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In honor of Jim Willis, my very close friend since high school, who,
among other accomplishments, opened the first public gallery in the
United States dedicated to tribal art where he staged exhibitions for
over thirty years in San Francisco. R.I.P. my dear friend.


“Fields, of course, was … the real thing: bulbous nose, fastidious fingers forever twiddling in air, the stroll of a somnambulist, about him pleasing a woman or mauling a child. The very air parted about him as he walked. But he was a major comedian under wraps. Today it is virtually unthinkable that Fields should ever have been a silent comedian: we remember him first as something heard, then something seen. People who have grown up on his sound-film and radio appearances are much surprised, even now, to learn that he had a considerable screen career long before his oracular natalities could be put to their normal use.”

Walter Kerr, The Silent Clowns (1980)
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INTRODUCTION

My life with W. C. Fields started on a spring day in May 2007. An article in The Los Angeles Times announced that the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences was staging an exhibition on its fourth floor gallery titled, “The Amazing Peregrinations and Pettifoggery of One William Claude Dukenfield, late of Philadelphia, Pa., familiarly known to Crowned Heads and Hoi Polloi alike as W. C. Fields.”

Entering the door to the show, I was bowled over by the sight. The walls were covered with colorful posters; original playbills; handwritten and typed personal letters; contracts; cartoons; photographs; stage scripts; movie scenarios; souvenirs from his performances abroad; and much more material. At one end of the room gales of laughter stemmed from visitors watching his films. The show embodied a treasure trove of memorabilia donated by the Fields family so that the public might encounter the astonishing career of an eminent comedian.

His complete papers remained unavailable for researchers until the family gifted them to the Academy. After perusing the multi-page inventory and the material for a few months, I became convinced that the seventy-one boxes in the Fields Papers are possibly the most voluminous and valuable collection of an American performer’s career. The collection is a gold mine. It begins with his date book listing his first stage appearances in 1898 and ends with papers about his lengthy confrontational probate trial lasting until the mid-1950s.

A journey through Fields’s career from 1898 to 1946 is an incredible ride that yields significant information about his appearances in practically every performance art during the first half of the twentieth century: club shows; burlesque; medicine, museum, and minstrel shows; American vaudeville; British music halls; leading European variety theaters; three Broadway revues, including performances in six annual Ziegfeld Follies; Broadway plays, including a starring role in the long-running show Poppy; twelve silent movies; thirty-two sound shorts and features; guest spots on radio comedy programs; and, six months before his death, studio recording.

While in Ziegfeld’s spectacular revue, he created two comic characterizations, the good-natured charlatan and besieged husband, two impersonations which reappear in his silent and sound films. When he went to Hollywood permanently in 1930 to make films, he took with him not only his stage scenarios but the techniques he used in the theater: pantomime and masterful timing as a jokester. He repeats his vaudeville acts, juggling balls, manipulating cigar boxes, and pool tricks for the screen. His 1918 Follies sketch as a frustrated, bungling golfer is reused in The Golf Specialist (1930). Three of his four shorts for Mack Sennett stem from his stage scenes in the Vanities. Fields’s hilarious “Sleeping Porch” scene from the 1925 Ziegfeld Follies is repeated in the silent picture It’s the Old Army Game (1926) and sound film It’s a Gift (1934). Three of his last movies can even be traced back to his stage career.

The Fields Papers unleashed the need for a three-part sequential series that reevaluates the evolution of his comedic art and its relationship to his personal life. The first book, W. C. Fields from Burlesque and Vaudeville to Broadway: Becoming a Comedian, discusses his early life and stage career until 1915. The second volume, W. C. Fields at the Ziegfeld Follies: Becoming a Character Comedian, dramatizes a momentous turning point in Fields’s career. During his appearances in six Follies between 1915 and 1925, he moves from being typecast as a vaudeville comic juggler to a character comedian performing a variety of roles, which are repeated in silent and sound films. By the end of his Broadway performances, Fields has created his two most durable characters, an endearing con artist and harassed husband, an achievement that will bring him fame as a top film comedian.

