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KENNEDY - English, Irish, Scottish

“Misshapen Head,” from the Gaelic name Cinne’idigh.

“A comedians life is just one slap after another—
some on the back and some on the face”

– Edgar Kennedy (1-22-38)
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Prologue

Ned Comstock, the film archivist at the Doheny Library at the University of Southern California, answered the phone. The call was yet another person who wanted to write a book on an old Hollywood movie star. “Who are you writing about?” Ned asked. Without any further introduction, I confidently spoke the name of Edgar Kennedy.

There was a pregnant pause of about three seconds. This was not the rounding up of the usual suspects of controversial celebrities: Clark Gable, Charlie Chaplin, Marilyn Monroe, Jean Harlow, Fatty Arbuckle and their ilk. Ned curiously replied, “… Why Edgar Kennedy?”

Why Edgar Kennedy, indeed. Edgar died at the top of his game back in 1948, but, since then, Hollywood has barely bothered reflecting on one of its film pioneers. Biographical information about his long and bumpy road to success has always been scarce and has been generally limited to his films.

Edgar Kennedy appeared in more than 400 films spanning four decades. He was one of the first to be honored (posthumously) with a star enshrining his name on the “Hollywood Walk of Fame.” Known as “The Master of the Slow Burn,” he had many other monikers over the years: “Mr. Average Man,” “Kennedy the Cop,” “Uncle Edgar,” “One Punch Kennedy,” and even “The Human Donald Duck.”

An original Keystone Kop, Edgar predated the arrival of Charlie Chaplin and Fatty Arbuckle in the Keystone Comedies for Mack Sennett. He played foil to Laurel and Hardy, the Marx Brothers, W.C. Fields, Eddie Cantor and Harold Lloyd. Edgar also played memorable characters in prestigious Hollywood films, working with Clark Gable, Carole Lombard, Jimmy Stewart, Claudette Colbert, Dick Powell and John Wayne. He saw the rise of Frank Capra, Jean Harlow, Betty Grable, Ginger Rogers, Lucille Ball and Doris Day.

Edgar starred in his own short comedy series for RKO, which spanned seventeen years. These “Average Man” short comedies established films’ first all-talking situation comedy series. They fathered a genre emulated by radio program “families” and later television sitcoms.

A screen clown for most of his career, with some notable exceptions, Edgar also directed many comedies himself. After years of anonymity, he finally hit pay dirt by developing a character that was much put upon by others. He would seemingly simmer in frustration over life’s annoyances, determined not to let it bother him. As the tension would mount, Edgar’s pent-up impatience often boiled over. Unable to hold it in, he might finally ignite in anger, resigning himself to fate by emphatically wiping his face with his left hand. His stock-in-trade grimace and “Slow-Burn” made him one of the movies’ most recognizable faces, until death claimed him at the peak of his career at age fifty-eight.

Now, more than half a century after Edgar Kennedy’s death, the embers of interest in his life have been rekindled. Rare family photographs and stories, provided by Edgar’s only daughter, have been shared with the author. Archival research has revealed never-known details about his childhood, professional boxing career and the evolution of his film legacy.

Edgar Livingston Kennedy never had the opportunity to tell his life memoirs, but, with the cooperation of his family, combined with gumshoe efforts, the story can now be shared.


Introduction

Edgar Kennedy’s perpetually perturbed, round Irish face filled the screen. Except for the slightest wisp of hair that stubbornly protruded from his frontal lobe, his follicles had retreated to form a horseshoe ring surrounding his cranium. This large, burly man’s movie character usually had good intentions, but was beaten down by the wrath of his meddling mother-in-law, his conniving brother-in-law and his ceaselessly talking wife. He was America’s beloved “Average Man,” who justifiably could go into comic fits of rage. The angrier he became, the harder audiences would laugh.

Ed-Grrrr Kennedy became known as the movie’s maddest man, with a TNT temper. He usually harnessed it at the conclusion of the comedy by bringing his meaty left hand to his head, then deliberately dragged it s-l-o-w-l-y downward over his face like a window shade. The “Slow-Burn” gesture became a symbolic white flag of defeat. He was a master at it.

