came time for him to hire an investment banker, because the conversion to sound and the acquisition of theaters could no longer be financed through internally generated funds. Thus the firm of Halsey, Stuart and the venerable Harold Leonard Stuart, its president, entered the scene.


    Following closely behind was the Electrical Research Products Company (an AT&T subsidiary) and its president John Otterson, a company very much interested in William Fox’s development of Ted Case’s sound-on-film technology, a process that came to be known as Movietone.


    On Chicago’s La Salle Street, the highbrow Halsey, Stuart was considered an excellent bond-selling organization, never once having shown the disposition to interfere in the affairs of its clients, which had great appeal to William Fox.


    Fox, Stuart and Otterson were the best of friends and business associates, and it was under their auspices that William Fox embarked on the creation of his “great enterprise.” The Fox Film and Fox Theaters companies expanded dramatically, so that by the end of 1928 the studio rose to a position of prominence among the big four of cinema (Warner Bros., Paramount, Fox and Loew’s).


    In 1929, William Fox embarked upon an expedition a bit too ambitious for his resources and fell victim to his own voracious appetite for growth. In response to Paramount’s theater-acquisition spree, he attempted to swallow the entire Loew’s organization, which at the time controlled MGM and many first-run theaters, aggravating MGM studio boss L.B. Mayer.


    To make matters worse, he also managed to antagonize his two major financial backers, AT&T and Halsey, Stuart, insisting that the Movietone sound patents belonged exclusively to him and were not to be shared royalty-free with AT&T.


    During the most serious part of the negotiation for the Loew’s shares, William Fox was immobilized as the result of a near-fatal automobile crash. While he lay recovering from his injuries, Louis B. Mayer connived with the newly elected Hoover administration to thwart William Fox’s acquisition of Loew’s and Mayer’s beloved MGM. Mayer wanted no part of the crafty William Fox. To pay for the purchase of the controlling interest in Loew’s, William Fox loaded his companies with short-term debt.


    The final blow came in October 1929 when the stock market crashed. Stock prices tumbled and margins were called on the Loew’s shares. In this time of acute need, his financial backers were nowhere to be found. It was payback time.


    It was now a question of survival. My great-grandfather was about to lose control of the companies he had created and expanded over a 15-year time span. In his mind the plot was thus: A considerable group of very influential people wanted to unseat him and confiscate his controlling interest in the Fox companies.


    But why?


    I hope I can correct several misconceptions regarding my great-grandfather’s role in the silent and early sound era, particularly those related to the Loew’s acquisition and its aftermath. Most treatises on the subject dismiss William Fox’s attempt to acquire Loew’s as sheer folly, or an act of insanity. The truth was that the deal’s fundamentals were sound and made good economic sense. What had changed was the environment.


    While they were still alive, I spent time conversing about William Fox with my grandmother, Belle, my father’s first cousin, Bill T., and my father, William Fox, Jr. It is through their storytelling that I am able to reconstruct many of the scenes I portray in this book.


    I use Upton Sinclair Presents William Fox as both a timeline and source for William Fox’s most intimate thoughts and words on many pertinent subjects. My great-grandfather is quoted throughout the Sinclair book. William Fox hired Sinclair to write a book and establish a public record of what had happened to him and why he lost control of the Fox enterprises. William Fox spent hours upon hours recounting to Sinclair what had taken place in those pivotal years 1929 and 1930. It is unfortunate that a stockpile of data given to Upton Sinclair by William Fox has been lost. The William Fox-Upton Sinclair file at Indiana University contains a trial record and not much else.


    I’m particularly grateful to Carla Winter and the Wurtzel family for preserving correspondence between Sol Wurtzel and William Fox. These letters are published and are now available in their entirety. I use these letters to create several scenes in the book.


    Dr. Lillian Lodge Kopenhaver, Dean of Florida International University’s School of Journalism, courageously accepted the task of editing a preliminary draft of the manuscript. A special thanks to Scott Kass of the University’s library for uncovering scarce background material on Halsey, Stuart, Harold Stuart, John Otterson and Harley Clarke.


    Thanks to Alan Adler, former director of 20th Century-Fox’s film library and archives, for a rare copy of the catalogue of films and stories owned by the Fox Film Corporation at the time of the merger with 20th Century.


    As I was about to finish this book, I discovered that the Samuel Untermyer family had created an archive of the famed litigator’s personal papers. His grandson Frank Untermyer kindly shared an unpublished manuscript with me, dealing with the intense litigation of early 1930. Throughout this tumultuous period, Samuel Untermyer ably defended William Fox and was instrumental in reaching a settlement with his opposition.


    Douglas Taussig’s whereabouts remained a mystery for over 60 years until his son from a second marriage, John Taussig, surfaced out of the blue. Surprisingly, John lived near his half brother, Bill T. John provided useful insight on his father Douglas, who had been married to William Fox’s oldest daughter, Mona.


    As for Belle’s husband, Milton J. Schwartz, I have no idea what became of him. Possibly a reader will know something about him.


    This biographical novel is documented by an extensive bibliography. I am deeply indebted to those wonderful writers at Fortune who so skillfully described some of the events that took place between 1915 and 1930.


    A special thanks to our agent, Debbie Fine for her perseverance. We are particularly grateful to Susan and Gary Svehla for believing in our work.


    I want to specially thank my great-grandfather, William Fox, for without him there would be no me. As I write these words, my sister Jo-Ann and I remember him. It was 50 years ago, May 8, 1952, that he passed away.


    


    Susan Eva Fox

  


  
    1915


    


    Chapter 1


    


    The year was 1915. Woodrow Wilson was President of the United States. In America alone, more than 400 films of four reels— each with 60 minutes of running time— were being produced by more than 100 different companies.


    One of those producers was a young entrepreneur by the name of William Fox.


    On February 1, Fox rose at an early hour and went through his daily ritual of shaving, protecting as best he could the small, close-trimmed mustache under his rather prominent nose. William Fox was 36 years old.


    The portly man of medium height stood before a mirror, stirred his brush in a shaving mug, lathered his skin and then shaved carefully with a finely honed razor.


    “William?” called his wife, Eve, rapping on the bathroom door. “We’d better hurry.” Whenever a sense of urgency appeared about her, Eve called him William. Otherwise, he was just plain Bill. To those who had the good fortune to work for him, he became W.F. Rinsing his face clean of lather, he opened the door. There stood his wife, the light of his life. Eve’s light brown eyes sparkled, and her smile was contagious. She tenderly kissed him on his ample forehead.


    A wave of nostalgia engulfed him. For a long moment, W.F. stood there looking at her, thinking all the way back to when they had first met in that Lower East Side tenement. Their pasts were intertwined in such complex ways that they could now almost read each other’s minds. Married for 15 years, they had two lovely daughters, Caroline, whom they referred to as Mona, and the youngest, Isabelle, who became Belle. W.F. loved those girls more than his life, and he was determined to shelter them from the hardship and deprivation he’d felt growing up as a child.