Volume three highlights his astonishing career in sound films and radio that lead to his Phoenix-like rise to an American cultural icon during the 1960s and 1970s. His work and life in Hollywood resembles a roller coast ride of failures and successes. He nonetheless creates a remarkable oeuvre that includes two masterpieces, It’s a Gift and The Bank Dick. Alcohol addiction, accidents, and other afflictions undermine his health and eventually cause studios to fire him. His last films are mainly cameo roles causing his fame to plummet. During the 1960s his biting iconoclasm is rediscovered by devotees of the counterculture, as well as respected film critics who hail his sound films, thereby creating a Fields resurgence. Volume three enlivens the saga of a virtuoso comedian, often called a comic genius, legendary iconoclast, and “Great Man,” who brought so much laughter to millions while enduring so much anguish.

This current volume is devoted to Fields’s significant career in silent pictures, material that was not included in the first three books. Although often forgotten in his oeuvre, his twelve silent movies reveal that they were exceptional stepping stones to his career in sound films. Fields’s silent pictures should consequently be re-evaluated in order to illuminate their magnitude in his career.


PART I:

Launching a Silent Screen Career


CHAPTER 1

The Silent Film Capital on the Hudson

A carpet of fresh grass, the color of light green jade, lay over Central Park on the bright spring morning of May 19, 1915. Further downtown on Broadway near Times Square, the boulevard, known as The Great White Way, was relatively quiet compared to its evening explosion of theatergoers arriving at showplaces with brightly lit marquees. After completing his last and lengthy vaudeville world tour in 1913-14, Fields was stunned by the expansion of Times Square, hailed as the “crossroads of the world.” The number of magnificent legitimate theaters, movie palaces, lavish restaurants, and elegant hotels had multiplied. The sparking illumination of countless electric lights cast a glittering glow, a radiance acclaimed as The Great White Way. The area pulsated with energy, excitement, and artistic power unleashing distinct stage productions, a cornucopia of drama, comedy, musicals, cabaret, variety, revues, and numerous other attractions.

At ten o’clock Fields entered through the stage door of the 1800-seat New Amsterdam Theatre to start a new adventure at the home of the Ziegfeld Follies, considered the most spectacular revue on the Great White Way. After arriving, he went up a few steps to a long and narrow low-ceilinged corridor that led to the stage. The auspicious day inaugurated Fields’s lengthy association with Florenz Ziegfeld, Jr., impresario extraordinaire of his famous Follies. Fields performed in six annual productions between 1915 and 1925, and also made numerous appearances in shows at the Midnight Frolic, the swanky late-night supper club on the theater’s roof.

At age thirty-five Bill looked fit and trim, his hair still whitish blond, despite his fifteen-year exhausting grind on the vaudeville circuits across the U.S. and around the world from 1900 to 1915. During these years Fields evolved from a tramp juggler to a silent humorist who used his pantomime skills in sketches he wrote to generate laughter. Instead of the weekly grind of traveling from one city after another, the Follies offered Bill an opportunity to stay in New York for several months before the show went on the road.

Before the revue opened, Fields made his inaugural appearance in a moving picture, a silent short that became an act in the show. Cast members boarded the 125th Street ferry boat to Fort Lee, New Jersey, a major early film locale overlooking the Hudson River. During the American Revolution, George Washington and his army used Fort Lee’s environs as an encampment in defense of New York City. The site was later named in honor of Charles Lee, a general in the Continental Army. Needing to retreat, Washington’s troops departed along a road that is now Fort Lee’s Main Street. During the withdrawal, Thomas Paine supposedly wrote his pamphlet “The American Crisis” that began with the line, “These are the times that try men’s souls.”

With a population totaling 4,472 in 1910, Fort Lee reflected the ambience of a picturesque small town perfect for filmmaking. Fort Lee’s population burgeoned when the modern-day double-decked suspension George Washington Bridge (1931) opened, connecting the Jersey town to the Washington Heights area of Manhattan. Before that time, Fort Lee offered a multitude of outdoor backdrops for moviemaking: the majestic Palisades, bucolic farmland, marshland, rolling hills, forests, waterfalls, and other ready-made surroundings. The town’s ambience was used for outdoor scenes and Wild West shorts. The exterior of Rambo’s Hotel was converted to look like the front of a Western saloon. Crews used the hotel as a place to eat, sleep, and change into costumes. Important for its growth was the fact that land was cheaper here compared to New York City and its environs. By September 1912, up to eight film production companies were operating in Fort Lee, including Coytesville, another picturesque small town one mile away.

