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Naturally, for Bob Bender





“My beauties line the tables and shelves in my mind. I don’t want objects lining my home. I’d rather look at Joan Crawford on a big screen. She was the ultimate work of art, crafted for us all.”

—Tennessee Williams







“Writing the story of Joan Crawford? Isn’t that something like rewriting the Lord’s Prayer?”

—William Haines







PROLOGUE [image: ]

THE FILM IS 16MM Kodachrome, so it has those “nice, bright colors” Paul Simon sang about. The cans were stacked in the back of Joan Crawford’s closet when she moved back to New York in 1955. After she died in 1977 they sat in the closets of her daughter Cathy, and of Casey LaLonde, her grandson.

The expectations were that they would be the usual movie star home movies—birthday parties with the kids in Brentwood, some behind-the-scenes shots from the studio, etc. There was some of that, but there were also several cans sealed with masking tape on which was written “Charles and Me.”

They were Joan Crawford home movies all right, but they weren’t what anybody had expected. From her look, and from the cars on view, the bulk of them were made in 1939 or 1940 outside New York City. There are shots of the Dakota apartment building, of Central Park in the winter as well as the spring, but mostly the atmosphere is country—a glamorous movie star on strangely unglamorous vacations: trudging through the woods, lugging a rifle on a hunt for pheasant, having a cigarette by a dying campfire.

The Kodachrome reveals Crawford’s russet hair, her freckles, even her impromptu dance moves, as she does an enchanting little sideways shuffle while playing with her dachshund. She’s relaxed, coquettish, glowing, completely unguarded. In one shot, she’s sunbathing nude.

There are two startling factors revealed by the footage. Most obviously, there is the way Crawford pops through the screen without the intervention of a script, editing, or even rudimentary lighting. She loves the camera and the favor is returned—she was born to be captured on film, any film, under any conditions. And the rifle, the earnest trooping through the woods, means she’s obviously shaping herself to fit in with her man’s predispositions.

Despite her reputation as an imperious diva, this was always Crawford’s pattern. When she was married to Douglas Fairbanks Jr., she immersed herself in fiction and philosophers, albeit with a singular lack of enjoyment, while her marriage to Franchot Tone meant a conversion to the gospel of Stanislavsky.

The man behind the camera some of the time, in front of the camera most of the time, is pushing middle age, has a widow’s peak, and sports a Bertie Wooster-ish set of hunting togs indicating a charge account with Hammacher Schlemmer. From Crawford’s body language and the intimacy of the footage it was obvious they were a couple.

Casey LaLonde asked me if I had any idea about the man’s identity, but I was stumped. He wasn’t a director, although he could have been a producer. But why meet up outside New York City when Palm Springs was only a few hours away from Crawford’s home in Brentwood?

I turned to A Portrait of Joan, Crawford’s autobiography, published in 1962. I didn’t expect much, but I found something dating to shortly after her divorce from Franchot Tone in April 1939: “In New York, I had met a marvelously mature man, one of the best people I’ve ever known. This man must be nameless because he was never able to get a divorce. He is a business executive, and I respect him thoroughly. Again I had to settle for a long and lovely friendship. He taught me to hunt and fish, we used to go on these expeditions with a whole group of men. The first time, I’m sure, their reaction was, Oh No, not a dame tagging along! Carried my own gun and my own camera, waded through streams in the vanguard, and at noon when we’d camp, I’d help fix lunch and surprise them with all sorts of snacks packed away in my knapsack just in case they didn’t catch any fish. This friend introduced me to politics, to banking, big business and public affairs.

“He says I taught him to be brave, to stand up for what he thought was right, to be considerate of other human beings, especially those with whom he was working, and to be generous in giving of himself. I didn’t teach him. Those were his instincts. He merely needed someone gently to remind him.”

That told us some of what the film had already told us, but it didn’t offer any hints about Charles’s last name. That came through the back door—an item in a Hedda Hopper column from 1940 that carried a whiff of sulfur, as many Hopper columns did. Hopper included the name of Charles McCabe in the cast list of an upcoming Crawford movie. Charles McCabe? Who the hell was Charles McCabe?

There were no actors in Hollywood with that name. Perhaps a New York actor? Nope. A quick glance at Wikipedia, and there he was—the same man with Crawford in the footage. Charles McCabe was the publisher of the New York Daily Mirror, a Hearst paper that Woody Allen called “a sparse rag that would have gone out of business were it not for the fact it housed Walter Winchell’s column.” Unfortunately, irrelevance can only be withstood for so long—the Daily Mirror died in October 1963.

Hedda Hopper had found out about the affair and wanted Crawford to know she knew.

