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    Act I

  


  
    Scene 2:


    Footlights


    


    Returning to New York City in 1910, Eddie soon discovered that an aspiring actor was dead in the water without an agent. “You had to have somebody working for you,” he said. “So I decided on an agent named Chamberlain Brown.” [20] “I used to get up to that office in the morning when it first opened,” Eddie vividly recalled. “Somebody would come out, glance at me, and be less than encouraging. Finally, other actors and actresses would come in, all beautifully dressed, with their hair combed, wearing tight shoes, and, oh, gee! I would sit there, and then it would be lunchtime, and I had about thirty cents to spend. I’d go out, have lunch, and come back. I did this for three days. I stayed until they were locking up. Nobody paid any attention.”


    That changed after the third day. Mr. Brown was locking up when he noticed the tall, thin young man still waiting patiently to be noticed.


    “What do you want?” he asked.


    “I’m looking for a job,” Eddie replied.


    “Are you an actor?”


    “I’d like to be.”


    “What have you done?”


    “I haven’t done anything special.”


    “If you haven’t done anything, we can’t do anything for you here.”


    “Well, I had a part in the varsity show at Columbia University.”


    “Oh?” he said. “What’s your name?”


    “Edward Horton.”


    “Here, you take this card and tomorrow morning you get over to the stage entrance of the Lyric Theatre in Brooklyn. Go right in on the stage. Go there about nine or nine-thirty. There you’ll meet a very fine, well-known actor, a great star, who is looking for a young man to be in his play.’ ” [21]


    Eddie was so excited he could hardly sleep that night. In the morning, exhausted but exhilarated, he arrived at the Lyric and entered through the stage door. The well-known actor — the great star — was wearing a fur hat, a fur coat, and an oversized necktie. In front of him were six or seven fellows, each one holding the same white card Eddie had been given.


    “I had thought I was going to be the only one there. I went to the back of the line. He was taking these cards and listening to what the fellows said. As I got nearer, I’d hear them say, ‘Bought and Paid For,’ ‘Paid in Full,’ ‘Butterfly on the Wheel.’ I thought, ‘Golly, there’s no use in my staying here. I can’t say anything.’ I wanted to go away. Then I thought, ‘No! I’m already here. I must see what’s going to happen.’ It got to be my turn, and I handed him the card.


    “All right, all right, let’s have it,” he said, someone jadedly.


    “There’s nothing, sir.”


    “What?”


    “Nothing.”


    “What do you mean, nothing?”


    “I have nothing to say.”


    “You haven’t done anything in the theatre?”


    “No, sir.”


    “You want to be an actor?”


    “I am very anxious to be.”


    “Well, well, well. Perhaps we could teach you. But right now I need a stage manager. I’ll pay you twenty dollars a week — and if you’re good, I’ll let you act, too.”


    Then, turning to the others, he said, “Thank you, gentlemen.” [22]


    This was Broadway star Louis Mann. Born in New York City on April 20, 1865, he made his theatrical debut as a child actor. In 1896, he appeared at the Herald Square Theatre on Broadway, in the George Dance and Ivan Caryll production The Girl from Paris. On October 16, 1899, Mann and his new leading lady, Clara Lipman, opened in the original production of The Girl in the Barracks, which ran for only thirty-one performances. Undaunted by this misfire, the couple soon married and went on to become a widely respected team. Lipman wrote twenty-two plays, five of which starred her husband. Mann was well known for his portrayals of excitable, confused, lovable heroes. He was also one of the last great actor-managers of that era.


    Eddie hit the ground running. His responsibilities as a stage manager included checking on the props and sound effects; making sure the actors were on time and knew their parts; and generally ensuring that each performance ran as smoothly as possible. As Eddie recalled: “I had only been getting twelve dollars, and oh boy, I was there with a script and watching everything. Finally, he let me write some letters for him. I had some very fine notepaper.” [23]


    “Mostly,” Eddie recalled, “I watched Louis Mann. He was a great artist, oh, a great artist. He was fabulous. He was a dialect comedian, you know. It was just as if I had gone to school to be with him. Eventually, he wouldn’t come to rehearsals at all. He’d say, ‘Horton, you know the play.’ And I could imitate him, and I’d do all the other parts. It was a great experience. Whatever I know about the theatre, I learned from Louis Mann.” [24]


    At the end of the second week, Mann asked, “Horton, how much did I say I was going to pay you?”


    “Twenty dollars,” Eddie answered.


    “Well, make it forty.”