At the time, Thomas A. Edison was the most powerful figure in the moving picture business. With his talented inventor, technician, and photographer, William K. L. Dickson, he had already invented the Kinetoscope, which presented to the public twenty-second shorts. They featured a wide range of subjects: dancers, acrobats, novelties (a sneeze), sports figures, boxing matches, actualities, and popular stars, among them strongman Eugen Sandow, sharpshooter Annie Oakley, and Buffalo Bill and his Wild West Show. Edison’s earliest shorts were shot in his Black Maria studio, a shed covered with tar paper and a retractable roof, constructed in 1893 on the grounds of his laboratory in West Orange, New Jersey. A year later Kinetoscope peep-show parlors began flourishing in amusement arcades and in storefronts. On April 14, 1894, Andrew Holland opened the first one in New York City in a converted shoe store at 1155 Broadway. Customers paid twenty-five cents to view shorts emanating from five Edison Kinetoscope machines accompanied by synchronized sound.

During 1898, W. C. Fields at age 18 was wandering around New York, lacking warm clothes, shivering from the freezing cold during a harsh winter, and desperately looking for work as a juggler. That year he entertained at a museum and joined the Monte Carlo Girls, a burlesque show that played a few dates in the city before going on tour. A curious, adventurous young man interested in entertainment, Fields might have entered a Manhattan Kinetoscope parlor. If he did, he never mentioned the experience in his letters home nor to friends. Compared to the more established popular stage, the fledgling moving pictures in these parlors must have looked amateurish to him.

On December 19, 1909, the New York Times reported that the population of Fort Lee “has become accustomed to bands of Indians yelling and dashing about the roads and by-paths, to troops landing on the river bank, to dancing villagers, and every variety of battle, murder, and sudden death at their very doors. Although the hamlet had indeed been invaded, it was not by hundreds of marauders, but by scores of film production crews armed with nothing more than picture cameras.”1

Numerous film companies escaped to Fort Lee hoping to evade Thomas Edison’s Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC), a cartel in which leading film companies pooled their resources into a Trust that controlled its major three branches: production, distribution, and exhibition. Behind its formation in 1908 was the need of Edison and Trust members to protect their patents on cameras, projecting machines, and 35mm film. Fort Lee was mostly established by studios, called “independents,” desiring to escape the Edison Trust. The Trust hired detectives to spy on competitive filmmakers who were evading the MPPC’s dictates. Carl Laemmle, later founder of Universal Pictures, recalled that while filming Hiawatha (1909) at Fort Lee, the Trust sent “paid spies and plug-uglies to dog our footsteps.”2

David Wark Griffith was a frequent visitor to Fort Lee and the New Jersey environs. In 1907, he appeared in the Edison short Rescued from the Eagle’s Nest, which reflected his hope to become a screen actor, an ambition that ended when he became a director at Biograph. While directing, Griffith shot approximately 100 silent shorts on location in the area, including The New York Hat (1912) with Mary Pickford, Lionel Barrymore, and the Gish sisters. James Agee felt this film exposed Griffith’s talent for “realism that has never been beaten.”3

Linda Arvidson, Griffith’s first wife and a leading actress at Biograph, recalled the trip from New York City to Fort Lee. She boarded the subway at 125th Street in order to take the 8:45 a.m. ferry boat to the Jersey shore. From the foot of the Palisades, she needed to walk a long path to the top, often carrying film equipment. At the summit was Fort Lee, a bustling town with numerous studios scattered haphazardly across the landscape.