Edgar’s prolific film output and his signature trademark “Slow-Burn” mannerism made him one of America’s most familiar faces. Indeed, B.R. Crisler of the New York Times wrote in 1936: “People who never heard of Clark Gable and wouldn’t care about him if they had, know Kennedy and love him, for, in his ‘Mr. Average Man’ series for Pathe and RKO, he has created a character as universally comprehensible as Chaplin’s little clown, and twice as real.”

He had already been in movies for 26 years, when, on February 3, 1938, an official “biography” was released by the publicity department of Paramount Pictures. The main purpose was to promote the studio’s most recent movie releases and create word pictures of the trials and tribulations of Edgar Kennedy’s life. It is unknown if Edgar was even consulted on the finished contents; most of the information was wrong, or at best, greatly exaggerated.
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(From author’s personal collection)

Edgar Kennedy was sitting in a dark corner of a movie sound stage, speaking of life, the movies and himself, he was very unhappy indeed.

As Edgar reviewed his past, he saw himself as a kind of Pagliacci; frustrated, bedeviled and ridiculous. He spoke of his valuable “slow-burn,” and recalled how this gesture that made him famous was born of a moment of despair that has pursued him ever since.

He would like to play heavies. But they keep him in rowdy farce, keep him smiting himself in the brow and wiping his face distractedly with one hand in the “slow-burn.” “You know,” he confides, “when I do that burn I am REALLY burning. I get so dam’ sick of having to do it!”

Kennedy relates how the celebrated burn originated long ago when he dropped around to a casting office looking for something to do. “Nothing today” they told him for about the twentieth straight time. Up went his hand and smote his brow. Down came the palm, along his pan, quivering with impotent rage and leaving an expression of premeditated murder.

The boys in the casting office roared. “You do that in a picture and we’ll get you something sure!” they told him enthusiastically. The next day Edgar was escorted out to a movie set to perform his burn for a director. It landed him a job as a Keystone Kop.

But that’s getting a little ahead of his story. Edgar had come to Hollywood some time before, had made the rounds of the studios day after day, and nobody had invited him into any of them. Finally one flip young man to whom he had applied many times before asked what he thought he could do anyway. “Do!” roared Edgar. “I can lick anybody in this studio including you!”

There was a gleam in the young man’s eye when he told our Edgar to report back at 10 in the morning. Edgar reported back and found three hulking Piltdown men awaiting him. The young man in the casting office suggested that since he thought he could lick anybody in the studio Edgar might start with the reception committee. Edgar did—and knocked out all three of them.

“When I was through,” he grins; “I told them about me having been heavyweight champ of the Pacific Coast.” Which is what he once was.

Edgar was born in Monterey County, California. He attended San Rafael High School, which is in Marin County, and made the boxing team. After graduation he kept on boxing, turned professional, and held the Coast heavyweight title for the better part of 1911-12.

When the United States entered the World War, Edgar tried to enlist but was turned down for physical disability.’ He couldn’t understand this rejection because it came just two weeks after he had kept his feet till the final bell in the battle with Jack Dempsey. When the fourth draft came along Edgar took another crack at the army and this time was accepted.

They put him into a uniform and sent him to Vancouver barracks, where Edgar became a Corporal and an instructor of boxing. He strove hard for promotion and made Sergeant, they put him to work driving a gurney wagon. He stayed there till after the Armistice, but yearned to get over to France and show what he could do!

After the war Edgar went back to boxing for awhile, then into Ferris Hartman’s light opera company in San Francisco. Later he went into vaudeville and musical comedy. Then he went to Hollywood and walked into the picture business over the insensate bodies of the reception committee.

“Sometimes,” he says, “I wonder what I saw in the movies anyhow. Sometimes I think I should have stayed with the boxing racket. Maybe I could have been a manager or something. But I keep on staying, hoping someday they’ll let me ACT!” “Oh Ed,” came a voice from another corner of the sound stage. “Me?” inquired Edgar. “Yeah. We’re ready for you, Ed. This is the scene where you get in there and burn up. Ready?”