    Padding into the master bedroom, Eve picked a fresh white shirt from the highly polished chest of drawers, helped him into it and buttoned the starched collar that fit snugly around his neck. She wrapped a dark cravat around the high collar, tying a respectable bow in the front much as she did every morning. Then she stuck a pin through the collar.


    When he was 10 or so, W.F. had lost the use of his left elbow due to an unfortunate accident in which he’d tumbled off the back end of an ice wagon, breaking his arm. Since the Fox family had had no money to speak of, the fracture had been poorly set.


    Flattening his eyebrows with her soft finger, Eve said, “Today is the day we’ve been waiting for, Bill.”


    W.F. didn’t respond immediately, his mind wandering off to an earlier time when putting bread on the table for his four younger siblings seemed an interminable chore. Young William Fox had sold shoe polish and newspapers and had grubbed for a living like most of the tenants in the ghetto.


    “What are you thinking about, dearest?”


    “I was just thinking of my father,” he replied. “He never saved any money. We’ll do things differently.”


    Brushing a thick swath of graying hair over his balding head, Eve made sure it covered the shiny spot. She was careful about it, as though she were combing a baby’s hair. Then she helped him slip into a suit coat.


    Taking stock of the dapper image in the dresser mirror, W.F. saw a man of some prosperity. Now, he told himself, for the first time, he was on the road to financial independence.


    Indeed, W.F. was putting the exhibition company he’d built from one modest theater acquired in 1904, everything he owned in this world, into a corporation to be called Fox Film. As a consequence, he’d wind up controlling 50 percent of this stock company, with an outside investor group from New Jersey controlling the other half.


    “These people are trusting us with their money, Eve.”


    “I know,” she said. “Do you have any doubts?”


    “None!” W.F. replied in a firm voice, assuaging her concern, while at the same time reaffirming to himself that they were doing the right thing. “No doubts, whatsoever!”


    Such a statement was a little white lie, because W.F. was used to complete control and now he would have to report to a board of directors who were disparate in thought. He told himself if he could control the board, then nothing would change. W.F. kept that thought uppermost in his mind, particularly when, several years later, he’d take the company public and suffer a substantial dilution in his ownership.


    “We’re going to work harder than we ever have in our lives, Eve.”


    Keeping in step with the practice of the time, he didn’t want to arrive late for the important meeting. Extending his good right arm, W.F. said, “Let’s go, my dear. Our investors are waiting for us.”


    Linking arms, they moved deliberately and quickly to the foyer.


    Because it was the dead of winter, Eve wore a mink coat, and W.F. slipped on a cloth coat with a dark fur collar, topping his head with a dignified homburg.


    


    In the gravel sweep before the house a spiffy chauffeur named Harold stood erectly by a shiny motorcar. The Foxes made their way to the car, edging themselves into the rear seat.


    The Pierce-Arrow was solid and quiet, with a fully equipped umbrella holder and chauffeur telephone, one of the fine luxury motor carriages of the era. It had six cylinders and 48 horsepower, and cost $6,000.


    The Foxes were living at Mt. Hope in the Bronx. The ride to Lower Manhattan would take nearly an hour. There was a steep hill, and then the chauffeur guided the motorcar, applying its brakes until it hit pavement. The rest of the ride was relatively smooth. Once in the city, Harold maneuvered the automobile through clustered pedestrians, trolley cars and motorcars. Dynamite blasted in underground excavations in an annoyingly monotonous fashion. New York City was building another length of subway line.


    People hunched their shoulders against a chilly wind blowing down Fifth Avenue. Policemen directed competing flows of traffic at busy intersections. Acrude electric traffic semaphore hung at Fifth Avenue and 42nd Street.


    There it was. The swank Waldorf-Astoria looming in the distance, 11 stories of ornate architectural display at 34th Street and Fifth Avenue.


    “There’s a bit of traffic this morning, Mr. Fox.”


    “Drop us at the 33rd Street entrance, Harold.”


    “Yes, Mr. Fox.”


    Harold pulled the great motorcar to a complete stop in front of the canopied entrance on 33rd Street. The Foxes got out of the car with the assistance of a footman and sauntered into the hotel.


    


    Meeting at the Waldorf-Astoria gave W.F. a certain cachet. All of the presidents from McKinley on spent time there. The hotel’s manager— George C. Boldt, a bearded, urbane man— ran the place masterfully, steadily enhancing guest service. With its tastefully furnished rooms and its artistically tiled baths, the Waldorf had become New York’s foremost hotel for public entertainments, charity balls and foreign dignitaries.


    


    A regally uniformed houseman who had been with the Waldorf for ages, or so it seemed, was there to greet them. Dressed in satin knee pants, he spoke only when spoken to.


    “Please follow me, Mr. Fox. Madam.”


    The houseman escorted them into a well-appointed sitting room. Upholstered chairs cushioned with velvet were distributed nicely throughout the room and an immense marble-top table was located in the center, with several straight-backed chairs around it.


    Meeting the Foxes were Winfield Richard Sheehan, Jack G. Leo and Saul Rogers. Eve and W.F. instantly shed their coats, which were carried off by a houseman.


    “W.F., Mrs. Fox.”


    “Winnie, isn’t this wonderful?” The lively tone of Eve’s voice said everything.


    “Yes, it is. I think it’s beginning to dawn on the motion picture industry that William Fox is a force to be dealt with, Mrs. Fox.”


    “It’s much too early to stand up and be counted, Winnie,” W.F. grumbled.


    Turning, Eve went over to the far side of the room to join her brother, Jack Leo, who was beaming from ear to ear. Balding, with a now prominent forehead, Leo was W.F.’s right-hand man, managing day-to-day business affairs and supervising the office when W.F. was out of town or in one of the Fox theaters. Energetic, enthusiastic, completely wrapped up in his job, Leo was there when W.F. needed him.


    “Jack, my darling,” Eve said.


    “Sweetheart.”


    They kissed each other on both cheeks. There was a genuine warmth there that W.F. did not share with his own siblings. But that was another matter.


    Without notice or warning, a thick-chested man stuck his nose in the door, and W.F. signaled that he should enter. It was Oscar Tschirky, the maitre d’hotel, who had worked for the Waldorf since its opening. Smooth, affable, with a flawless memory for names and the gift for ingratiating himself with prominent guests, he was known to everyone who was anyone.


    “Mr. Fox, what a wonderful day.”


    “Yes, it is, Oscar.”


    “I hope everything is to your liking?”


    “Perfect for the occasion.”


    “Good. Good. If there is anything more you require, please do not hesitate to call upon me. I am at your service.”


    “I will, Oscar.”


    That said, Oscar left W.F. with one of his specially engraved cards and swiftly departed.