    “My word! Forty dollars!” Eddie recalled joyfully. “I couldn’t believe it. I haven’t had that much money since.” [25]


    As promised, Eddie was cast in bits, walk-ons, and even had a line or two in most of the plays he oversaw, both on Broadway and on tour. His Broadway debut, on June 29, 1910, was in The Cheater, a farce adapted by Louis Mann from a German play called Der Doppelmensch. In a supporting role as a portly porter was John Bunny, who would soon become world-famous as one of the silent screen’s first major American comedians.


    Eddie knew that if he was to advance as an actor he would need to play more prominent roles. Louis Mann had reservations about his protégé’s acting ability; he felt he lacked experience, which was undeniable. Unsure if his boss was serious or merely being flippant, Eddie was told that he may have missed his calling as a streetsweeper. It was a difficult decision but, without any bridges burned, he resigned from the Louis Mann Company. Now on his own, Eddie was cast as “Jake’s Friend” in David Belasco’s production of The Governor’s Lady, but the part amounted to little more than the walk-ons he had been playing for three years. His luck would change dramatically when he was hired as the juvenile lead for the Orpheum Players Stock Company in Philadelphia’s Chestnut Street Theatre. This was followed, in 1912, by a stint with Beaulah Jay’s Company, also in Pittsburgh. He was given his first official leading role, that of a German doctor, appearing opposite Blanche Yurka in The Typhoon. One of his co-stars, Thurston Hall, approached him after a rehearsal and said, “Edward, I could no more play a Japanese prince than I could play Sarah Bernhardt. Why don’t you play the Japanese prince, and I’ll play the German doctor?”


    “Well, I did,” said Eddie. “I tackled the part of the Japanese prince. At that time, at the University of Pennsylvania, there was a fabulous Japanese student named Sato, who was surrounded by very interesting Japanese friends. He had the whole top of the dormitory, and everybody said he was a prince. I contacted him about the play. He read it over and gave me, phonetically, what he felt this Japanese prince would say, and on the opening night, who was in the audience with all his Japanese friends but Mister Sato. They gave me a little party after that.” [26]


    Another memorable experience for Eddie was playing in the melodrama A Fool There Was, a 1909 Broadway play by Porter Emerson Brown; this was based on an 1876 poem by Rudyard Kipling called “The Vampire,” which had been suggested by a painting by Philip Burne-Jones. The first of the poem’s five stanzas reads:


    


    A fool there was, and he made his prayer


    (Even as you or 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 or I!) [27]


    


    The play’s leading character is an intensely erotic woman whose unholy purpose in life is to lure decent men away from their wives and children. [28] Eddie, cast as the poor schlemiel who falls for the dark-eyed beauty’s charms, gave it all he had in what he described as a “dramatic, hysterical” [29] part. Instead of engendering the sympathy of the audience, the theatre rocked with laughter. It was then, he later said, that “I realized I must be a comedian. The audience made me realize it.” [30]


    


    One might imagine that a single man in his twenties would be painting the town red with his surplus of cash. That simply wasn’t Eddie’s style. In fact, the majority of his income was being sent home to help fund his brothers’ and sister’s education; his father wasn’t especially well-heeled, but Eddie was clearing sixty dollars a week.


    As Eddie’s career gradually showed promise, his father said to him, “I think you’re making a mistake, Edward. Anybody — anybody — can be Edward Horton, but no one, no one else, can be Edward Everett Horton.”


    After thinking it over for a moment, Eddie smiled and said, “I think I like that.” [31]


    Sadly, Edward Everett Horton Sr. did not live to see his son achieve worldwide fame; he died, aged fifty-five, on November 15, 1915, while visiting his son George at his home in Mountain Grove, Missouri. [32]


    


    “About this Edward Everett Horton,” producers would say, “is he any good?” The standard answer to that was “Well, he gets three figures.” [33] That was all they needed to hear. Another offer came in, this time from the owner of a theatre in Portland, Oregon. To procure Eddie’s services as an offbeat leading man, he was willing to pay him $125 a week.


    “So, I went up to Portland and played the Keith Theatre there with Dorothy Dalton as the leading woman,” he said. “She eventually married Arthur Hammerstein, Oscar’s brother. [34] She and I played together for thirty weeks. Oh, she was lovely. I played in Portland for eighty-eight consecutive weeks.” [35]


    Eddie had not relished the idea of a long engagement in the Pacific Northwest; he had heard from numerous sources that it rained there all the time. Not long into his stay, he began to appreciate the peaceful coolness of Oregon’s often misty conditions. In addition to becoming acclimated to the weather, he undertook a job that was in no way associated with the theatre. He had arrived in Portland during the fall of 1917, just as the United States was preparing to join the war effort in Europe. Feeling patriotic, he approached the administrator of a government-run agency and asked if there was any volunteer work for which he might be suited. To his surprise, he was entrusted to deliver government-controlled foods (sugar, for example) to Portland’s various cafés and restaurants. Eddie found immense personal satisfaction in fulfilling his task. Indeed, he claimed that, for the first time, he felt like an everyday citizen, not merely a make-believe actor in greasepaint. “I enjoyed every moment of it and loved the town that saw in me something of a business executive,” he told The Oregonian. [36] He later stated that he applied his newly acquired acumen to the production of plays and managing his own theatre without falling into bankruptcy.