Arvidson felt New Jersey “was a fruitful land for movie landscape; it didn’t take long to get there, and transportation was cheap. Small wonder Fort Lee shortly grew to be the popular studio town it did.” She performed in Griffith’s shorts in the Palisades, and took advantage of the sparsely populated vistas, recalling, “I do believe that first summer I was made love to on every rock and boulder for twenty miles up and down the Hudson.”4

In 1908, Griffith directed The Curtain Pole (1909), using the dusty streets in Fort Lee to produce a slapstick comedy featuring Mack Sennett. (This was a version of Pathé’s Le Cheval emballé, a popular hit in 1907-1908.) Desiring to be an actor, Mack first worked as an extra and did bit parts for Griffith at Biograph. Eager to learn more about moving pictures, he took long walks after work with Griffith while asking him questions about the art of film. Hoping to end Sennett’s pestering, Griffith gave Mack a longer part in The Curtain Pole playing M. Dupont, who breaks a curtain pole and buys an extra long one as a replacement. “He had to maneuver [the pole] through the streets of Fort Lee, New Jersey, by various modes of transportation and at considerable peril to himself and to innocent passersby,” wrote Richard Schickel. A marketplace was constructed, recalled Mrs. Griffith, “in a clearing in the wooded part of Fort Lee, stalls for fruits, vegetables, and other foodstuffs.” The plot called for Dupont to take a horse-drawn cab with the pole “sticking out four or five feet on either side.” He enters the marketplace a bit inebriated from drinking absinthe frappes. Playing a market woman, Mrs. Griffith remembered Sennett destroying the booths while she was buying a cabbage. The pole banged her head, knocking her “generally unconscious in the centre of the stage.”5

After the incident Linda Griffith lost her enthusiasm “about Sennett’s starring ventures.” Nevertheless, the slapstick comedian-to-be soon appeared in The Politician’s Love Story (1909). Griffith was excited about making this film after a large snowstorm made the tree limbs in Central Park “look like fantastic crystal branches.” According to Griffith’s wife, these two pictures “started the grumbling young Mack Sennett on the road to fame and fortune.” Sennett was appointed director of Biograph’s comedy films in 1911; however, a year later he departed for Los Angeles, where he made film history making slapstick shorts for Keystone. He was now truly “on the road to fame.”6

Fort Lee flourished as a major center for early moving pictures, especially between 1909 and 1918. In 1910, the Champion Film Company constructed the first permanent movie studio in nearby Coytesville, a secluded rural area picked to evade the Trust. Still standing, it is considered the oldest studio building in the country. Within months, great greenhouse studios began sprouting up all over the Fort Lee area.7 The following year Éclair, a French film company, opened an American branch in the town. By 1918 about eleven facilities were operating. Fort Lee became so crowded that companies had to compete for the best photogenic locales. For example, in December 1916, Moving Picture World announced that Lewis Selznick’s Picture Productions had four companies using three Fort Lee studios ready to release four quality films.

Several major film companies in Hollywood trace their roots back to Fort Lee: Universal, 20th Century-Fox, Goldwyn Pictures, and Selznick Enterprises. Before moving to California, William Fox rented a studio in 1914 where he filmed A Fool There Was starring the “vamp” Theda Bara (née Theodosia Goodman), an overnight sensation. The Fox studio produced the epics A Tale of Two Cities (1917) and Les Miserables (1918) in Fort Lee. In 1914, Universal built its massive studio on Main Street in the West Fort Lee section. Considered one of the largest and most modern studios in the country before 1918, it was dubbed “Universal City East” by Carl Laemmle. In 1916, Samuel Goldwyn’s Picture Corporation initially began renting space in the Solax Studios, and a year later moved to Universal’s facility. After signing with Goldwyn, Will Rogers, Fields’s friend and Follies colleague, completed his first film, Laughing Bill Hyde, here in 1918.

The most popular stars of the silent era were spotted in Fort Lee: Mary Pickford, the Gish sisters, Lionel Barrymore, Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, Rudolph Valentino, and Pearl White, among others. White created a sensation in the silent serial The Perils of Pauline, while dangling from a cliff high above the Hudson River, a scene that reportedly triggered the term “cliff hanger.”

[image: image]

Figure 1.1 The path on the Palisades leading to Fort Lee before the George Washington Bridge (1931) was built. Author’s Collection.