The Kennedy hand smote the Kennedy brow. Down came the palm along the Kennedy pan, leaving an expression of premeditated murder. And what Edgar Kennedy said cannot be repeated here.

The above document was carefully crafted to reinforce the public’s perception of Edgar as the loveable but befuddled victim of others, complete with the inevitable “Slow-Burn.” To his fans, Edgar Kennedy the film star and the private person were one and the same. That perception was not discouraged by the studios.

There were many such mini-biographies of Edgar, from virtually every studio in Hollywood. They each contained varied succinct “facts” to entertain, not necessarily inform. Such blithering, though written with a germ of truth, was built on contradictions. The basics of the above biography were reprinted as needed for the rest of his life and beyond. Even his obituary writers would reuse the information, not minding if it was correct or not.

Was Edgar Kennedy a Keystone Kop for Mack Sennett? Yes. There were many variations that told of the colorful way Edgar fought his way into the movie business. According to the unnamed publicity writer, Edgar started in the movies after serving in the World War. Well, the Armistice was in 1918 and Edgar was already a seven-year veteran of the movies by then. Did Edgar fight Jack Dempsey? Sort of. Did Edgar really invent the “slow-burn” out of exasperation when he was turned down by the “boys at the casting department?” Poppycock.

Edgar’s hard knocks of life, combined with his intimate knowledge of the workings of the camera, helped pave his way to fame. And now, here is the true story of Edgar Kennedy: the man, the myth and the mirth.


1.

It Happened In Monterey

Edgar Livingston Kennedy was jubilantly received into this world on April 26, 1890 by his parents, Annie and Neil Kennedy. He was born in a small farmhouse in Monterey County, California.

Health concerns for mother and baby were always present in such a pioneer environment. However, there was a particular reason to be cautious with this new baby. Preceding Edgar in birth was a sister named Veratina, born in June of 1888. She was a weak baby and struggled for her life, only to succumb in September of that same year. All of the hopes and dreams of Annie and Neil rested on little Edgar.

Neil Kennedy was born in 1843 in Canada. He eventually immigrated to California, where he settled in Grass Valley, some 70 miles northeast of Sacramento. Neil became a schoolteacher in the area while in his 30s.

Annie Quinn was the daughter of Mary Cassidy and Jonathan Quinn of New York. She was born on July 4, 1856 in California. Mary was formally educated and was an accomplished artist and musician. Jonathan was a carpenter.

Eventually the Quinns landed in Grass Valley, after seven months of tortuous travel across the country. Annie Quinn and her sister Margaret (Martha) were born in a cabin that their father built. Mary taught school and gave the girls a firm foundation and appreciation for education.

Annie was sixteen when she first met Neil Kennedy in 1872; he was 13 years her senior. She cultivated a crush on him that lasted years. According to family legend, Neil slowly worked up the courage to propose. Annie accepted. Jonathan built them a cabin on his land, where they lived for the next two years.

According to the 1880 census, Neil and “Anna” Kennedy had moved to nearby Nevada City, California, a former boomtown, during the Gold Rush era of 1849. There was a time when Nevada City had the third highest population in the state (after San Francisco and Sacramento). The city incorporated in the 1850s and originally was named “Nevada.” When the state of Nevada entered into the union, the townsfolk decided to add “City” onto the name of Nevada to distinguish it from the state.
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(From author’s collection)

Neil had been teaching at Nevada City High School since 1878 and in 1880 became the school’s principal. Annie became a schoolteacher at the same institute of higher learning in 1881. The Kennedys had accomplished much and conceivably could have lived the rest of their lives there very comfortably, but Neil and Annie had bigger plans.

On April 18, 1882, Neil was sworn in as a Citizen of the United States. He received his naturalization papers from the Superior Court of the County of Nevada, California after denouncing “all allegiance and fidelity to every foreign Prince, Potentate, State or Sovereignty whatever, and particularly to Victoria, Queen of Great Britain and Ireland.”