    When he was asked to give a talk to a large assembly of high school students, Eddie accepted the invitation without hesitation. We’ll let him tell us what happened that day.


    “I was very much impressed by the attention I was receiving. When I came to the end of my fifteen allotted minutes, I hadn’t quite finished with the story of my life, so I asked my audience if they wished me to go on. The applause was deafening, and so I went on for about ten more minutes. In the hall later when I was signing autographs, I spoke to one youngster whom I had noticed as paying more than particular attention and thanked him for the tribute. ‘Oh, that’s okay,” he remarked dismissively, ‘but if you’d carried on for five minutes longer, I wouldn’t have had to report for geometry.’ ” [37]


    


    From Portland, the thirty-year-old rising star went to Pittsburgh and then all over the country in different plays, always getting bigger parts and a better salary. In 1919, at the invitation of Thomas Wilkes, Eddie went to Southern California to star in that West Coast impresario’s famed stock company. For a weekly salary of $225, he would be replacing leading man Lewis Stone. [38] Located at 845 South Broadway in Los Angeles, the Wilkes-Majestic Theatre was built in 1908; it boasted sixteen hundred seats. Eddie would be instrumental in filling those seats for several years to come. His debut at the Majestic was in Never Say Die, a prophetic title for the driven young actor. With tongue firmly in cheek, he said, “I had already played it five times before, so I almost knew the lines. I followed that with An Ideal Husband [by Oscar Wilde].” [39]


    Predictably, Eddie excelled in comedies. Two of his oft-used bits of business, the double-take and the foot-stamping temper tantrums, were perfected when essaying the titular role in Clarence by Booth Tarkington. Clarence has been described as “a patient, slyly witty ‘poor soul,’ ” [40] a character introduced on Broadway by Alfred Lunt. [41] Eddie played that part for forty-four consecutive weeks in Los Angeles.


    Wilkes employed an effective strategy that made stars out of his various featured players. Casting them in new plays that proved successful in Los Angeles and San Francisco, he would then transfer the show and its leading man to New York. This formula worked brilliantly for two of his discoveries, Richard Bennett (the father of Joan and Constance Bennett) and Fred Keenan (Ed Wynn’s father-in-law and Keenan Wynn’s grandfather), but not for Eddie. The show was The Nervous Wreck, written by Owen Davis, the noted playwright who had recently been awarded the Pulitzer Prize for his serious play Icebound. Eddie and his leading lady, Frances Howard (the future wife of Samuel Goldwyn), traveled across the country to Atlantic City for the opening. The Nervous Wreck, based on a short story by E.J. Roth, was said to be a vehicle that played to Eddie’s strengths. His character, a hysterical, self-centered clerk from Pittsburgh, goes to an Arizona ranch for a rest-cure. Feeling much more relaxed, he becomes involved with the rancher’s daughter, a dalliance that does not sit well with the girl’s fiancé. Audiences responded favorably to the featured comic artist, as did the critics. One especially impressed writer compared Eddie to Sidney Drew. [42] So, what was the problem, then? It was that Wilkes had a falling out with his influential associate, producer Sam Harris. Harris insisted that Otto Kruger [43], not Eddie, be cast for the New York opening. In one of the few negative aspects of his fairy-tale career, Eddie was soon on a train, heading ignominiously back to Los Angeles. Wilkes even insisted that the frugal actor pay his own fare.


    “That was supposed to be my big chance,” [44] Eddie told an interviewer late in life.
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    Scene 3:


    Silent Movies Calling


    


    One day in 1922, a thirty-six-year-old producer and director named Jess Robbins paid a visit to Eddie at the Majestic. A true movie pioneer, Robbins had supervised the filming of Charlie Chaplin’s two-reelers for the Essanay Film Manufacturing Company in Niles, California. He also directed Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy in their first film together, The Lucky Dog, c. 1921. In addition, Robbins was supposedly the first to use reflective lighting in his productions. As he told Eddie, “I think you’d do wonderfully in pictures, Mister Horton. Would you like to make one?”