    


    Having burdened himself for over a week with an exhaustive examination of pro forma financial statements, W.F. was satisfied that each and every number fell into place. As president and chief executive of Fox Film, W.F. knew that he was ultimately responsible for the financial results presented to stockholders and directors.


    “Is everything in order?”


    “We’re ready, W.F.,” Rogers responded.


    On a small table rested a stack of bound booklets. Snatching one, W.F. sat in one of the chairs positioned around the table and began flipping through the pages. He read the story of how William Fox had grown a single theater he’d purchased in 1904 into a string of second-class vaudeville houses. Earlier, managing his affairs from an austere office at 24 Union Square, Fox purchased the interests of partners B.S. Moss and Sol Brill. Before long, former partner Moss joined Adolph Zukor, the man who would create Paramount.


    The prospectus spoke of W.F.’s plans for expansion in the three vital areas of the movie business: exhibition, distribution and film production. Rogers’ down-to-earth writing style pleased him, for he had painted a rosy picture for Fox Film without having made any false representations.


    


    Short of stature with the steely bespectacled look of a litigator, Saul Rogers was the company’s in-house attorney and had been W.F.’s personal secretary since 1905. W.F. had first met Rogers when he’d invited his older brother Gustavus to join him as a partner on the Dewey Theatre lease. Today, he was promoting Rogers to general counsel of Fox Film at the not so modest sum of $30,000 a year. Putting the booklet aside, W.F. lit a cigar and said, “Damn fine job, Saul.”


    “I’m happy you approve, W.F.,” he replied.


    


    Nearly a decade before, Winfield Sheehan came into W.F.’s life because W.F. needed someone with strong connections in city hall. Theater managers were regularly being harassed on safety issues by the city’s fire department. Fire inspectors were shutting theaters down for days at a time, putting a sizeable dent in revenues.


    Born in 1883, a onetime New York World reporter, “Winnie” was connected to the police department and seemed to know how to “fix” things, so W.F. hired him as his secretary at $100 a week. He seemed to have an extraordinary fund of political contacts, which would prove useful for the business.


    W.F. saw great promise for the blue-eyed, vivacious Irishman, who, because he had the gift of gab, would serve as the front man for the company. Outwardly congenial and business-like, Sheehan fit the bill for studio spokesman. Although he had a charming manner with people, Sheehan was capable of rages at which strong men turned pale. Most importantly, he was a Gentile and America was a Gentile nation, and W.F. was a Jew.


    The truth was that like so many of the uneducated young men of his generation, Sheehan had joined Fox Film partly from a need to improve his financial situation, and partly from the calculation that it was the best way to advance a career that had reached a dead end. Over time, he became a deferential manager, leaving policy decisions to W.F. Even when he disagreed with this or that decision, he never risked his career by doing something foolish. The only one who dared question W.F. on policy decisions was his brother-in-law Jack Leo.


    Most nights, after around-the-clock work marathons, Sheehan could be found drinking at Jack’s all-night bar on 6th Avenue, just off the Tenderloin.


    


    Apart from his theater assets, W.F. owned Box Office Attractions, from which he distributed moving pictures made by the many studios shooting film. Most of these were short-subject films supplied by American, Beauty, Balboa, Broncho and a host of smaller studios. These studios ranged in size from one-car garages to multiple-stage operations. As for distribution, the exchange of films among theater owners made more sense than individual purchases from producers.


    


    At the other end of the spectrum, the General Film Company, the giant distribution arm of the Motion Picture Patents Company, was still exclusively merchandising the products of Biograph, Edison, Essanay, Kalem, Lubin, Mina, Selig, Pathé and Vitagraph, the big studios of that time. These studios were the Edison licensees and formed part of what became known as “the Trust.”


    Unless a theater owner agreed to pay the General Film Company’s schedule of costly fees, there were no big pictures. Not playing by Trust rules was never a safe business. Absolutely nothing gentle occurred in the way the Trust enforced its monopolistic policies. Examples of coercion abounded, and stories of physical violence were spawned.


    Because W.F. fought the Trust tooth and nail, Box Office Attractions was unable to secure pictures from these big studios. W.F. was frozen out of the inner circle and had to rely on the lesser-known studios for pictures.


    


    Another formidable barrier for the production of motion pictures by the small independent film producer was an interruption in the regular supply of raw film. The Motion Picture Patents Company signed an agreement under which Eastman Kodak became the exclusive supplier of raw film to the Edison licensees, and as a quid pro quo agreed not to supply the independents. In due course this agreement was amended to permit Kodak to sell to whomever it wanted, since the net result of the embargo was to encourage foreign raw film stock suppliers to enter the American market.


    


    It was about this time that W.F. decided he needed to produce his own pictures, and the Box Office Attractions Company made his first movies. The very first picture was Life’s Shop Window, adapted from a novel written by Victoria Cross in 1907. It cost Box Office Attractions $6,000 to film and was shot on Staten Island in a rented studio. Box Office’s second picture was St. Elmo. Both films were profitable, and W.F. saw that as a good sign.


    


    A group referred to as the New Jersey contingent was going to invest $400,000 in the Fox Film Corporation. The consortium comprised an engaging young man, Forrest F. Dryden, who had followed in his father John F. Dryden footsteps to become president of the Prudential Life Insurance Company; Anthony R. Kuser, Forrest’s brother-in-law; a sister, Susan Dryden Kuser; Uzal McCarter; and Martin Usar.


    


    The “Pru” became a leader in the insurance business. It was told that John Fairfield Dryden did his first business in industrial insurance for the workingman, policies that cost pennies per week for up to $500 worth of coverage. The “Pru” had 10 million policyholders on its rolls. Upon his death in 1911, John F. Dryden bequeathed a family fortune estimated at $15 million, which was divided into five parts. Three-fifths was left in trust to Dryden’s widow Mrs. Cynthia F. Dryden, one-fifth to Mr. Dryden’s son Forrest, and one-fifth in trust to his daughter Susan Dryden Kuser. Two smaller investors, Nathaniel King and John Eisele, were backing Fox Film through their New Jersey investment house.


    


    The investors were ushered in by a houseman who hastily carted off their coats, hats and scarves to a hatcheck.


    “Welcome, everyone,” Eve said.


    “It’s so good to meet you, Mrs. Fox,” Forrest Dryden replied, his eyes lighting up. “I’ve heard so much about you, Mr. Dryden.”


    “Most of it is true, I’m afraid.”


    They laughed.


    Dryden set his briefcase down beside one of the straight-backed chairs.


    A butler wheeled in glistening silver pots of tea. Another servant trailed behind, pushing a two-tiered cart stacked with a colorful assortment of finger sandwiches, fresh fruit and pastry. Everyone filled a plate and took assigned places around the marble-top table.


    Mrs. Usar stuffed her mouth with a chocolate éclair. “This is so delicious, Susie.”


    “It’s lovely.”