Upon becoming a U. S. citizen, Neil applied for a homestead land grant from the government. Meanwhile, Martha wound up marrying Neil’s best friend, John McCormick. The four of them shared dreams of property, prosperity and parenthood.

By 1886, Mr. and Mrs. Neil Kennedy had moved to San Francisco where they resided at 132 6th Street. Neil found a job as a bookkeeper and taught school for the Lincoln Evening Classes at 4095 18th Street. Annie became pregnant late in the year of 1887.

On December 29, 1887 there was more good news; Neil Kennedy was finally granted a homestead opportunity from the Land Office at San Francisco. After paying $16 for administrative costs, Neil was awarded 160 acres in the very southern region of Monterey County.

This area of the county was very sparse in population. The closest big city was Salinas, some 90 miles north. Monterey, the former Spanish and Mexican capital of California, was even further away along the coast.

The Kennedy homestead was between the new town of Bradley (est. 1886) and Pleyto. Each township was about eight miles away in the opposite direction. Pleyto was a stagecoach stop for points north and south and featured a dance hall, store, livery barn and blacksmith shop. Bradley had become part of the railroad line connection for San Miguel, and other cities leading to Los Angeles. Destinations north included San Ardo, King City, Salinas, San Jose and San Francisco.
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Neil Kennedy, Edgar’s dad (Courtesy Kennedy Family)

The 160-acre Kennedy homestead actually bordered the county line of San Luis Obispo in central California. The area just south of the property was generally referred to as Bee Rock, so named by the natives of the area because of beehives that existed in the rocky crevices of the mountains.

The Pacific Ocean is approximately 40 miles due west, with the Diablo mountain range rising up just inland from the coast. In 1769, The Spanish explorer, Portola, wrote in his journal describing the nearby Nacimiento and San Antonio Rivers. These were the lands of the Salinan Indians when the Spanish arrived. Pedro Fages of the Portola expedition reported: “There are bears, deer, antelope, wild sheep, rabbits, squirrels, etc. Among the birds no species is lacking. Quail and very blue ring-doves and turtle doves, swallows and calendar-larks are seen here. Of fish in fresh water there are large trout.”1
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(Map drawn by Neil Shaw)

Under conditions of the land grant, the homesteaders had five years to improve the land to be self-sustaining. Despite complications that travel might have on Annie’s pregnancy, the Kennedys felt an urgency to get to their homestead so that the baby could be born on the new land. They waited for the first signs of spring, then ventured south with the McCormicks. They arrived at their new homestead in March of 1888. Neil, John and other homesteaders (Edward D. Spanow, Ernest Rideout and his family) started building a structure for the new neighbors to live in. With a pioneer spirit of helping each other out, the first home was completed for the expectant Kennedys. McCormick was able to purchase land adjoining the Kennedy land boundaries so they could be neighbors. Work then began immediately for the McCormicks, who already had a young son named Samuel.

It was now the end of April, and the Kennedy wood house was surrounded by wild natural grass and flowers that seemed even more beautiful as spring settled in. The land was groomed for ranching, with cattle and farm animals grazing the rich and fertile earth. A well was completed, but even more work had to be done in the coming five years.

Just prior to the Kennedys arriving, a new post office was established in south Monterey County. The opening on September 5, 1887 was a community event in which the founder of the township of Pleyto, Lauson H. Ward, was named Postmaster of a new post office to serve the area. It was located on the Old Stage Road, eight miles southwest of Bradley. Pleyto had only one building, which served as the general store and post office. The community named it Nacimiento, and it was the social cornerstone of the area.

Everything was progressing as planned when Annie gave birth to their first child, Veratina, in June. With the rugged challenges, and lack of medical care, little Veratina became weaker by the day. After only about three months, she finally gave up her fight for life. The small community of homesteaders mourned the loss. On November 7, 1888, the township decided to honor the child by changing the name of the post office from Nacimiento to Veratina. Annie Kennedy was appointed the Postmistress.