    Eddie was cautiously interested. But how on earth could he give all that was required to succeed simultaneously on stage and in the movies?


    “Oh, that’s all right,” Robbins replied. “We’ll make them in the daytime when you’re not playing or rehearsing. You just come down and we’ll shoot around you if we have to. We’ll give you one hundred and fifty dollars a week.”


    One can almost see the dollar signs in Eddie’s dark brown eyes. Imagine — $150 a week more than he was already getting! In his mind, he would soon be joining the lofty ranks of such prominent men of business as John D. Rockefeller and Henry Ford.


    “So I decided to do it,” he said. [45]


    Robbins was then working for Vitagraph. Established in 1897, the Vitagraph Company of America was founded by Albert E. Smith and Stuart Blackton in the Midwood (also known as Flatbush) area of Eddie’s hometown of Brooklyn. In its early years, Vitagraph’s leading players were matinee idol Maurice Costello, the physically disparate comedy team of John Bunny & Flora Finch, Norma and Constance Talmadge, Clara Kimball Young, Viola Dana, and Mr. & Mrs. Sidney Drew. In 1912, Smith and Blackton opened a West Coast branch of Vitagraph in the Los Feliz area of Los Angeles. Eddie would make his first feature film there, Too Much Business (1922). Robbins wanted him to play an athletic bank teller, somewhat along the lines of the swashbuckling Douglas Fairbanks. [46]


    To hear Eddie tell it, his debut in motion pictures was a trial by fire. “They thought they’d give me something to do the first day so that no matter what lay in the future, it could never be worse,” he said. “I was called upon to report down to the L.A. Athletic Club. They put make-up on me. In those days, in silent pictures, it was sort of thick and yellow all over. I had never appeared on the street in make-up before in my life. It was something I wouldn’t do. Nevertheless, I had to do it, and then I had to walk down to the corner of Seventh and Broadway. It was teeming with people, walking by on the street and riding in trolley cars. I was to wait until I saw a dolly coming along with a box on it that looked as if it might contain an upright piano. But in it was a camera. I am to get in back of that box, keep about twenty or thirty feet behind it, and walk slowly to the front of it. If people stopped me, I was to appear as though I was talking to them.” [47]


    Did this make the neophyte photoplayer nervous?


    “Nervous? I was shivering.” [48]


    The following day, he sat down with Robbins to view the rushes. Until that time, Eddie considered himself to be passably good-looking, even handsome. It therefore came as a rude awakening to see his face magnified on the screen, ninety-six times its actual size. That wonderful, imperfect face — with the knitted brows, those frightened eyes, the generous nose, and that crooked smile — would make him one of the most sought-after character actors in the business. Even so, he once confessed to a newspaper columnist: “The first thing that I think of when I see one of my pictures is how I look. Consideration of the setting comes second. And believe it or not, a tie askew or a collar point turned up can spoil his whole picture for an actor. I don’t know how many actors would admit that, but if they tell you the truth, it is that — in movies — looks come first; acting, second.” [49]


    


    Eddie was doing what he loved most: performing in good plays for enthusiastic audiences. “The theatre is delightful,” Eddie often said. “It is the only thing I ever wanted. I used to have the key to the stage door of the Majestic Theatre. I’d get down there at seven in the morning. In my dressing room, I had couches and things to drink. It became known as Majestic Alpha, and everybody in the world was always welcome.” [50]


    Unlike many of his colleagues in the performing arts, Eddie remained, as always, very much aware of the bottom line: “I was in that theatre for six years, starting at two hundred a week. Then they put in a Sunday matinee after about the third week and gave me two-fifty.” [51] Whatever his salary, Eddie was worth it. His versatility allowed him to do straight dramatic leads as well as comedies, although his particular company much preferred acting in dramas. Comedy was hard work. Eddie elaborated on this theatrical phenomenon: “If you weren’t getting laughs and you knew it was a funny show, you had to get together and say, ‘What’s the matter? What can we do? How can we be funny?’ In a dramatic play, if you didn’t remember a line, you just stood perfectly still, not moving a muscle, and people would say, ‘Oh, what an actor! For five minutes he didn’t say a word. You could hear a pin drop. Marvelous!’ You couldn’t do that in a comedy. You had to keep going.” [52]


    What exactly is the difference between farce and comedy? According to Eddie: “A comedy is a play written for the stage that could be played either as tragedy or comedy. It depends on the tempo. It’s written around a situation that could happen, and it is treated either for laughter or for tears. A farce is something that couldn’t possibly have happened but is played so that it seems to be happening while you’re looking at it.” [53]


    Eddie was confident in his abilities just as he was the first to admit his limitations. One weakness was his singing voice: he didn’t have one. “I can’t talk a song,” he said, “I have no sense of rhythm at all.” Despite that, he was routinely cast in musicals, although in speaking roles only.