Casey LaLonde called one of McCabe’s surviving sons, who told him that after their father’s death in 1970, his sons had gone through his papers and found letters from Crawford that made the relationship obvious. McCabe’s wife hadn’t known about the affair, or about any of McCabe’s numerous extramarital entanglements. In any case, McCabe had never asked his wife for a divorce. McCabe’s sons didn’t want their mother to find out about the affair, so they burned Crawford’s letters.

Joan Crawford died seven years after Charles McCabe; there were no letters from him in her papers.

A relationship with a public figure such as Crawford must have been risky for McCabe, but the footage clearly indicates neither of them cared, while the fact that Crawford kept the movies for the rest of her life indicates the affair was far more than a passing fling.

The home movies are a glimpse into the unexpected emotional accessibility of a woman often regarded as ferocious even by other ferocious movie stars. How did Crawford and McCabe meet? How long did the affair last? We can’t be sure, because Joan Crawford could keep a secret.

But not all of them.
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The teenage Lucille LeSueur with her mother and her brother Hal.
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“I think most of our fears are developed in childhood…. All mine came out of childhood.”

—Joan Crawford

“I was born working.”

—Joan Crawford








CHAPTER ONE [image: ]

ALMOST ALL STAR BIOGRAPHIES issued by movie studios glossed, elided, or lied, but very few managed to cram more concentrated disinformation into two brief paragraphs than MGM’s 1939 biography of Joan Crawford:

“Joan Crawford was born in San Antonio, Texas on March 23. She was baptized Lucille LeSueur Cassin.

“Her father, Henry Cassin, was a theater owner, and her mother, Anna LeSueur Cassin, a housewife.”

None of these assertions was true.

Her father was not Henry Cassin, Anna’s third husband, but Thomas LeSueur, Anna’s second husband. Henry Cassin took on the role of husband and father after LeSueur disappeared from the family residence without leaving a forwarding address just before or after Lucille Fay LeSueur was born.

As far as being born in San Antonio, no birth certificate exists for Lucille in San Antonio, or, as far as can be determined through an assiduous search, anyplace else in Texas. This makes her an outlier in the family—her brother Hal was born in Bexar County, Texas, in September 1903, as is proven by both a birth certificate and a newspaper announcement.

There are several possible explanations. The most obvious one is that circumstances were too ragged for her mother to hire a midwife or doctor to attend to her daughter’s birth and file a birth certificate. Another possibility is that Lucille wasn’t actually born in San Antonio but in some small town on the periphery, but a check of those small towns also fails to turn anything up. Clearly, the family was nomadic—Tom LeSueur met Crawford’s mother in Texarkana, married her in San Angelo, and by the time she bore Hal they were living in a shack in San Antonio.

The lack of a birth certificate is not particularly suspicious; by the late 1920s, only about 80 percent of Texas births were recorded; for births twenty years earlier, the percentage would have been lower.

At various times, 1904 and 1908 were put forth as her birth year. The latter year became the official year and was cited by Crawford herself later in life. In 1922, when Lucille LeSueur—or Billie Cassin—registered for her only semester of college, she said that she was born in 1906. It’s possible—why lie about her birth at such an early age?

What is certain is that in the 1910 census for Lawton, Oklahoma, taken in April, Lucille is listed as being five years old, with her place of birth listed only as Texas. So: almost certainly 1905. Maybe: 1906.

The woman the world would come to know as Joan Crawford was descended from a French Huguenot colony established in Virginia in the early eighteenth century. Her paternal ancestor was David LeSueur, born in 1703 in London. David settled in King William Parish in Goochland, Virginia, marrying one Elizabeth Chastain in 1730. David had twelve children and died in 1772 in Cumberland, Virginia.

James LeSueur, David’s grandson, Joan Crawford’s grandfather, was still in Virginia when the 1840 census lists him as an apparently prosperous slaveowner—two male slaves under the age of ten, three male slaves between the ages of ten and twenty-four, and two female slaves between the ages of ten and twenty-four—seven in all.

By the 1850 census, the family real estate is valued at $800, about $31,000 in modern money. By 1860, the real estate is valued at $3,000 ($110,000 in modern money), and the family’s personal estate is valued at $2,000.

In 1861, James LeSueur was mustered into the Confederacy, to be specific the 2nd Regiment of the Tennessee Infantry, Company H, which was part of Walker’s Legion, later known as Robison’s Legion.

It was at this point that everything went to hell, because the Civil War ruined the LeSueurs. By 1870, James is in Sumner County, Tennessee. That year’s census lists Joan’s father Thomas as being four years old while the family property is now valued at only $800. The space for “value of real estate” is left blank.