    It was not hard to discern that W.F. felt things couldn’t be better. He was grateful just to be in the sophisticated company he was in, and there seemed to him no limit to the heights to which Fox Film could soar. This was truly a good beginning, something he’d thought about for a long time— an association with men of means, investors willing to finance his dream of moving picture expansion.


    As the guests savored hot tea and pastry, Jack Leo passed out copies of the prospectus. “I believe we’re ready to start the meeting, Saul,” Jack Leo said.


    


    Dryden’s demeanor turned serious as he sat down in a chair opposite W.F. Aman of average height with a stomach kept down by plenty of golf, Dryden was dressed in a gray suit, a rather high collar and a dark tie.


    Saul Rogers rose. “Ladies and gentlemen.”


    One could hear a pin drop.


    “Mr. Fox is contributing his leases and ownership of 10 theaters in the greater New York area, another 12 theaters outside of New York.”


    W.F. fished a smoke from the row of long brown cigars he kept in his breast pocket, and lighted up.


    “Mr. Fox’s contribution includes real estate in California, a vaudeville booking company and Box Office Attractions. The officers of the Fox Film company are William Fox, president, Winfield R. Sheehan, vice president and general manager, Jack Leo, vice president, and yours truly, Saul Rogers, vice president and general counsel.”


    There was a drawn-out period of heated discussion, after which W.F. accepted the appointment of John Eisele as treasurer of the company. In effect, Eisele would become the New Jersey contingent’s insider. Before closing the meeting, W.F. created a spot for Nathaniel King as well.


    After the stockholders unanimously approved the nominations, a nice, warm round of applause erupted. With its management slate in place, Fox Film was now officially in existence.


    Although Eve Fox would never occupy an official capacity in the company, whatever success was enjoyed at Fox Film and Fox Theaters was due in large part to her personal dedication and sacrifice. Besides tying W.F.’s necktie every morning and brushing his hair, she put a lot of time into reading scenarios for Fox pictures.


    A film started with a good story. For years no one knew the work Eve was doing; when scenarios were submitted, W.F. packed them up every evening and brought them home to his wife. She plowed through them and gave him a brief critique. She read in bed, at meals, and in the motorcar. She rushed out and bought all the new novels. Later, she reviewed stage plays in a never-ending search for film-worthy material.


    


    There was no question in W.F.’s mind that Forrest Dryden would lead the New Jersey contingent as far as business matters were concerned. He had that look of confidence that comes to a man who has achieved a certain status in life and was not in the least bit self-conscious. Dryden stood up. “Since we are all neophytes in the picture business, I wonder if Mr. Fox would be kind enough to tell us what future he sees for Fox Film.”


    Dryden sat down and lit a cigarette.


    For the next 10 minutes, W.F. enthusiastically described the opportunities in the motion picture business. This was a subject he thoroughly understood. “Back when I started, the motion picture began to appeal to everyone. One day some wise men in this country decided to monopolize the business and formed the Motion Picture Patents Company. Names you should remember: Edison, Kalem, Vitagraph, Lubin, Biograph, Selig, Essanay, Méliés and Pathé. No man was allowed to use a motion picture camera unless he received a license from that company. No man who wrote a story and gave his brains to create material for motion pictures was entitled to more than $25. The highest salary they agreed to pay a performer was $60 a week. These wise men controlled theaters and drove owners out of business. I refused to sign. I brought suit and they settled with me out of court.”


    Facing Forrest Dryden, W.F. said, “You ask Mr. Dryden what does William Fox see for the future? The motion picture will continue to provide entertainment for people from all walks of life. The industry will spread news around the world. We will one day teach not by books but by motion pictures.


    “Fox Film will need theaters, studios— including one in California— stories, and talent.” W.F. lifted his right arm, his sleeve drawn back, revealing a bare wrist. “William Fox doesn’t wear a watch. Our day will end when our work is done. That will be our philosophy at Fox Film.”


    “The Prudential Insurance Company of America represents New Jersey’s largest pool of capital— most of our policyholders’ dollars are invested in power and traction securities, or lent outright. New Jersey is an excellent state in which to do business, and I hope, Mr. Fox, that you will keep this in mind.”


    “I will, Mr. Dryden.”


    


    Jack Leo’s beady eyes circled the table as he peered over a puff of smoke from his cigarette; he quickly bounced to his feet.


    “Since you’re now in the film business, we thought it wise that you meet one of your players. Theda Bara is a success in her first film, A Fool There Was. She has everyone in America saying, ‘Kiss me, my fool!’”


    That drew a hard laugh and Mrs. Usar blushed.


    On cue, a houseman opened the door. Parading into view came Theda Bara, the epitome of the svelte, wide-eyed siren. Dressed flamboyantly for the occasion, she was draped in dark silks with her white shoulders and arms bare; she looked as if she had just walked off the silver screen.


    There were indistinguishable “oohs” and “aahs.”


    Susan Kuser said, “Oh, my God!”


    Her delicate jaw gone rigid, Mrs. Usar said, “That’s Theda Bara?”


    A smiling Anthony Kuser whispered, “In flesh and blood.”


    There was never any question that Theda Bara would become the very first femme fatale in filmdom. In fact, she created the genre. All of five feet, six inches tall, Bara weighed 135 pounds and was a rather robust woman like so many of that era. Pitch-black hair and brown, heavy-lidded eyes added to the vamp image that the Fox Studio aggressively cultivated for her. Naturally blonde, Bara perpetually dyed her hair and used exotic makeup to accentuate her beauty.


    Standing very erect, she allowed her big, dark eyes to circle the table, and raised her right hand in a plea for silence.


    “Please. Please.”


    In that instant, some of the lights were turned off, dimming the room and fabricating a theatrical mood. Frowning with intrigue, Theda began reciting Kipling’s famous poem, “The Vampire.”


    


    A fool there was and he made his prayer.


    Even as you and I.


    To a rag and a bone and a hank of hair,


    We called her the woman who did not care.


    But the fool, he called her his lady fair.


    Even as you and I.


    


    When the lights came up, those around the marble-top table lurched to their feet and applauded enthusiastically. W.F. noticed that Forrest Dryden was particularly effusive in his reaction to Theda Bara, and he took that to be a good sign.


    “That was wonderful,” Dryden said.


    “Outstanding!” Anthony Kuser added.


    With a devilish twinkle in her eyes, Bara gazed at Dryden. She was told that he was extremely wealthy, but she knew precious little about his private life.


    “Thank you, one and all,” Bara said.


    Dryden looked at her wistfully. “That was wonderful, Theda.”


    In response, Theda Bara clasped her nicely manicured hands together tightly. Everything about her seemed fragile and gentle.


    “Thank you, Mr. Dryden.”


    “Please call me Forrest, Theda.”


    “You’re so sweet, Forrest.”


    


    Next on the agenda was a private showing of Theda Bara’s highly popular film, A Fool There Was. The picture is a six-reeler that runs for 58 minutes and 26 seconds. Bara appears in about one-third of the frames.