When little Edgar was born, Annie and Neil swelled with parental pride. They redoubled their efforts to tame their land and make it prosperous. The Kennedys also wanted to contribute to the community by offering their services as educators, if a school could ever be built.

It was decided to build a school on the Branch Ranch off the county road, just a couple of parcels over from the Kennedy land. The McCormicks and all of the other men in the area helped with the construction. They used fine lumber from the plentiful trees in the area to build the sturdy one-room schoolhouse. When it was finished, it was an inspiration in its setting.

According to the Salinas Californian of March 16, 1893, Neil Kennedy was the teacher and Annie served as Clerk of the Board. The same newspaper, in the July 30, 1896-edition, printed that the state school money apportionment to the Veratina was $6 per child. There were 12 children in the classroom of all ages. Apparently, Neil and Annie were unpaid volunteers.

Life was a challenge, but was very rewarding. Young Edgar thrived in this nurturing educational environment. And he actually enjoyed his chores on the ranch. His special love was hunting and fishing, much-needed skills on the homestead.

Edgar learned to ride a horse almost as soon as he could walk. He competed with plentiful mountain lions in the region for wild game to bring home to eat. Fish were also abundant in nearby rivers and creeks. It was an ideal setting for the boy and he matured quickly. Even Huck Finn never had it so good.

Throughout his entire life, Edgar never forgot his wonderful experiences growing up. He always considered himself a transplanted rancher and farmer, no matter how successful he was in the movies. In one interview he gave later in life, the subject of his birthplace came up. He typically mentioned that he was born on a farm in Monterey County. When pressed to name exactly where in Monterey County, he responded, “in Veratina, California.” Other than the post office, which closed in 1895, there are no references to Veratina on any California map. This must have kept the interviewer busy scanning the contemporary maps of the time to locate Veratina. In rural Monterey County in the 1890s, the people of southern Monterey County routinely identified themselves with the closest post office, since there were no nearby cities.

On April 16, 1894, Neil Kennedy filed a form with the government articulating that he had cultivated the land as promised. In a “Homestead Proof—Testimony of Claimant” form, Neil described his land: “I first built my house and established an actual residence upon this land on April 29, 1888. I have a dwelling house (6 rooms), a barn, outhouses, and 5 acres of fencing.” In addition, the Kennedys had a well, an orchard of fruit trees, cattle for grazing and chicken coops for chickens and turkeys. Neil wrote that he had “lived on the land continuously with my wife and two children.” The above facts had to be posted in the local paper, in this case, The Bradley Mercury (now defunct). This procedure was necessary in case someone wanted to dispute the claim and block the transfer of land.

Edgar was ten years old when his father suddenly became ill and died of pneumonia. Neil was only 57 years old, but he had accomplished much: He had become a citizen, acquired and cultivated his own property, and helped to further education. Most important, he left a son to carry on the family name. Edgar’s world as he knew it would change forever. He was now the man of the house.

Despite their best efforts, farming the land and Annies school teaching took a toll on them. Edgar tried to convince Annie that if he could quit school, they would be able to keep up the land. Annie wouldn’t hear of it. She valued a solid education for her son and was a very determined woman.

Annie sold her cattle and leased out her land. Fortunately, John McCormick still had ties to San Francisco. He often stayed in the City to work at the Golden State and Miner’s Iron Works on First Street in order to support his wife and family in Monterey County. Complications arose when he broke his leg in an industrial accident in 1900. Nevertheless, later that year, McCormick welcomed Annie and Edgar when they arrived by train into San Francisco from southern Monterey County. It was a northward journey of almost two hundred miles.

 

1.History of Southern Monterey County by Robert B. Johnston


2.

San Francisco

With hard capital from the sale of livestock, Annie bought a large boardinghouse occupied by tenants at 511 Bryant Street. Near 3rd St.; the house was right in the middle of the Irish section of town. St. Patrick’s Church became their parish, where Edgar most likely learned to sing in the church choir.