By 1880, nothing much had changed, although Thomas is now living in Dixon Springs, Tennessee, with his father, who probably taught Thomas the craft of plastering, which became his primary occupation. In 1897, Tom LeSueur was still in Tennessee, then began working his way west.

All this contrasts with Lucille’s maternal great-grandfather, William Johnson, who fought for the Union in the 99th Indiana Infantry, Company G, and died of wounds received at the Battle of Atlanta on August 9, 1864.

To recap: Lucille’s maternal great-grandfather fought for the Union and died, while her paternal grandfather fought for the Confederacy and became poor.

Lucille always remembered her childhood in tones of gray, with a prevailing absence of joy. There were father figures who came and went, a mother she tolerated but never seems to have loved, and a brother she disliked. She would only rarely be able to escape this dissonant familial environment.

“I’ve never admired perfect beauty,” she told a friend when she was an old woman. “I like flawed beauty. I always had to work like hell to be beautiful.”

The hardscrabble life of her paternal ancestors was replicated in her own childhood, which was invariably flavored with a seasoning of bitters. Her memories of her mother’s lessons were all along the lines of grim wisdom: “ ‘Everything comes out in the wash…’ ‘Make your own bed and lie in it.’ All those laws of—what’s it called?—yeah, retribution.”

The documentary record for her mother is sparse but intriguing. Anna could fairly be said to be a woman with issues.

According to her death certificate and the dates on her tombstone, Anna was born in 1884, but the 1900 census lists her as being born in 1881 in Arkansas. She refuses to state where her parents were from, but she can read and write. In 1900 she was living with her husband Ed McConnell at 324 State Street in Texarkana, Texas. Her husband is twenty-six years old and his occupation is “newspaper reporter.” For someone in the information business he’s shy—he also refuses to say where his parents were from, although he does go so far as to say he’s from Kansas.

Anna married McConnell in January 1898, when he was already the city editor of the Texarkana Morning Call and Anna Johnson was the seventeen-year-old daughter of a Salvation Army captain. Sylvester Johnson tried mightily to keep his daughter out of the hands of a lowly journalist. One wry newspaper report said that McConnell was prone to hanging around the Salvation Army “when they were on the streets battling against Satan, and the boys who knew ‘Ed’ best thought he was there to have the devil purged from his soul, but such was not the case.”

“Captain Johnson is a man of great pride and strong determination,” said another report. “He was a soldier in the southern cause and the event [of his daughter’s marriage] has worked his mind up to a pitch of revenge. The young people were not unmindful of these possible effects and, in anticipation of such results, they planned well their programme for a total disappearance. The wrath of the commander is great. He declares that he will not relent in his determination to prosecute young McConnell for kidnapping.”

That threat came to nothing, but luck was not with Anna and her husband. Edgar McConnell died in Texarkana on November 2, 1902, “after a long illness” that might have been cancer. McConnell left his wife with a daughter named Daisy, whom Crawford was aware of, but who she seems to have believed was from her mother’s marriage to Tom LeSueur. Daisy McConnell was born in San Antonio in January 1901 and died in November 1904 in Fort Smith, Arkansas. The cause of death was listed as “congestion,” and her funeral was paid for by her grandfather in the Salvation Army. The funeral home charged $29.50 for the funeral, while Daisy’s grave is in a section of the cemetery that was a potter’s field.

Anna was not one to grieve her husband. Precisely eight days after Ed McConnell’s death, she filed a new marriage license. Her intended was the aforementioned Thomas LeSueur, who would become Joan Crawford’s father. Slightly more than three weeks later she married LeSueur in San Angelo, Texas.

Anna’s surviving daughter never mentioned the late Mr. McConnell, and it’s entirely possible she knew nothing of her mother’s initial marital go-round. By the time Lucille began to walk and talk, Anna was a divorced Catholic, and could have simply expunged McConnell in order to save embarrassing explanations about multiple husbands.

The marriage to Tom LeSueur lasted just long enough to produce Hal in 1903 and Lucille a few years later. The 1902 marriage license and a 1908 listing in the San Angelo city directory lists Anna and her brood as living at 204 Second Street in a house owned by a relative. After Tom LeSueur disappeared, Anna appears to have depended on the kindness of family; for a time she also lived in a house owned by her mother on West First Street. They moved to Lawton, Oklahoma, in 1909, where they stayed until 1917.

Tom LeSueur would meet his adult daughter precisely once, in a meeting stage-managed by MGM for the still cameras in 1934. He wrote her after she became famous, and she began sending him a stipend. The few surviving pictures of him indicate he was responsible for his daughter’s large eyes and the definitive cheekbones that made her so remarkably photogenic.