    Delighting in the moment, for this was the first real job he had ever had, Winfield Sheehan said, “Ladies and gentlemen!”


    It got quiet. One could hear the brassy sounds of klaxons outside the hotel.


    “Next door, in the adjacent room, we’ve prepared a private screening of A Fool There Was. Please join Miss Theda Bara and the Fox family.”


    Theda Bara hooked her arm through Forrest Dryden’s. He was all smiles.


    A Fool There Was premiered in January and was an instant box office success, making Theda Bara a star. The story is about a vampire who ensnares a diplomat, causing him to give up his family and his very soul, all for Theda Bara’s character.


    While the guests found their seats, a pianist who was hunched over the keyboard came to life and struck up background music.


    Bara perched next to Forrest Dryden. “I hope you like my picture, Forrest.”


    “I know I will, Theda.”


    The unmistakable purr of a film projector filled the room. Apale screen turned to a brighter shade of white marked with the black lettering of film credits.


    In the final scene, Theda Bara, wearing a black velvet gown and a string of pearls, holds a long-stemmed rose in her teeth and calmly tosses rose petals onto the fool’s broken body. “Kiss me, my fool!” she mocks.


    Then on the screen appears a Kiplingesque title: The Fool Was Stripped To His Foolish Hide.


    When it was over, Dryden put his arm around Theda, a look of approval in his eyes. “That was a wonderful performance, Theda.”


    “I’m so happy that you think so, Forrest.”


    As far as W.F. could tell, day one of Fox Film was a total success, thanks to Theodosia Goodman, “the most wickedly beautiful face in the entire world.”


    Film critics praised the picture. Variety reported that the “strong man caught in the meshes of the wicked woman makes an interesting theme.”


    “Vamp” became part of the lexicon. Vamp was defined as “a woman who uses her charm or wiles to seduce and exploit men.”


    W.F. signed Theda Bara to a five-year contract. She would go on to make 39 films for the studio.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    In the beginning, Fox Film occupied the sixth and seventh floors of the Leavitt Building at 130 West 46th Street between Sixth and Seventh Avenues. It was an edifice populated with the stuffy offices of traders, lawyers, real estate agents and physicians.


    The routine was rigid. At 8:00 sharp in the morning, six days a week, W.F.’s staff had to be at their desks. Incoming mail was sorted and divided into two piles. One pile was the general correspondence that was assigned to several junior clerks for a first reading. Intermingled with ordinary correspondence was fan mail, which was promptly sorted, bagged and shipped to the respective star. The other stack was a series of in-house memos, which staff members were expected to read and channel to the proper person in the organization for immediate response or action. W.F.’s personal mail was left unopened on top of his desk.


    Each morning W.F. made his way to a large corner office whose austere interior was more roll-top than Victorian. As a rule, he was difficult to see. To get there one had to go through a sequence of outer guards, tough-looking fellows who impeded the entry of unannounced visitors. They guarded a series of offices, all interconnecting, in which a handful of executives sat perusing production reports and theater-attendance statistics. The atmosphere was one of business conservatism and secrecy, with a small dose of art-minded discussion during frequent coffee klatches.


    No industry was so reluctant to reveal its inner workings as the motion picture business. Paranoia dominated when it came to the competition. It was relatively easy to pilfer an idea or entice a player to abandon a studio for a competitor. Continuous experimentation in filmmaking techniques encouraged technical staff to bounce from lot to lot.


    The people who occupied the Leavitt Building directed the affairs of Fox Film. Among film studios at the time, it was one of the top 10 producers of motion pictures. One unadorned fact of the motion picture industry was that there did not exist a clear-cut leader. It was highly fragmented. No studio had more than 10 percent of the market.


    A male secretary managed a daily agenda and handled W.F.’s correspondence. It took a lot of telephoning and a lot of requisitions to satisfy the demands of the theaters. W.F. signed off on every purchase order. After reading the mail and signing letters, W.F. began to see those who had scheduled appointments.


    In his role as president and chief executive, W.F. made decisions that aroused the envy of the artistic types, ultimately choosing what to film and what not to film. As part of his responsibility, he passed on expensive hires, no matter how talented the directors said they were, and sorted through story ideas, of which about a third were bought as novels, plays and stories.


    Rather swiftly, W.F. discovered an essential truth about the economics of the motion picture industry. The successful long-term producers and directors, those who turned out a high percentage of box-office winners over an extended period of time, were those who united the tried and true stars, plots and situations in just the right proportions. It was precarious, indeed, to go out on a limb time and time again with unheard-of players, particularly if the studio was operating on a shoestring.


    


    Shortly after setting up shop in Manhattan, Fox Film leased the old Willat Studio in Fort Lee, New Jersey as its main production facility. “Doc” Willat’s facility had two large shooting stage areas resembling glass barns. Forrest Dryden was instrumental in brokering a great rental price. Because the company filmed 36 pictures during 1915, it became necessary to use other studios in places like Hoboken, New Jersey; Flushing, New York; and, later in the year, Edendale, California.


    Most of Fort Lee’s studios were located on Main Street, which was known as “studio row.” The first company to operate there was the Champion Film Company.


    In those early days travel to Fort Lee was by ferryboat. Harold chauffeured W.F. to 125th Street and the Hudson River where he joined the rest of the crew and boarded a ferry to New Jersey. Once on the other side, several cars met the players and crew and transported them to the top of the Palisades where Fort Lee was perched.


    Not only did the variety of scenery lend itself to good photography, more importantly, the costs in New Jersey were reasonable. The great period of Fort Lee’s film industry was from 1914 to 1919. By the end of the decade, California became the primary locus for film production.


    


    For good reason directors were becoming more important in filmmaking, so W.F. hired one with considerable theatrical experience, J. Gordon Edwards. To W.F., he became “Jack.” Edwards started his varied career as a stage actor and later directed stage plays. Sheehan assigned Edwards to direct the studio’s expensive spectacles. Equipped with restless energy, he took great pride in his work. Between 1916 and 1917, Jack Edwards would direct nearly all of Theda Bara’s pictures. Since Edwards thought the best pictures were being made in Europe, W.F. dispatched him there. He returned with an improved approach to camera work, principally difficult exterior shots. The Bell & Howell 2709 camera began replacing the older Pathé model, which the industry had used since its inception. The new camera had a turret lens that acted like a zoom, assisting greatly in close-ups.


    


    Over time, the silent film director became a little dictator on the set, which indeed he had to be since he was critical to the production of successful pictures. It was the director’s job to convert an underdeveloped story page into little celluloid frames of visual entertainment, helped along by the infrequent use of title cards, all at a modest cost.


    Early images of this distinctive breed of motion picture director were of showy figures wearing breeches and puttees or seven-league boots, while brandishing their most important tool, the megaphone. A sole cameraman busily cranked a camera by hand, rotating at 16 frames per second or so, to record the scenes as they materialized. Atop-flight director was one who could fit together a series of scenes and actors without wasting time, without backpedaling once during the making of a film.