The closest public elementary school to Edgar’s house was the Rincon Grammar School, just off 2nd St. between Harrison and Bryant. Little is known about his early school days because of the destruction of all records from the 1906 earthquake and fire. Annie thought this was a perfect environment for Edgar to learn in. She also hoped that the surrogate family of boarders would embrace Edgar and help condition him to this strange new world. Annie was very adept at cooking, and socializing came easy for her.

San Francisco in 1900 had 360,000 people living in the city, and was the center of culture in California. This infamous city with its Barbary Coast reputation was fascinating to young Edgar. There was a sense of excitement and even danger living so near the waterfront. This area of working-class citizens was referred to fondly as “South of the Slot” by San Franciscans. It was unofficially named because the dividing line was Market Street where the cable lines pulled the cable cars.

As described by San Francisco native Jack London, for an article in the Saturday Evening Post in May of 1909: “Old San Francisco, before the earthquake, was divided midway by a Slot. The Slot was an iron crack that ran along the center of Market Street, and from The Slot arose the burr of the ceaseless, endless cable that was hitched at will to the cars it dragged up and down. In truth, there were two slots, but in the quick grammar of the time was saved by calling them, and much more that they stood for, ‘The Slot.’ North of The Slot were the theaters, hotels, and shopping district, the banks and the staid, respectable business houses. South of the Slot were the factories, slums, laundries, machine shops, boiler works, and the abodes of the working class.”

Edgar’s immediate neighborhood, however, was very middle class at the turn of the century. Perpendicular to Edgar’s house on 3rd and Bryant was South Park, one of the first exclusive living areas in the city in 1852. It bordered Bryant and Brannan and Third and Second Streets on very flat land.

“In the early days of the city, Rincon Hill with its spectacular views was the first choice of the elite of San Francisco to build their homes. Rincon is the Spanish word for corner.’ Rincon Point formed a natural crescent-shape overlooking the water’s edge extending north. Rincon Hill in its glory days ascended to one hundred feet high and extended from Folsom Street to Bryant and from Spear to Third. The hundred foot high foothill was quite accessible by horse and buggy. The views of the bay were extraordinary. Below the hill from First Street to Third, the area was referred to as ‘Happy Valley.’ At the foot of Howard Street, at First, stood the San FranciscoGas Works, the wastes giving the nearby area the name Tar Flat.”2

In adulthood, Edgar often made specific reference to his neighborhood, describing it as “South of the Slot” in general, but living in the “Tar Flats” in particular. Those terms have little meaning in contemporary San Francisco.

With the advent of cable car technology (in 1876), the elite of San Francisco started to vacate Rincon Hill for even higher ground. The 100-foot-high grade was eventually bulldozed down after the ravaging earthquake and fire of 1906. The landfill effectively extended the shoreline and now makes up the base of the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge and the San Francisco Giant’s ballpark.

Gradually, South of Market or “South of the Slot” became a workingman’s district. Many of the Irish clustered around St. Patrick’s church, (dating from 1870) on Mission Street near Third.

Many successful people, including future Mayor Jim Rolph, future Police Chief Dan O’Brien, David Warfield (of The Warfield Theatres) and other dignitaries, grew up in this area, but none so famous as the writer Jack London. London was born on 615 Third Street, between Bryant and Brannan St., on January 12, 1878. The residence was right around the corner from Edgar’s home. As Jack London started to become famous, the neighborhood swelled with pride at his literary achievements and the publication of The Sea Wolf(1904). London went on to pen The Call of the Wild, The Iron Heel, as well as 28 other novels and many newspaper accounts of the day. Edgar sought out and enjoyed reading Jack London adventure novels throughout his life.

One of the boarders at the Kennedy’s was George Barker, who originally came from England. He had a daughter named Irene, who was eight years old in 1900. For Irene, Annie was almost the mother she never knew. And for Annie, Irene was so bright and energetic, she sometimes imagined that Veratina would have been just like her. Irene followed Edgar around like he was her big brother.

In the next few years, life was an adventure for Edgar, being in the largest city in California offered many life experiences on the streets.