    One of “the nicest times I ever had in the theatre,” he said, was appearing as the governor of Louisiana in the Victor Herbert operetta Naughty Marietta in San Francisco at the newly constructed Curran Theatre in 1922. As he recalled of that experience: “They assured me that I wouldn’t have to sing, but when it comes to the end of the play, there’s a long speech, leading into about eight bars of the big finale number that I had to sing — or somebody else would do it. Anyway, it was the day prior to opening night…We were having our dress rehearsal, and everyone had on their costumes, and a big orchestra of sixty people was out there. Suddenly, it was time for my speech. When it came time to sing, I said, ‘I can’t hit the key.’ And Ed Lester, who was the director and producer, said, ‘Just go into anything.’ And I said, ‘No, no, no, no. It would be much funnier if I hit the key; if I didn’t, it wouldn’t be funny.’ So, they gave me a chord in the orchestra and, of course, it was hopeless; they tried it on the oboe, and I couldn’t hear that, and they tried it on the violin, and finally, one of the chaps in the tenor section behind me, said, ‘Mister Horton, I have what they call absolute pitch, and I know exactly what the note is. So, when you do your part, just lean back and I’ll give it to you in your ear.’ I said, ‘Alright, but not tonight at the dress rehearsal; we’ve spent enough money on it, but tomorrow night if we get it, fine, if we don’t get it, fine.’ So, the next night came.…I do my speech, and hit the note right on the key, you know? That was the only night I got it!” [54]


    British music hall performers, many of whom were women, brought their specific style to American shores. “They were fabulous,” Eddie said with enthusiasm. “They had comedy songs that had us rolling in the aisles, they were so funny. They were all founded on a very sad, and kind of pathetic, little incident. For instance, ‘There was I, waiting at the church, waiting at the church, waiting at the church. When I found that he had left me in the lurch, Lord did it upset me. All at once, he sent around a little note. Here’s the very note. This is what he wrote. ‘Can’t get away to marry you today. My wife won’t let me.’ Oh, they laughed. That’s kind of a sad thing. Almost tragic. Then there was another one: ‘John took me around to see his mother, his mother, his mother. When he’d introduced us to each other, she sized up everything I had on. She put me through a cross-examination till I fairly boiled with aggravation. Then she shook her head, looked at me, and said, ‘Poor John, poor John.’ Well, that’s sad, too, but it was very funny. That was also Chaplin’s secret. He came out of the same English music-hall tradition at about the same time. So did Stan Laurel. Wasn’t he marvelous?” [55]


    One encounter Eddie had at the Majestic involved someone who would one day loom large in the movie capital. He described his visitor as “a nice-looking chap — well dressed and everything, but on fire! He had a play for me to read and he wanted to know if I would listen to the first act. Well, I did, and it was pretty good, but I didn’t know how to encourage him because I had nothing to do with the selection of plays. He wanted to know if he could come again when he finished the second act. Well, he did. Two or three weeks later, he came down again. I told him all I could do was to suggest it. I never knew what happened because that was the last time I saw him, but I have never forgotten his forceful personality and how ambitious he was. I found out that he later went into pictures and got to be the head of Twentieth Century-Fox. His name is Darryl Zanuck.” [56]


    


    Director James Cruze [57] worked in the fledgling movie industry as an actor, a producer, and director at several studios before finding his niche with Paramount Pictures. Cruze gained prominence by helming The Covered Wagon, a realistic Western that became an instant critical and commercial hit in 1923. Another box-office success that year would be Ruggles of Red Gap, with a screenplay by Anthony Coldeway and Walter Woods, which was adapted from the 1915 novel by Harry Leon Wilson. Ruggles of Red Gap had a proven track record in print, on stage, and in film. The novel was a runaway best seller upon its original release; a Broadway musical version immediately went into production, and moviegoers were delighted by a film version in 1918, starring the long-forgotten Taylor Holmes. “The story concerns a British gentleman’s gentleman who discovers a ‘new birth of freedom’ in a small Western American town in the early 20th century.” [58] Eddie, who was ambivalent about the flickers, was actually excited by this project; he believed (correctly) that he was born to play the veddy proper Ruggles. Actors’ Equity, however, attempted to stand in the way of the deal.