    Time was money. And there only was so much of it.


    


    At this early stage of industry development, the average length of a motion picture was quite short. Throughout the United States there were 17,000 theaters with an average size of 500 seats. Many reminded audiences of the nickelodeons of an earlier time. Because the industry produced mainly short subjects, theaters were constantly changing their programs to keep the interest of the audience. Purposeful techniques for whipping up public interest in a given picture arose, many of them pirated from the stages of vaudeville. Amighty tide of jugglers, magicians and dancers were employed in large-scale, live stage presentations. Exhibitors used stunts to promote longer runs.


    


    To promote its pictures, Fox Film used lithographed posters including one-sheets (27 by 41 inches), three-sheets (41 by 81 inches), and six-sheets (81 by 81 inches). Within the theater itself lobby cards, inserts and half-sheets were displayed, all colorfully created by companies like H.C. Kinet Litho Company, Alpha Litho and J.H. Tooker. Some of the more routine posters were printed in the company’s shop. W.F.’s youngest brother, Maurice, a friendly little man with no apparent pretensions, was put in charge of printing and controlling the manufacture of posters. His job was to see that posters were distributed to theaters in a timely fashion. Before long, W.F. added his personal trademark to his pictures, “William Fox Presents.”


    


    From its very inception, silent film had been accompanied by music. The piano, of course, was the instrument of choice. It was a lot easier to find a piano player than just about any other instrumentalist. Besides, pianos didn’t take a lot of room, and most of the theaters were rather small at that time.


    In the larger first-run theaters, musical accompaniment ran the gamut, from pianos and mighty Wurlitzers to full-string orchestras.


    In essence, the silent movie was never really silent, at least not to theater audiences. When the lights went out, the first images appeared on the screen, accompanied by the singular tones from a piano. Most background music was classical. Later, with the advent of the feature film, customized music came into vogue. Full scores were written to accompany specific scenes in a picture.


    


    The 3,000-seat Strand made its debut on April 11, 1914 on the former site of the Brewster Carriage Factory. Occupying an entire block on Broadway between 47th and 48th Streets, the Strand was the Great White Way’s first true movie palace, constructed for film rather than the stage.


    Opening night featured la creme de la creme of New York’s high-toned society. Attendees included Vincent Astor and his fiancée, Helen Dinsmore Huntington; the fat man of comedy, John Bunny; George M. Cohan; Sam Harris; Daniel Frohman; Al Erlanger; and the star of the main feature, William Farnum.


    To be sure, other Broadway theaters converted to film, like the old Broadway Theater at 41st Street, The Astor— which went over to film with Quo Vadis— and the Criterion. But none of these edifices could hold a candle to the Strand’s elegance. The investors Mitchell and Moe Mark wanted to attract “high-class” patrons to their new theater.


    On opening night Mitchell Mark told a gathering of reporters: “From the first moment we conceived of erecting the Strand, we made studies of all the best theaters in Europe and America, and we selected Thomas W. Lamb for the task of putting all their best features into making the Strand a national institution which would stand for all time as the model for moving picture palaces.”


    


    At the helm of the Strand was S.L. Rothapfel, better known as “Roxy.” The Marks discovered him working at the Regent up in Harlem. For the inaugural event, Roxy organized a small army of ushers, doormen and ticket takers to deal with the overflowing crowd.


    The Strand Tropical Review was an early precursor to the newsreel, which fascinated audiences with scenes of a baseball game that had taken place earlier that same day. The first feature film to be shown at the Strand was a Western from Selig called The Spoilers, which at nine reels set a record for length.


    


    As was customary, W.F. was holding one of his late-night conferences with Jack Leo and Winfield Sheehan in attendance. It was about one in the morning and it was cold outside.


    His eyes cloudy and a little puffy, Leo yawned. “What time is it anyway?”


    Pacing around as he liked to do, puffing on a cigar, W.F. said, “Forget the damn time, Jack! What’s this about a 12-reel picture, Winnie?”


    “D.W. Griffith has made this epic about the Civil War. It opens at the Liberty, W.F.”


    The press article W.F. was referring to said that the picture had previewed on February 8, 1915, at Clune’s Auditorium in Los Angeles. The article added that the queues had been so long that four other theaters had to be equipped to show the picture.


    “How did it play in Los Angeles, Winnie?”


    “It more than sold out every night, W.F.”


    “I can’t believe it. The Aitkens invested over $100,000 in this film. Is this true, Winnie?”


    “That’s what I heard, too.”


    “That’s too much to risk on one damn picture, Jack, isn’t it?”


    “I’d say so, W.F.”


    “They’ll never get their money back! The sons-a-bitches will go broke!”


    What concerned William Fox most was that an upstart named Harry Aitken was upping the ante to produce a negative, sharply increasing the running time of a single film. In the motion picture business, there was something new every day. Now it was this 12-reel film.


    “Let’s go see the goddamn picture!” W.F. said.


    


    Initially operators of film exchanges in the Midwest, Harry Aitken and his brother Roy were Protestants born and raised on a farm near Goerke’s Corners, east of Waukesha, Wisconsin. Like many silent era film distributors, they had gone from cooperation with, to opposition to, Edison’s Trust. In pursuit of product to satisfy the insatiable thirst of theaters, Harry Aitken founded Majestic and bought a half-dozen independent filmmakers like the Reliance Company that owned an outmoded studio on the former Clara Morris Estate in Yonkers. If the picture was good, it was released on Majestic. If it was lousy, it was released on Reliance.


    Most of the Reliance and Majestic pictures were made at the Fine Arts Studio, which was located at the corner of Sunset Boulevard and Vine Street in Hollywood.


    


    It was about this time that D.W. Griffith began looking for a new studio from which to produce elaborate pictures. “Elaborate” in Griffith’s mind meant longer pictures with more complicated plots. He’d gone so far as to make a four-reel film, Judith of Bethulia. J.J. Kennedy’s Biograph thought Griffith’s big-picture idea risky and decided not to renew his contract unless he agreed to restrict himself to shorter, more commercial films.


    Because of the film monopoly, Griffith did not turn to other members of Edison’s Trust for employment. They had agreed not to poach key employees from one another.


    D.W. Griffith met briefly with Adolph Zukor, who offered him $50,000 a year but would not grant him the free choice of stories or control over casting and production costs. Although Zukor firmly believed in Griffith’s talent, he was reluctant to let go of the purse strings.


    That’s when Griffith reached out to Harry Aitken who, at the time, owned and managed a studio deemed on par with that of Zukor. Although Harry Aitken’s salary offer was substantially lower than Zukor’s, Aitken reluctantly granted Griffith stock, plus a percentage in his films, and, most importantly for the inventive genius, the right to produce two independent films a year. Aitken’s earlier hesitancy now gave way to boldness.