By 1903, widow Annie was listed in the City Directory as “Kennedy, Mrs. Anna, Furnished Rms., 511 Bryant St.” Annie was delighted to be involved in the church and in the community, but something was missing. She longed to be a schoolteacher once again.

Annie participated in charity work at San Quentin. It was located twelve miles north of the City, accessible by ferryboat. Eventually, a low-paying position was offered to Annie to teach the prisoners.

San Quentin, “The Big House,” was the infamous State prison (still in use) for hardened felony convicts. Once sentenced, they were forgotten by society. Their monotonous existence was brightened only by an occasional visitor, if one was lucky. Annie Kennedy bestowed upon the prisoners a sense of hope in the form of education. The mostly ignorant convicts embraced the opportunity to learn, as many of them were driven to crime because of their illiteracy.

Annie didn’t judge them, but she instead taught them the basics of education, with some successes and some failures. But it was her love and enthusiasm for teaching that won over these lost souls. Ever appreciative, the convicts made a wooden cribbage board to present to Annie. It remains in the family today as a cherished heirloom.

 

2.A Vistit to Rincon Hill and South Park by Albert Shumate


3.

San Rafael

To get physically closer to her work, Annie and Edgar took residence at 201 E Street in San Rafael, California. They lived there during the fall of 1904 and the spring of 1905. San Rafael is 17 miles north of San Francisco in Marin County. San Quentin is five miles south of San Rafael.

Edgar was enrolled at San Rafael High School. He was away from his newfound friends in San Francisco, but was anxious to help support himself and his mother. Edgar was aware that his grandfather Quinn had been a carpenter by trade. He learned enough carpentry skills from George Barker to list himself as a carpenter in the City Directory of 1905. Of course, Annie made sure that school came first.

Though painfully shy3 the first year of this new school, Edgar excelled in his educational endeavors, and he was a standout in drama studies. A mere freshman, on April 14, 1905, Edgar was cast in the lead of the annual school production of William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. This play is considered a comedy version of Shakespeare’s own Romeo and Juliet.

The story of Pyramus and Thisbe was based on Greek mythology. In the tale, a young man and a lovely young maiden are in love, but their marriage is opposed by their parents. Both of their homes are adjoined, and the two lovers can speak to each other through a crevice in the dividing wall. One night they plan a secret rendezvous outside. Thisbe is first to arrive, but is frightened by a lion whose paws and jaws are bloody from his prior prey. She flees and inadvertently drops her mantle, which the lion mauls. When Pyramus arrives, he surmises that Thisbe has been slain. In grief, he kills himself. Thisbe returns and, seeing her true love dead, takes her own life with his sword.

Shakespeare used a portion of the above scenario for his Midsummer Night’s Dream. In a “play within a play” sequence, Pyramus, Thisbe and especially the lion are portrayed by actors who play their scenes so badly, they were outrageously funny to the audience.

The local San Rafael newspaper, The Marin Journal, reported in their “High School Notes” section:

A very entertaining program was given by the students of the High School last Friday afternoon. Many of the parents and friends were present and the assembly hall of the school was well filled.

Everyone was then summoned by one of the girls dressed in a green costume to assemble in the tennis court where the junior class would present the play of Pyramus and Thisbe. The scene was made very effective by the background of roses and foliage. All the characters were well taken and the junior class certainly deserves great credit as they are the first class who has given anything of its kind in their first year.

In a role that he was born to play, Edgar portrayed the lion in Pyramus and Thisbe, despite being a mere freshman. Even at the age of 15 he was a big kid and physically imposing in his handmade burlap costume. The look was made even more complete with fake blood on his paws and chin. Edgar relished performing the comic heavy. The highlight of the skit was when Edgar reassured the audience (in lion garb) by telling them that, despite his bloody paws and mouth, no one was really harmed. The laughter and applause Edgar received no doubt inspired him to pursue what eventually would be his chosen profession, acting.

The following account was published in the yearbook:

The school and friends were invited to seats in the tennis court to watch the play, by Dolly Cushing, on behalf of the junior class. The invitation was coached very prettily in old English, and the spectators adjourned to the court readily to witness ye lamentable and doleful tragedy of‘Pyramus and Thisbe.’