Small wonder, then, that the Follies management picked Fort Lee for their film. On the day of shooting, thirty cast members from the Ziegfeld Follies assembled in front of the New Amsterdam a little after nine o’clock. After disembarking from their ferry boat, the Follies group hiked up a trail to the town perched atop the steep Palisades cliffs overlooking the Hudson River. When the Ziegfeld party arrived, they saw actors wearing makeup and costumes, numerous crews filming in the area, and aspiring bit players waiting in front of casting room doors. The Ziegfeld writers had written a sketch called “Commotion Picture,” a parody of Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation, which had recently opened at New York’s Liberty Theatre with a sold-out performance. The short was to be shown at the 1915 Follies with another film intended to lampoon the nascent film industry. “A comedian in the [New Amsterdam] auditorium was to direct figures on the screen that followed his every instruction,” recalled playwright and critic Channing Pollock. “The movie had to be carefully made, of course, and accurately timed.”8 The short featured such Ziegfeld principals as comedian Leon Errol, the legendary Bert Williams, and Mae Murray, the vivacious beauty known as “the girl with the bee stung lips,” destined to became a silent screen diva. The film’s director was the comic Ed Wynn, who later gained fame as radio’s Fire Chief. By around four o’clock in the afternoon, as light dwindled and a ferry boat was scheduled to leave, the crew headed to Manhattan backtracking along the same route they had taken in the morning.

After the Follies opened, a rivalry soon erupted between Fields and Wynn during Bill’s pool table routine. While hiding under the pool table, Wynn made funny faces, clowned, and did antics to amuse the audience. Known as a joker whose tomfoolery often stole scenes, Wynn began to disrupt Fields’s timing. After it happened again, Bill threatened to seek revenge. The Follies was on the road in Boston when the tension between the two exploded. Fields suddenly took his pool cue and beamed Wynn over the head. Depending on different versions of the incident, Wynn was either dazed or leveled unconscious.

Wishing to become the highlight of the silent short shot at Fort Lee, Wynn stood in the left aisle near the orchestra pit commanding the actors in the film. Fields suddenly appeared on screen balancing a few cigar boxes. “Hey, Fields! You’re not on yet!” yelled Wynn. “Get off the screen!” Startled, Bill dropped the boxes, picked them up, and walked away. Although rather forgotten, the short technically remains Fields’s first appearance on screen.9

Sime Silverman wrote in Variety that Fields was “prominent in the screen pantomime.” The New York Times reviewer felt that the short film was a highlight and encouraged people to see it. “You should see the motion-picture rehearsal with the movie actors—Bernard Granville, Mae Murray, Leon Errol, and all—bobbing about the screen while Ed Wynn hoarsely directs them out front… . There is a good deal of … more fun in the antics of W. C. Fields, an expert juggler with a sense of humor, who comes from the halls of the two-a-day.”10

Fields, however, never mentioned his experience going to Fort Lee. Nor did he make any remarks that he had visited a significant site for early filmmaking and that here was an opportunity to join a new medium. But having just debuted in the Follies, he was avidly committed to his goal to become a star in Ziegfeld’s revues.

In 1918, an extremely cold winter, a flu epidemic, and a shortage of coal needed for the nation’s World War I effort caused many Fort Lee studios to shut down, and its personnel to flee to the warm sunshine of Southern California. Although its heyday was over, the area still continued to be the site of a few studios. The Eastman Kodak Company, for instance, used the Paragon Studios to test their Two-Color Kodachrome process. Fires and explosions constantly destroyed studios, leaving Fort Lee a “ghost town.”

An article in the New York Times Magazine on May 31, 1931 was its “kiss of death”: “The cradle of the motion picture in America is now a ghastly cemetery, with monuments of scaling concrete, crumpling brick, warped steel, and shattered glass … . Here at Fort Lee … declining careers gained rebirth and fortunes were created—and lost and stolen. Now even the ivy on the walls that housed these phenomena is dead.”11

The Palisades in New Jersey represented the locale where Fields began his involvement in silent moving pictures. Coincidently, the area became the setting where he launched his career in sound films, when he appeared in the short The Golf Specialist (1930), an off-shoot of a sketch he first did on stage at the Ziegfeld Follies of 1918 and off and on for the next twelve years. Bill had sparked an interest in the skit when he performed a version at the famous Palace Theatre in March 1930 and in the revue Earl Carroll Vanities. Fields had recently been in Hollywood where he did three silent Paramount films with Chester Conklin during 1927-28, a time when studios were transferring their facilities to sound. While there, not one studio recognized that Fields, with his unique voice, was a natural to do a sound film. After searching in vain for an opportunity to do a Talkie, he returned to the Broadway stage annoyed with Hollywood’s fickleness.