    Upon discovering the deal Harry Aitken had struck with D.W. Griffith, Roy Aitken warned his brother, “Does Griffith know we have very little available capital and an oversupply of nerve?”


    “I think he likes our nerve.”


    Without so much as a scenario to indicate what Griffith’s treatment would be, the Aitken brothers set out to finance the cost of producing what would become The Birth of a Nation, estimated at $100,000, a healthy sum in those days.


    As part of his contribution, Thomas Dixon— the author of the story— offered to forgo an up-front fee of $25,000 and accepted $2,000 plus 25 percent of the producer’s gross.


    Over lunch at the Alexandria Hotel, Harry Aitken agreed to give Griffith 37 percent after Dixon’s royalty was paid. The rest of the stockholders would share whatever money was left. To round off the financing of the picture, the investment banker Felix Kahn, Wall Streeter Otto Kahn’s younger brother, got the Aitken brothers to pledge part of their stock and salaries against a loan. In spite of an equity dilution, Harry and RoyAitken kept a substantial piece of the action for themselves. Tired of delays, Harry Aitken insisted that Griffith get started on the picture.


    


    On February 28, 1915, a large crowd of well-dressed patrons gathered in front of the Liberty Theater at 234 West 42nd Street for the invitational matinee of Birth.


    The who’s who list included society leaders, stage personalities, politicians, writers, artists, producers and businessmen. It appeared to be a sold-out performance.


    As their motorcar approached the theater, W.F. and Winnie could see a man up on a ladder putting in the last few letters on the marquee. Liberty’s manager deftly steered them through the surging crowd into the theater. Outside, people were waving invitations, while others tried to push their way in.


    On the far side of the lobby, W.F. could see a solemn-looking Harry Aitken pacing up and down, chatting with dignitaries while barking commands to ushers and other theater personnel. On another side, a sort of receiving line was taking shape. In the background, a robust, 40-piece orchestra played a classical piece. Griffith had worked many hours scheduling the music and tempo he required for certain scenes.


    W.F. saw the very tall and imposing D.W. Griffith at the head of the line directly alongside a more taciturn-looking gentleman, greeting important guests. Now and again, Griffith’s sharp eyes panned the room looking for familiar faces.


    Irrespective of the time of day, everyone was dressed formally as befit the occasion. Like everyone else, W.F. and Winnie would just have to wait their turn.


    


    Now 40 years of age, David Wark Griffith began his career as a stage actor and later wrote stories, poems and plays, but with little success. To survive he toured with road shows as Lawrence Griffith. He was stranded in one-horse towns, fired and routinely overworked. Often, he lived on day-old bread and hard-boiled eggs. It had been a long hard road from the genteel poverty of the Kentucky farm where Griffith was born in 1875 to the place they called Hollywood.


    Like many other thespians, Griffith took a pragmatic turn to directing and found an opening at Biograph where he was instantly assigned to a film. He invested a good deal of his personal charm and ability into his new job. Griffith’s understanding of the dramatic effect of close-ups, coupled with a more natural way of acting, quickly distinguished his filmmaking techniques from those of his peers. To create realistic spectacles, he placed his camera in the middle of the action. The still-photo look of early silents slowly gave way to more realistic action.


    Fortuitous discoverer of talent that he was, Griffith worked with gifted actresses like Mary Pickford, Blanche Sweet, Mae Marsh and Lillian Gish and through them demonstrated the vast assortment of material he was capable of transforming into pictures. Players rehearsed and were coached in every movement. While the camera rolled, Griffith fired rapid commands to his players, indicating how they should pose, smile, gesture or stand.


    Averaging close to two films a week, D.W. Griffith demonstrated he was ready to produce films by the dozen, mostly in a single reel. By the time Griffith left Biograph in 1913, he’d directed 450 films. However, it was not quantity that set Griffith apart, but his unique photographic style and the distinct quality of his work. Over the years, he developed and perfected numerous camera techniques, many of which emanated from his outstanding cameraman, Billy Bitzer. It was Griffith who pioneered new ideas of scenic arrangement or “cutting” as it was called, possibly making him the first to use creative editing as a filmmaking tool. It was Griffith who first discovered the close-up, the cutback, the fade-out and the truck shot.


    If early Hollywood had a standard for the “science” of filmmaking, it was David Wark Griffith’s camera techniques.


    After joining Reliance-Majestic, Griffith secretly prepared for the filming of Birth.


    


    It was Harry Aitken who first caught sight of W.F. standing at the very end of the long receiving line. He darted through the crowd and extended a grateful hand. “Bill! I knew you’d come! We’re making history here today.”


    “I’m happy to be here, Harry.”


    Aitken edged W.F. and Winnie toward Thomas Dixon, a tall, thin man with shiny gray hair, black eyebrows and a long narrow face. Along the way, Aitken explained that Dixon was a Baptist preacher.


    “Perfectly cast for the part of a preacher man,” W.F. told Aitken.


    “This is William Fox, the owner of Fox Film, and Winfield Sheehan. Thomas Dixon wrote the story, Bill.”


    Dixon smiled politely. “My pleasure, gentlemen.”


    The clergyman looked at W.F. for a moment, then sneered at Winnie. Turning, he focused on another guest. Names didn’t seem to impress him in the least.


    Harry Aitken tapped D.W. Griffith on the shoulder and he swung around, facing W.F. and Sheehan. Smiling broadly, Griffith towered over them like a giant from the forest.


    W.F. could recognize in him all the nuances of the grand pose of what would come to be known as the Hollywood Type.


    “Have you ever met William Fox?” Aitken asked.


    Contorting his face, which made his big aquiline nose seem even bigger, Griffith responded, “I don’t believe I’ve ever had that pleasure, Harry.”


    Topping W.F.’s list of questions was the steep ticket price Harry Aitken proposed to charge the public. As it was in the beginning, 25 cents was still the most prevalent single price.


    “Do you really think people will pay more than 25 cents to see a picture, Mr. Griffith?”


    “We’re charging two dollars a ticket, Mr. Fox.”


    Aitken inserted himself. “One of our backers, Felix Kahn, I think you know him, he—”


    “I remember the man,” W.F. said. “Kuhn, Loeb.”


    “Well, he says, ‘let’s get what it’s worth.’ We’re showing 12 reels of film. It’s an epic, Bill. It’ll change the way pictures are made.”


    Griffith said, “See the picture, Mr. Fox. Watch the box office. It’ll speak for itself.”


    No doubt existed in anyone’s mind that Griffith was the center of attention, and like most creative people, he craved recognition and admiration. There was also no question in W.F.’s mind that Griffith would begin to exert undue influence over Harry Aitken, cloud his judgment and, that before long, Griffith would make a fatally bad picture.


    When Griffith turned away from them, Harry Aitken said, “Griffith has this uncanny sense of knowing if something is wrong with a picture.”