    “They claimed that I had no right to go,” he recalled. “I said, ‘I have a two-week clause, and I want to make a picture.’ Mister Cruze said, ‘All right, we’ll pay them to let you go for two weeks.”’ [59] During that fortnight, Cruze, Eddie, and a top-flight supporting cast (made up of various players from The Covered Wagon, including Lois Wilson, Ernest Torrence, and Charles Ogle) made Ruggles of Red Gap. Red Gap, in this instance, was the little town of Eureka, in Northern California. Stated Eddie: “The interiors were shot in a great big house all made of scrolled wood, very viciously Victorian, but rather handsome. That was very, very interesting indeed. It was a lovely picture.” [60]


    It no doubt was, but we’ll likely never see it. No prints are known to exist.


    


    Eddie found ample employment in Hollywood, and didn’t seem to mind having to juggle his stage and movie careers.


    “I was in that Majestic Theatre morning, noon, and night, rehearsing a new show all the time, leaving to make a picture, and then coming back,” he said. “I was very pleased to get to know someone like May McAvoy or Louise Fazenda. I’d have parties and invite them out. In fact, when I made a picture with Lily Pons, Hitting a New High, I had a very big party in my banquet hall.” [61]


    In Manhattan, Eddie was also famous for his champagne breakfasts for a dozen or more friends at a time, including Tallulah Bankhead and Dorothy Parker. Still, he couldn’t help but feel like a second-class citizen in Hollywood. “They had very little use for stage actors,” he explained; “they had these marvelous silent stars like Valentino, and they just ignored the stage actors. We were on the wrong side of the tracks at all times — and we knew too much.” [62]


    That may have been true to some extent, but Eddie was well compensated for bringing Broadway to Los Angeles. Six years after aligning himself with the Majestic Theatre he was raking in $1,250 a week from his stage work alone. And with his reputation as a polished screen comedian growing apace, his agent began fielding offers of long-term contracts from the major studios.


    “The movie people would offer me five hundred or maybe seven-fifty and ask if I would sign a seven-year contract,” Eddie stated. “I would think, ‘Wait. Suppose I’m no good in the motion picture business and they rent me out to another studio where they give me parts I can’t play? Anything to get rid of me. Here I am my own boss.’ So far I have always been a freelance player. Even when I got to make big pictures I was never under contract to any studio.” [63]


    One of Eddie’s few extant silent features is Helen’s Babies, a 1924 comedy-drama, based on the 1876 novel by John Habberton; it was


    

    

    

    


    

    

    

    

    

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    


    

    


    

    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        

        

      

    


    
      
        
      

    

  


  
    Scene 1:


    The Talkies


    


    Like most of his fellow actors who left the East Coast for the West, Eddie fell prey to the warm embrace of Southern California. What may well be the best investment of his life, he purchased a twenty-two-acre parcel in the San Fernando Valley, at 5521 Amestoy Avenue, in the district of Encino. Eddie shared his rather unusual vision of the house with an architect: “It should give the suggestion that it was a very old manor house that different families, through the years, have added onto while attempting to keep the architecture about the same, but not doing it too successfully.” [72]


    The colonial house was huge, with seventeen rooms and fourteen working fireplaces. A number of Eddie’s relatives resided in California. As he liked to say, “Take my relatives out of California and what have you got?” [73] Eddie was generous with his family. His mother, his brother George, and his sister Hannabelle would live on the estate, which he dubbed Belleigh (pronounced belly) Acres, for the rest of their lives.


    While Eddie was contentedly nesting in the Hollywood landscape, the industry itself was in a state of chaos. Sound had been introduced to the movies. The Jazz Singer (1927), a part-talkie starring Al Jolson, is often credited as the first sound movie. It was not, but it was significant in the industry’s transition. At one point in that film, Jolson ad-libs some dialogue, particularly in the scene with Eugenie Besserer, the actress playing his mother. The spontaneity of these offhanded remarks struck a chord with audiences, giving them a foretaste of dialogue’s potential in films. [74] Within two years’ time, sound would be the industry standard.