None of this made any difference in Tom LeSueur’s own life. In 1938 he died broke in Abilene, which sounds like a Hank Williams song. His daughter sent a check for $558 to cover the cost of the funeral in Abilene’s Independent Order of Odd Fellows Cemetery. She did not attend the funeral.

After Tom LeSueur disappeared, Anna dealt with her shaky status by portraying herself as a widow, which was only true if you were speaking of Ed McConnell. She was listed that way in the city directory for San Angelo in 1908, where she and her children were living in the home of her father, the irate Captain Johnson of the Salvation Army, who was now listed as a “Reverend.”

The next phase of Lucille’s life began in 1909, when “Anna Leseur” married Henry Cassin in Fort Worth on July 13. Cassin was managing the Opera House in Lawton, Oklahoma, which presented acts such as “The SheathGown Girls” in A Trip to Zulu.

They set up housekeeping in the Cassin residence in the 800 block of Lawton’s D Avenue. The new Mrs. Cassin had been a saleslady at Simpson’s “and was highly esteemed and popular.”

Henry Cassin was regarded around Lawton as a serious man who could be trusted—in 1907 he served on the committee to write a new commission-based charter for the town. A year or so later, Cassin changed the name of the Opera House to the Cassin Airdrome, which continued “all-star vaudeville,” offering acts in transit between Dallas and Oklahoma City. The local newspaper enthused that “Lawton is entitled to just as good amusement as the larger cities. Mr. Cassin is sparing no expense to get the best that money can procure…. Two shows will be given each evening. First show at 8:15, second show 9:15.”

In March 1910, Henry Cassin announced that he was running as a Democrat for the Registrar of Deeds in Temple, Oklahoma. The local newspaper gave him a hearty endorsement: “He is especially qualified for this position and should be successful in receiving the nomination and in election, he will make the people of Comanche county a good register.”

Cassin was clearly industrious, but Lucille remembered hearing quarrels in the night. He was certainly an improvement on Lucille’s father in that he was actually there. He dressed with a flair befitting a showman. He also drank, but he always treated Lucille with affection. He didn’t care for her name, so he called her “Billie,” a name she used for years.

Lawton was the scene of an early childhood catastrophe—Lucille was playing on damp grass one day when she stepped on a broken bottle, which slashed her foot. A boy named Don Blanding, later to become a poet, picked her up and carried her home. Billie believed that Blanding’s action prevented her from bleeding to death. Blanding would later write a poem titled “The Little Girl Across the Street”:


She was just the little girl who lived across the street:

All legs and curls and great big eyes and restless, dancing feet.

As vivid as a hummingbird, as bright and swift and gay.

A child who played at make believe…



As an adult, Crawford believed that the event “taught me at a very early age the meaning of pain, and the strength to endure it.” This emphasis on her childhood as a series of brutal episodes never wavered: “It seemed to me that I was always blamed, not my brother, not Hal,” she would assert. One day another boy threw a ball into their yard, and Hal ran to get it and trampled her mother’s nasturtiums. Anna assumed Lucille was the guilty party, took a switch to her, then stuck her in a corner. Lucille was furious and began muttering that she didn’t do it, which made her mother switch her yet again.

The only outings she remembered from this period involved her brother taking her to the Electric Park in Kansas City. The dancer Sally Rand was appearing, and Lucille wandered around scared to death while Hal ogled Rand.

It was in Lawton that Lucille fell in love with the movies—their romance, their scenes of exotic adventure that reflected nothing of the cow town ambience surrounding her. The vaudeville acts were almost as entrancing. “I inhaled the smell of greasepaint, the musty scent of scenery, the dancers flying about, light dazzling in their spangled skirts.”

Lawton natives remembered her as “skinny and under-sized—they call it malnutrition now.” She did not have the slightest semblance of prettiness. Her face was freckled and her hair was stringy, of a color grudgingly referred to as “towhead.” When she wasn’t making mud pies in the gutter she was climbing trees. When she wasn’t racing through the house, she was chasing some playmate with a sizable stick.

Money was always a problem. “I did eat ice cream once,” she remembered. “When I was a kid I used to run out at the first fresh snow and get cups, let it snow into the cups, then bring them in and eat the snow with sugar and cream on it. That was my ice cream.”

Until she was about eleven years old, Lucille was just one of the neighborhood kids, albeit one who was nervous, quick-tempered, restless. According to the people who grew up with her, “In all the Big Pasture town of Lawton there was no more complete tomboy.” One time she organized an “Indian parade” for the neighborhood children in which they all painted themselves and marched through the streets making what they imagined to be war cries.