    After a long pause that seemed to give W.F.’s statement a foreboding tone, he said, “I’ll be honest with you, Harry. There’s no way of telling when you’ve got a bad picture until it’s up on the screen.”


    “If anyone knows, Griffith knows, Bill.”


    A pretty usherette came into view and was prepared to escort W.F. and Winnie into the auditorium. She was 21 going on 40 and had a mischief-loving smile on her face.


    “Take these two gentlemen to their seats, please,” Harry Aitken said.


    “Yes, Mr. Aitken.”


    Almost as an afterthought, Aitken asked, “How about joining us for dinner tonight, Bill?” Not at all social, W.F. entertained sparingly at this stage of his career.


    “I’ll take a rain check, but I’m sure Winnie would be pleased to go, isn’t that so, Winnie?”


    “I’d love to join you, Harry.”


    “Call me next week, Bill. I’d like to hear your personal critique of the picture.”


    “I’ll do that, Harry. I’ll do that.”


    Through some puzzling mix-up, too many invitations had been issued and one could see maintenance men frenetically placing folding chairs in the aisles to deal with the overflow. Guests were upset and tempers flared.


    As befit their lofty status in the industry, W.F. and Winnie were led to a row of roped-off empty seats reserved for special guests, third-row front.


    “Here are your seats, gentlemen.”


    Winnie dug deeply into a vest pocket and found a dime that he gladly handed to the pretty young girl. He could tell the acting bug had bitten her.


    “Thank you, sir.”


    


    No matter how many rushes one had seen, no matter how many private screenings one had put a film through, nothing substituted for a live audience. Quite simply, it was make-or-break time for Birth of a Nation, and possibly the feature film as a medium of entertainment.


    As the house lights darkened and the orchestra swung into theme music, W.F. and Winnie settled back into their chairs. The screen brightened and the orchestra keyed in.


    On the screen appeared the first slaves arriving in America, and the ensuing abolition movement. Then came the Civil War, showing Phil and Tod Stoneman of Pennsylvania visiting their old friends, the Cameron boys of South Carolina. Margaret Cameron is in love with Phil Stoneman, and Elsie Stoneman is deeply in love with Colonel Ben Cameron.


    A rising star by the name of Lillian Gish plays the role of Elsie. Some of the minor roles are played by the likes of Wallace Reid, Elmo Lincoln, who became the first Tarzan, Raoul Walsh and Donald Crisp, all names that later would shine on a theater marquee.


    In the middle of the first half of the picture many battle scenes erupt, including the charge of Klan horsemen who, Aitken said later, ride directly over cameraman Billy Bitzer, who has buried himself in a basin in the ground.


    The musical score is many-faceted and calls for a 40-piece orchestra, an offstage chorus and sound effects. The material includes pieces from Schubert, Dvorak, Schumann, Mozart, Tchaikovsky, Grieg and Mahler. Of course, echoes of Wagner are heard. Throughout the film the orchestra plays bits and pieces of Stephen Foster’s musical creations.


    After intermission came the Reconstruction Era. In Walthall’s homecoming scene, women patrons groaned as delicate hands pulled the debilitated colonel into his battered house.


    The final scene shows the remnants of the two families in a double wedding. The closing subtitle says: “The establishment of the South in its rightful place is the birth of a new nation.”


    When the lights came on, the applause was deafening. Guests crowded around Griffith, Aitken and Dixon, who were basking in their apparent triumph. Promoters and exchange men tried to corner Aitken and Griffith to request propositions for the exhibition of the film.


    The audience slowly filed out and W.F. went over in his head what he’d learned that afternoon. D.W. Griffith was a great director, and Fox Film would have to pay more attention to its cadre of directors. The exteriors were marvelous, and W.F. needed to move some of his production outdoors. But for that, camera technology would have to improve.


    W.F. also thought, in spite of what appeared to be a sure thing, Harry Aitken would one day go broke. Anyone who bet $100,000 on a single picture was betting the store.


    After climbing into the front seat of the motorcar, Harold started the engine and gunned it away from the sidewalk, a second car following close behind. For a time, they bumped along behind a streetcar. Then Harold swerved the motorcar off in another direction, and all was quiet once again.


    W.F. turned to look at Winnie and saw that he was pensive, sitting quietly with his hands in his lap. He said, “Aitken went out on the limb for this picture, Winnie.”


    Nodding, Winnie didn’t say anything. His mind was moving in another direction. “Harry Aitken will be gone in a couple of years, Winnie.”


    


    Shortly after Birth’s preview, W.F. received a call from the bit player who performed the part of John Wilkes Booth in Birth, a young man named Raoul Walsh. He’d played in five or six one and two reels at Biograph and said he wanted to direct. An expert rider, he’d migrated onto the Biograph lot as an extra, moving up to assistant director.


    It just so happened that W.F. had purchased an outdoor story and had no one in particular to direct the picture. “Raoul, I’ve just bought a great story for you. It’s called The Honor System. I’ve been in touch with Governor Hunt of Arizona and he wants the picture made and will give all the assistance we need. Are you interested?”


    “Hell, yes, Mr. Fox.”


    Not long after the call, Raoul Walsh boarded a train to Arizona where he met with a delighted Governor Hunt. After a few minutes of conversation, Walsh surmised that what the governor really wanted was to see his name spread all over the press for this wonderful social idea he was promoting.


    To get things started, Walsh handed him a draft of the scenario he’d worked up.


    The governor began reading and started making observations even before he came to the end of the two-page story line.


    “That is just what I’m after, The Honor System. I believe in turning prisoners loose in the daytime, so they can go to various towns and return at night on their honor. This picture is just what I want.”


    “Let’s make it then, Governor.”


    On his way back to Los Angeles, Walsh thought about a male lead and decided he’d propose his dashing younger brother George for the part.


    Winnie took one look at several stills of the muscular George Walsh and said, “Try him for the part.”


    “Thanks,” Raoul said.


    “How about the female lead, Raoul?”


    “Do you have any ideas?”


    “Yeah. Gladys Brockwell. She comes cheap.”


    A stage-trained actress, Gladys Brockwell was from Brooklyn and had made several garden-variety two-reelers at Lubin’s studio.


    “I’ll get in touch with her, Winnie.”


    It wasn’t long before the picture was finished and in the can. Raoul Walsh traveled to Arizona and found himself in Governor Hunt’s office. The rustic-looking, rough plastered walls reminded him of a sheriff’s office back in Texas.


    “If the Fox company will pay for the man’s expenses, I’ll turn a life prisoner loose to go back to New York for the opening of The Honor System.”


    The next evening, Raoul Walsh was on the phone with W.F. He told him of the governor’s idea.


    “Raoul, that’s great. We’ll pay the expenses.”


    The lifer went to New York, attended the premiere and got up on the stage to make an appeal for the idea expressed in the film. Audience response was good, and Raoul thought the staged event would buy free publicity for the picture. He
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