[image: image]

Edgar as the Lion in A Midsummers Night Dream (1905) (Courtesy Kennedy Family)

Estelle Turner, as Qunice, gave the prologue and introduced the actors. The scene, then followed where Pyramus and Thisbe, clad in classical Greek garments, in the persons of Mildred Wood and Margaret Brennfleck, amorously discoursed through the sweet and amiable wall.’ The dialogue went off with spirit. The sweetness of this scene was rudely changed in the next by the advent of Lion. He, concealing Edgar Kennedy, under burlap, fur rugs and gore, first assured the terrified audience that he was perfectly harmless, and then rushed in and, having scared Thisbe so that she dropped her mantle, mouthed it till it was bloody. Then followed the affecting scene where Pyramus, and then Thisbe, returned and most tragically avowed their faithfulness unto death and killed themselves.

The entire play went off well, and was a great success. The acting was really fine, and the congratulations received by those taking part in the tragedy were well merited.

It was a memorable year for Edgar in San Rafael, but in the early spring, Annie received a letter from her sister Margaret explaining that her husband, John McCormick, had suddenly died at their homestead property back in Monterey County. Margaret soon realized the same problem that Annie did earlier; with no husband to man the hard chores, the family could not keep up with the demands of the ranch.

Annie had every intention of eventually moving back to San Francisco and encouraged Margaret to make the move to the big city. Margaret moved her family into the vacated boardinghouse at 511 Bryant Street and ran it on behalf of her sister. Edgar was thrilled; his very favorite cousin was Walter McCormick. The two were as close as brothers their whole life.

During the Easter break at school in 1905, Edgar decided to go back to the old homestead and check on his family and aunt’s property. He ventured south by train all by himself and could hardly wait to visit his old stomping grounds. Every morning while he was there, he took his rifle and mounted his horse and met up with the local boys with whom he grew up. He would sometimes go exploring by himself, always discovering something new. On this trip, Edgar spent one of the nights at the McCormick’s empty home. He had been away for over five years now, and he didn’t realize how much he missed being a cowboy.

It was during this trip that Edgar wrote to Walter. The letter was reconstructed in the form of an essay for his school yearbook. The freshman was acknowledged in the yearbook for his writing skills and won a third place finish in a writing contest. It included an award of $2.

A hundred years later, this essay has been rediscovered in a crumbling 1905 yearbook at the Marin County Historical Library. This wonderful telling of a day-in-the-life of this long-ago 15-year-old boy is really a time capsule. Reading it, one can see the metamorphosis of a boy turning into a man. This is a time of Edgar’s life that was previously undocumented, long before any Hollywood publicity writer fictionalized his background.

Edgar Kennedy, class of’08

Third Prize Story

My Dear Walter:

Well, here I am, this beautiful morning, in the very room in which you were born. I can hardly take time to write, I am so very anxious to be hunting. I have longed for this, my first hunting trip, for many years. Before I came here, I thought I could shoot anything that my eyes rested upon, from an elephant to an ant, but somehow or another, I do not shoot everything I see. Maybe I spend too much time in admiring them. At any rate, they get out of the range of my gun pretty often. I have discovered two very important things about animals; in the first place, they seem to be afraid of man, also that they do not travel on beaten tracks. I saw two deer, yesterday, trotting over the hill. I did not get either of them, and waited for hours, thinking the rest of the herd would follow, only to be disappointed. There is a good deal of difference between shooting at a target and at a live animal, isn’t there?

This is a beautiful place and I wish I could live here always. I bet you will return here when you have completed your education. My hammock swings between the two large locust trees that the boys told me you planted when you were five years of age. It is hard to believe, they are so immense. They are now a mass of beautiful white flowers, and at a distance look as though they were covered with snow. Last evening as Harry and Sam were returning from town, they saw me and drove up to the house. When they found I was a friend of yours, they could not show me enough attention, and so we planned a real hunting trip for tomorrow, but before I tell you
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