Children who ran with her in those days remembered a child whose family was regarded as faintly disreputable. “I remember when Garvene Gooch and I attended a birthday party for ‘Little Billie’ even though our mothers did not like for us to play with her,” said Christina Swanson, who became a teacher. “A funny thing that has stuck with me through all the years was that a little kid in the neighborhood brought her a toothbrush as a birthday present.”

Another woman, Ruth Clifford Melton, remembered how Billie would stand in front of the movie theater in Lawton and beg the manager for the photographs of movie stars that decorated the lobby. “My picture will be up there one day,” she told her friends.

While Crawford’s memories of Henry Cassin were always positive, the citizens of Lawton began to think otherwise—her stepfather became involved in an embezzlement scam, and things slowly devolved. In August 1915 a legal notice appeared in the Lawton newspaper announcing that Cassin, along with his wife and one J. S. Hixon, were being sued for $3,414.03 plus interest. In 1916, a legal notice appeared announcing the foreclosure of several lots co-owned by Cassin, his wife, and four other people to satisfy a debt of $681.65 plus $500, not counting attorney’s fees.

It appears that Anna was co-signing her husband’s legal papers, and they were being dunned for an inability to pay their debts. Depending on what story you believe, the vaudeville house either failed on its own, or Cassin nudged things along by dipping into the till. After the vaudeville house crashed, Cassin’s occupation was listed as the Cassin Abstract Company.

All this didn’t mitigate against Lucille being part of the community; they were still in Lawton three months after the foreclosure, as a notice about a Halloween party included both Lucille and her brother Hal, who won a prize for Best Costume. Lucille didn’t hold any of the financial shortfalls against her stepfather. To the end of her life she considered him the only meaningful paternal figure she ever had.

It was Henry Cassin who encouraged her to think about a career in dancing, which angered Anna, because she didn’t think it was a reputable undertaking. As far as Lucille was concerned, it was one more strike against her mother.

In late 1916 or early 1917, Cassin and family took off for Kansas City, where he managed a hotel. Anna got a job at a department store, and Lucille was placed in St. Agnes Academy, where she paid for her tuition by doing housework, cooking, and cleaning up after the well-to-do girls. She liked the school well enough, but she hated being relegated to the position of someone bartering labor for education. “The minute I started serving at table, it was a step down into the menial class.” The religious environment left her unmoved—the only religion she would ever follow was an erratic interest in Christian Science, a belief system that emphasizes optimism and refuses to acknowledge evil.

The 1918 Kansas City Directory lists Henry and Anna as living together at the same address (403 East Ninth Street). There is no employment listed for Cassin, while Anna is working at the Gate City Laundry, as is one Henry Hough, who would soon become Lucille’s unofficial “stepdad,” coolly referred to as “Mr. Hough” in her memoir.

After St. Agnes (1916 to 1919) there was Rockingham Academy (1919 to 1922). While Lucille was theoretically getting an education, as she described her environment she was in fact working full-time, cooking and cleaning for the owners and the students of the schools and picking up whatever shards of education she could manage on the margins of her employment. The Rockingham Academy, so-called because it was on Rockingham Road, was for children from well-off families. To earn her tuition, she got up at dawn and cooked for and cleaned up after more than thirty other children, this at a time when she was only fourteen or fifteen herself.

“I did not have time to enter a classroom because I was cooking for 30 people… teaching the little ones to make their bed, wash all the dishes, prepare the next meal and also three meals a day for the Stuttles who owned the school.”

All this formed the relentless work ethic that would dominate her life. If she wasn’t working, the water was at her chin; if she wasn’t working, she wasn’t earning. Hollywood would be full of girls like Lucille, and a surprising number of them became stars—dispossessed, damaged women for whom work was simultaneously definition, salvation, and burden. The problem was that work is never enough. “Hollywood is like life,” she would say. “You face it with the sum total of your equipment. And mine was meager.”

Henry Cassin vanishes from the Kansas City Directory in 1919 and 1920, while Anna continues to manage the Gate City Laundry. “Mr. Hough” had moved in, and Anna was hoping he would marry her. Lucille left Rockingham and went back home to help her mother in the laundry.

Nineteen twenty-one brought more of the same, as Anna’s father died in Phoenix at the age of sixty-five of a liver ailment. His obituary in The Arizona Republic paid tribute to his habit of gathering “cast-off clothing and distributing it to the needy of the community.”

Henry Cassin makes his final appearance in Kansas City in 1922. He and Anna are now living about a twenty-minute walk from each other. Hal is living with his mother and working at Wolferman’s bakery. Lucille is still living at 309 East Ninth Street, a block away from her mother. There would be no listing for her in 1923 because she was enrolled at Stephens College in Columbia, Missouri.