    That’s all well and good, but what was to become of the gods and goddesses of the silent screen? Hearing them speak — perhaps with a lisp or a squeaky voice or a Jersey shore accent — would instantly turn them into mere mortals, no different than those paying a quarter to see them. In addition, the early sound-on-disc recordings were generally quite poor, reproducing only the higher registers of a star’s voice. The first contract players to receive their walking papers were those whose accents reflected their foreign birthplaces: Pola Negri (Poland), Karl Dane (Denmark), and Vilma Bánky (Austria-Hungary), among others. Of course, there were those individuals whose voices broadened their appeal, so perfectly matched were they with their already-established personas. Laurel & Hardy come to mind, as do Greta Garbo, Boris Karloff, Joan Crawford, Billy Haines, Anna May Wong, Gloria Swanson, Erich von Stroheim, Wallace Beery, Lon Chaney, Buster Keaton, Norma Shearer, W.C. Fields, Marie Dressler, and of course, Rin-Tin-Tin. Master pantomimist Charlie Chaplin simply refused to join the talkie revolution. His 1931 film, City Lights, was silent with a synchronized score and sound effects. Another director who defied the trend of endless dialogue was F.W. Murnau, who has gained a cult following for his 1922 German Expressionist film of Nosferatu. Like City Lights, Murnau’s silent film Tabu: A Story of the South Seas, was released in 1931, just a few days before the forty-two-year-old filmmaker was killed in an automobile accident.


    Earlier in our narrative, Eddie commented that the movie industry had little use for stage actors. That was then. Now, with sound being all the rage, Broadway performers were being lured away from the theatres of the East to sign with the studios of the West. Actors, after all, should know how to speak, and speak properly. Having been on the stage since 1909, Eddie was about to prove once more that he was in the right profession at the right time. And indeed, the addition of sound in motion pictures would be of incalculable benefit to his career.


    The truth is, acting in silent films made Eddie uncomfortable. “How I longed to talk!” he said. “Speech became more dear to me every single moment. While playing before the cameras, I would think of the most engaging lines to say, and I just had to speak!” [75] His voice, which was soft, hesitant, and slightly effeminate — “a sort of a choir boy’s voice,” [76] as he described it — coupled with perfect diction and grammar — was ideal for the prissy characters he played. His theatrical training had wiped out any trace of his original Brooklynese.


    “I developed a certain method of speaking, a certain method of enunciation,” he explained. “I can speak pure Castilian Brooklynese if I have to, but you don’t hear it very often, you hear ‘dem bums,’ but that’s not Brooklynese. The Brooklynese of my day was derived from the Dutch umlaut sound. You had a kind of saying that illustrates how it goes, you see? ‘I soitenly blew out gravy. It’s a boid; she lives on Thoity-Second street, next to Thoity-Thoid.” I learned to speak poifect, er perfect, English at the university. But that’s the soft sound, the Brooklyn of today isn’t the real Brooklyn. The real Brooklyn is sort of a forgotten language, like Aramaic.” [77]


    The first all-talking feature was The Lights of New York (1928), starring May McAvoy. Eddie was cast in the second all-talking picture, a six-reel Warner Bros. / Vitaphone sound-on-disc production called The Terror, also starring May McAvoy. The plot involves a killer who inhabits an old English country house that now serves as an inn. The guests are deeply disturbed by some mysterious noises, including eerie organ music. A murder occurs and mayhem reigns late into the night, ultimately leading to the discovery of The Terror’s true identity. The film received mixed reviews in America and disastrous ones when it was released in the United Kingdom three months later. British reporter John MacCormac wrote in a piece for The New York Times:


    


    The universal opinion of London critics is that “The Terror” is so bad that it is almost suicidal. [Those who have seen it] claim that it is monotonous, slow, dragging, fatiguing and boring, and I am not sure that I do not in large measure agree with them. What is more important, Edgar Wallace, who wrote the film, seems to agree with them also. “Well,” was his comment, “I have never thought the talkies would be a serious rival to the stage.” [78]


    


    For many seasoned moviegoers, accustomed to full orchestras providing live musical accompaniment, talkies were at best a novelty and no real threat to silent films. As many theatres had yet to be wired for sound, silent versions of most major releases were also made available.


    “There had been one or two little [sound] two-reelers before them, and I was in one of those [Miss Information] with Lois Wilson,” said Eddie. “The producers didn’t seem to know what they had, since The Jazz Singer, which was really the third feature-length [part-] talkie, hadn’t come out yet. In those days, there was no boom that followed you all around. The microphones hung down, all wrapped around with material to make them look like part of the backdrop. We had three or four cameras. In a great big ensemble scene these cameras were sort of like coffins with tarpaulins so that you couldn’t hear the buzz of the camera. They were on turnstiles or something like that. We were instructed not to talk until we felt ourselves in the center of the camera. So the scene would go around: ‘You see this man?’…Camera turns…‘Yes’…Camera turns…‘You know what happened?’…Camera…‘No’…Camera…‘Killed’…Camera…‘What?’…Camera…‘Who did it?’…Camera. Of course, then they took it all and cut it up and put it together again. We didn’t think anything could be better than that. It was the last word in progress.