Excited by the chance to finally do a sound film, Fields crossed the Hudson to the Palisades area where fifteen years earlier he had made his inaugural silent moving picture. He headed for the Ideal Studios, a two-building state-of-the art plant opened in June 1916 in Hudson Heights, near Fort Lee, by producer-director Herbert Brenon. “I have been so fortunate as to secure this studio, which was built regardless of cost by men who were determined to incorporate in it all the latest ideas and equipment,” said Brenon. “I am satisfied that nowhere in the world is there a studio with better facilities… . I consider it a perfect tool.” When Brenon left for England, a series of filmmakers used the studio for short silent comedies, and later it was equipped for sound. After the mid-1930s, the facility was equipped for storage space and as a warehouse for scenery and props. On September 9, 1953, the Newark News reported that “decades of movie-making slipped into oblivion yesterday when a general alarm fire swept the Ideal Sound Studios.”12 The Fort Lee area therefore formed the book ends of Fields’s screen career in both silent and sound film comedy.
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CHAPTER 2

Gaumont: The French Connection

While Fields was in the 1915 Ziegfeld Follies, he was offered an exceptional opportunity to appear in his first commercial film. Motion picture companies were signing numerous stage stars to do their specialties for the silent screen. The vogue dated back to Edison’s Kinetoscope, which had filmed the strongman Eugen Sandow and the dancer Carmencita, among others, in 1894. The Gaumont Film Company, a leading French production corporation, wanted Fields to perform his pool table sketch and do a second one-reel short for its comedy series at its American studio, located on Congress Street in Flushing, Queens, a borough of New York City. The area was settled in 1644 by English non-conformists who probably named the township after their residence in Flushing in Holland. By the early twentieth century, Flushing remained a rural community noted for its nurseries, the study of horticulture, beautiful suburban houses, and prosperous farms.

Sites in New York’s boroughs and on Long Island had burgeoned into a major center for East Coast filmmaking due to the locale’s rural scenery, inexpensive vacant land, and proximity to mid-town Manhattan via the Queensboro Bridge (1909), assets which enabled it to lure Broadway stars to perform before the camera. Starting the invasion in 1905 was the Vitagraph studio in the Flat-bush area of Brooklyn, which churned out hundreds of silent movies during the 1910s and 1920s. To take advantage of scenery on eastern Long Island in 1915, Edison opened a studio in Bay Shore. In his book Hollywood on the Hudson, Richard Koszarski links early silent studios “within commuting distance of Times Square,” as a single “viable local film industry.” Nicknamed “Hollywood East,” the area of cinema “[stretched] from the Edison laboratory and Fort Lee studios in northern New Jersey to the Thanhouser and D. W. Griffith studios in Westchester, and out beyond the Paramount Astoria studio and Brooklyn Vitaphone stages to the rental facilities in eastern Queens and Long Island.”1

Gaumont was one of the two leading film companies in France, along with Pathé-Frères. Founded by the engineer and inventor Léon Gaumont in 1898, the studio was initially devoted to the technological aspects of filmmaking, since Gaumont himself was particularly interested in photography, projectors, cameras, developing machines, and systems for washing and drying film prints. As early as 1902, Gaumont had invented Phonoscène, a primitive talking picture system based on a singer projected on a screen who would lip-synch to a sound recording. The showings, called “singing pictures,” were extremely popular in Europe.

In an effort to enter the growing American market, and hoping to avoid import taxes, Gaumont opened its facility in Flushing around 1908. Two other French companies had studios on the East Coast: Éclair in Fort Lee (1911), and Pathé-Frères (1910) in Jersey City. French studios were also the leading importer of foreign films into the U.S., controlling sixty to seventy percent of the market in 1910 and sustaining its commanding position until the outbreak of World War I in Europe.

Comedy was
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