What all these wanderings meant was that an increasingly resentful child was dragged through a succession of cow towns and surrogate fathers. Anna was a working-class woman with children but without education, physical or social graces, and her daughter would find no sympathy for her, not then, not ever.

It was a childhood and adolescence not so much of abject poverty as of poverty of outlook, of ambition. Anna McConnell LeSeuer Cassin had that unerring combination of bad luck and bad judgment that foretells romantic catastrophe, which, for working-class women in the early twentieth century, invariably meant economic catastrophe as well. Anna did not lift her daughter up so much as ladle out a portion of her own troubles for the child to share.

Her beginnings left Lucille with a free-floating grudge about her childhood and, beyond that, about her family. She regarded her brother Hal with cold disdain, which didn’t stop her from supporting him for the better part of his life, for most of which he was a drunk and layabout burdened by what she believed to be an outrageously outsized ego.

When her mother and brother moved to Hollywood, Hal would borrow his sister’s car and demonstrate a tendency toward drunken accidents, while her mother would run up bills in department stores. The practical and emotional transaction never really changed—Lucille would give her mother and brother money, but she drew the line at giving them time or affection. That would always be saved for those who gave her their affection—her coworkers, a few close friends, and, above all, her audience.

The only positive aspect of Lucille’s childhood was that it instilled in her a determination to better herself by any means necessary. Self-pity was irrelevant; survival was all.

Her luck began to change as she became less of a girl and more of a young woman. Boys suddenly began paying attention to her, which was a first, and she discovered that she had a knack for dancing.

In the fall of 1922, Lucille registered at Stephens College —a women’s college. When Lucille had been attending school in Kansas City, the principal was a man named H. S. Walter. Walter had become the secretary at Stephens and finagled a job for Lucille at the school. Once again she bartered her labor for education—in return for Lucille waiting on tables in the cafeteria, the school would waive her tuition. These years of domestic labor formed what would be a lifelong passion for privileging grim reality over fantasy, a passion that would be reflected in her movies, which tended to center on matters of class, sex, and money—the true engines of democracy.

Lucille received a different variety of attention at Stephens than in Kansas City. Dr. James Wood, the president of the school, told one reporter that she was surrounded by “Boys, boys and more boys.” Supposedly, the son of a wealthy man from St. Louis wanted to marry her, but Wood managed to convince her to stay in school.

Socially, she felt like an outcast and probably was. One girl suggested Lucille would make a welcome addition to her sorority, but the other girls wouldn’t accept “a waitress.” When it came time for midterms, Lucille began to panic because “college was only comprehensible when I was dancing.”

She always spoke of Wood as a wise father figure, saying he gave her three rules for life that stood her in good stead:

Never quit a job until it’s finished.

The world isn’t interested in your problems.

If you can find you can do a job, move on, because you’re already bigger than the job. If the job is impossible, stick with it. You may never accomplish it, but you’ll grow in the trying.

Although Lucille said she attended Stephens for a year, the college’s records indicate it was only one semester. According to a letter from the registrar, she “took a few courses and did receive grades, which cannot be revealed.” Despite what the paperwork says, as late as April 1923, “Lucille Cassin,” along with twelve other girls, attended a steak roast thrown by the Sigma Nu fraternity.

According to Crawford’s retrospective comments, her stay at Stephens was hampered by the cruel fact that she simply didn’t have the academic capabilities to do the work because she hadn’t really had much primary education beyond the ability to read and write. Study habits were a mystery, and she was soon in over her head.

She felt out of place, knew that the other girls made fun of her and didn’t take her seriously because she had to wait on them in the dining room. When it came to academics, she remembered, “I didn’t understand a damn thing they were talking about. Not a bloody thing.” She would elaborate that “I was in dire need…. I longed to stay… but the classes were Greek to me.” One alumna, who considered Lucille a “residence hall friend,” said that she was “a very attractive girl” and the best Charleston dancer in Columbia, Missouri. “She was popular with University of Missouri boys, which aroused the jealousy and teasing of other Stephens College women. She did not enjoy school and felt unprepared for college… and also tried to return to Kansas City, her home, several times.”

An administrative staff member at the college said that Lucille was “a girl with real pretty eyes, carriage and teeth, who kept up with fashions and had nice hair. She didn’t like it here. She wasn’t used to having restrictions placed on her. She liked to date, and she liked the men a lot.” Another classmate said that she would “dance all the time on the tables in the dining room and do the Charleston in the kitchen. Billie would bring me whole cream instead of milk because I was so skinny. She’d say, ‘Now, don’t let [dining room supervisor] Miss Newton see this.’ ”

Finally, she gave up. She packed her suitcase, left the dorm, and walked to the railroad station. James Wood came after her. “You’re not a quitter,” he told her. “Don’t behave like one. Do this properly.” He took her hand and walked her back to school, where he phoned Anna and told her that her daughter was coming home—her “education was too sketchy for college at this point.”