    “Making pictures was quite exciting in those days because it was a brand-new field. It was not like the theatre, but it was exciting because everybody was excited. Along came The Jazz Singer, and that was the beginning of history. The other two, somehow, were thought to be tricks. But Jolson started it. I’ve been at this business ever since.” [79]


    By 1930, sound-on-film recording had improved substantially over earlier attempts. Filmmakers like Lewis Milestone began experimenting with new techniques to heighten the emotional impact of a given scene. It was at this critical period when Milestone tackled the difficult topic of the recent world war in his 152-minute epic, All Quiet on the Western Front. Critics raved about Milestone’s directorial genius, adding that Arthur Edeson’s brilliant camera work and C. Roy Hunter’s expert recordings of the sounds of war placed the viewer smack in the middle of the battlefield. The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences named All Quiet on the Western Front the Best Picture of 1930; Lewis Milestone won the Oscar for Best Director.


    Producer Howard Hughes was so impressed by Milestone’s accomplishment that he asked him to direct an adaptation of The Front Page, Ben Hecht and Charles MacArthur’s hit 1928 Broadway play. The resulting film perfectly captures the gritty behind-the-scenes machinations of a prominent Chicago newspaper during the Prohibition era. The superb ensemble cast is headed by Adolphe Menjou as Walter Burns, the paper’s bellicose editor-in-chief. His ace reporter, Hildy Johnson (Pat O’Brien), has gone soft: he’s planning to marry some dame, in this case his sweet-natured fiancée, Peggy Grant (Mary Brian). The manipulative Burns will stop at nothing to prevent the nuptials from taking place. There is a suspenseful subplot involving a pathetic little white man named Earl Williams (George E. Stone), who is to be hanged for having killed a black cop. Williams has an impassioned supporter in streetwalker Molly Malloy (Mae Clarke). The supporting cast features such seasoned character actors as Slim Summerville, Frank McHugh, and Walter Catlett. Eddie, who was personally requested for the movie by Milestone, plays Roy V. Bensinger, an effete poet who reluctantly shares the newsroom with the gruff, cynical reporters. It is in Bensinger’s rolltop desk that a wounded Earl Williams hides following a jailbreak. The Front Page remains a remarkable film, with its crackling dialogue and literal gallows humor. It also has one of the greatest closing lines in theatre history. The story has been revived, and at times reimagined, most successfully by Howard Hawks as His Girl Friday (1940), but the original continues to hold up well. And thus far, no actor has bettered Eddie’s performance as the fussy Bensinger.
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    Epilogue


    


    More than a half-century has passed since Eddie shuffled off this mortal coil. The joyous memories inspired by his thousands of live performances have faded away along with their innumerable audience members. Thankfully, the 146 films — some silent but mostly sound, some lost but mostly extant, some shorts but mostly features, some in glorious Technicolor but most in stunning black and white — are on DVD, Blu-ray, streaming services, and Turner Classic Movies (TCM). Thanks to the miracle of digital restoration, these films look better than they did when they were new. The ninety-one “Fractured Fairy Tales” — arguably his most fondly remembered television work — have also been digitally restored and are just a click away on YouTube.


    In short, he is not forgotten.


    Six years after his passing, there was a retrospective held in New York City of the sparkling Fred Astaire–Ginger Rogers RKO musicals, three of which prominently feature Eddie. Some critic (who shall remain nameless) offended one of his readers, the Pulitzer Prize–winning theatre critic Walter Kerr by insinuating that the films would be better without the inclusion of Eddie, “who merely slowed down the proceedings with his fidgeting and worrying.” As Kerr passionately wrote in his Sunday morning column in the New York Times on September 26, 1976:


    


    Picking on Edward Everett Horton! If ever there was an uncalled-for sport, a case of wanton cruelty, a lapse of esthetic judgment, it is that. It is just possible that some of the less fortunate among you may not remember Edward Everett Horton (I don’t believe it, but I must learn to adapt), a chap who seemed like a lemony mother-hen, high in the pecking order but everlastingly fearful of what might be coming over his shoulder…


    A man of infinite hauteur but limited understanding, he looked with contempt upon the double-take as though it amounted to no more than one pushup before breakfast, multiplied it six or seven times to show what a responsive reflex could really do, if it puts its shoulder to the wheel, uttered commands with imperious authority only to break down utterly if required to repeat them, approached a stammer or an unfinished sentence as though his staying power had been challenged, and he was honor-bound to get half a reel of film out of no syntax at all.


    Horton was a master farceur, and Horton was funny.
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