Wood would say that “She was extraordinary. Her work was original. All alone, working her way through, I tried to persuade her to stay, but—other girls can be cruel. She had no preparation in deportment, the girls didn’t understand her and she didn’t understand them.”

She would tell this story for the rest of her life as a tribute to the kindness of Dr. Wood, but it sounds like a hard reckoning. The main lesson was that she tried never to run away from anything ever again. She didn’t hold a grudge, at least not against Wood. She would host him whenever he came to Los Angeles, and she came back to Stephens in 1970 as a distinguished alum… even if she had only been there for a single semester.



BY 1923, LUCILLE WAS a teenager who felt out of place in every environment she had experienced. Added to her lack of social graces was what she believed were the flaws of her appearance. Her mother had always made most of her clothes, and she didn’t think her mother had much talent as a seamstress, or, for that matter, anything else. She would give chapter and verse about all the ways in which she fell short as young girl, but the masochistic litany was over-the-top. Her picture in the Stephens yearbook shows a very attractive girl—the cheekbones and the smile that would become world-famous were already present.

Her attempt at college failed, but it’s still indicative. By both heredity and parental influence, Lucille should have been headed for a blue-collar job, but she clearly had ambitions larger than her surroundings. She also had energy—spectacular, almost demonic energy, and a willingness to outwork anybody else. Fame seemed impossible, but success wasn’t. The question was, what could she be successful at?





CHAPTER TWO [image: ]

AFTER LEAVING STEPHENS, LUCILLE returned to Kansas City and a department store, where she wrapped packages for people who had more money than she did. “I hated the job,” she would remember forty years later, “so I saved every penny I could and then took off. $46 got me from Kansas City to Chicago, and that’s when life began.”

It was actually a little more complicated than that. She remembered that the man who hired her for her first job in the chorus called her “the little fat girl with blue eyes.” She weighed 145 pounds—a lot for a young woman who was 5-4. She took the remark as an order. “I [had to] reshape myself. I was very stupid in the way I dieted. I lived on crackers and mustard and black coffee. Luckily I was young and healthy. I survived.”

The intriguing thing about her at this stage was that she didn’t have any ambition to act. The very idea made her freeze, but when she danced she was totally at ease, at least partially because she wasn’t as good as the other girls, so there was nothing to lose. As she would remember in 1970, “I didn’t even make the first line of the chorus. I could only make the second.”

In her autobiography, she stated that precisely twelve weeks after leaving Kansas City, she was on Broadway. Amazingly, she doesn’t seem to have been exaggerating, at least not by much.

The chronology: around January 1924, Lucille got a job in a “little review” starring Katherine (sometimes Catherine) Emerine that started in Kansas City at the Hotel Baltimore. Emerine appraised the young girl as a talented dancer and asked if she had any stage experience. Not really, Lucille said, but Emerine said that she was taking a dance act to Springfield, Missouri, and Lucille could go if she wanted.

Ads in the Kansas City paper announced it as “A happy, snappy syncopated revue” featuring “8 girls of Syncopation and the La Petite Ballet… Note: Critics have proclaimed this to be the most attractive and fastest floor show in America.” The nights were long—the revue and dancing went from 6:45 p.m. to 9 and from 10:45 to 1 a.m. nightly—but second line or not, Lucille was in show business.

The Kansas City Times appraised the show as introducing “some new faces. The old ones are still pretty, too…. The chorus and ballet numbers are well handled.” After the show closed in Springfield, Lucille trooped back home to her job at Kline’s department store.

After a quarrel with her mother—she had come home late from a dance—Lucille packed her bag, stormed out of the house, and took a train to Chicago. The plan was to look up Emerine, who had told her, “Any of you kids come to Chicago, look me up. I know a producer, Ernie Young, he’ll get you a job.”

Emerine was touring, so Lucille went to see Ernie Young in room 910 of the Capitol Building. “I went to his office and found it crowded with beautiful, well-dressed girls,” she remembered in 1929, “whereas my clothes were shabby and I looked tacky. I don’t know what impulse seized me, but I rushed into his private office and shouted in his face, ‘Mister, I gotta have a job.’ He looked up with a smile and asked, ‘Is that any reason to come bustin’ into my office like this?’ ”

Young asked her if she could dance. “A little,” she said. He took her one floor up where there was a Victrola and ordered her to “Hop to it.” She danced. He hired her for a job at a mob hangout called the Friar’s, where the bootleg booze flowed like the Rio Grande at flood tide—a good place to try out a dancer. By her own account, Lucille was no more than adequate, and probably still in the second line, but she was good enough to keep getting work.

After that, Ernie Young slotted her into a job in Oklahoma City. The Passing Parade of 1924 played at the Shrine Auditorium from March 17 to the 24th. The Passing Parade was meant to coast on the momentum of the Shuberts’ similarly named Passing Show. The Daily Oklahoman ran a story headlined “This Lawton Girl Hunts Her Daddy.” Underneath a fetching picture of “Miss Billie Cassin,” the story rhapsodized:


Down the rainbow pathway of the stage she trips, hoping to find at the end of her journey a father she has neither seen nor heard from for five years. And underneath the sparkle of her eyes, and the wit of her repartee to her fellows, is a serious wistfulness that is hidden when she steps brightly into the ‘spots’ colored glare….

Years ago, her father… was a theater owner in Lawton. When he sold out, Billie left school and went with him to Kansas City. So she secured an engagement with a vaudeville act, and then her father disappeared.

Three months ago, she received a letter from a friend in Oklahoma telling her that her father was here. So she joined “The Passing Parade” and has come to search for him.



Lucille had been misinformed. Henry Cassin had died in Nashville of heart failure in October 1922 at the age of fifty-four, after which he was buried in an unmarked grave in Lawton. His death certificate lists his marital status as “Devorded” and his occupation as “hotel keeper,” while his obituary in the Lawton newspaper said he was in the oil business.

Her yearning for Henry Cassin, or, more precisely, the acceptance and affection that Cassin represented, was authentic and it never abated. Sometimes she would find that acceptance from a man, but more reliably she would get it from the public.

After the booking in Oklahoma City, Ernie Young sent Lucille to Detroit for a revue at the Oriole Terrace café—thirty-two women, eight dances per night. An ad for Young’s Marvelous Revue appears in the Detroit Free Press on April 26, 1924—the same week a Shubert musical called Innocent Eyes was playing in Detroit.

Innocent Eyes starred the French chanteuse Mistinguett and was trying out before heading for New York. Compared to Ernie Young’s catch-as-catch-can revues, it was high-end. The music was by Sigmund Romberg, the choreography by Seymour Felix. Three chorus girls had just left the show, and the stage manager, Zeke Colvin by name, grabbed one of the chorus boys, a young man named Jack Oakie, and said they were going to see an Ernie Young revue to find replacements.

That night in Detroit, Oakie pointed out three girls he thought could do the job. Colvin objected to one of them. “Look at those eyes! They’re so big they look like they’re going to pop right out of her head.” Oakie managed to change Colvin’s mind, and all three girls were hired for Innocent Eyes. Because of the strict Shubert rules against fraternizing, Oakie didn’t talk to the girl with the big eyes until they were on the train to New York.

Give or take a few weeks, it wasn’t much more than three months since Lucille had stormed out of her mother’s house and out of Kansas City. And now she was headed for New York.



“SHE WAS SO EASY to talk to,” Jack Oakie remembered. “It seemed we both had been dreaming about the same things all our lives. We both wanted to be great dancers.”

“I want to be the most famous ballroom dancer in the world,” Lucille told him. “I don’t know how, but I dream about it all the time.”

He countered with, “Someday I’m going to be a big musical-comedy star. I want to sing and dance and have a style all my own. You know, like Harry Richman!” Oakie told her he was nineteen, Lucille told him she was sixteen. They were both lying.

Innocent Eyes opened at the Winter Garden on May 20, 1924, and Lucille and Oakie, outfitted in white tie and tails, had a number together called “Organdy Days.”

Lucille adored New York. She and four other chorus girls lived in one room in a brownstone on 50th Street just off Fifth Avenue. “Our beds stood in a row like the dwarfs in Snow White. You could tell which corner was mine—the window was plastered with my hankies, panties and stockings (I had two pairs). When it was cold enough, they froze.”

Lucille thought Mistinguett was magical and had “the most beautiful legs in the world. That’s all I ever saw, dancing behind her, or peering from the wings, the lady of the fabled legs.”

She became friends with Ruby Stevens, another chorus girl who was dancing for Ziegfeld. They had a lot in common—Ruby was an orphan literally, while Lucille was an orphan psychologically, and they were both terribly insecure. They would be friends for the rest of their lives, after Lucille became Joan Crawford, after Ruby became Barbara Stanwyck.

Lucille and Jack Oakie would sneak meetings at the barns in back of the Winter Garden that were used for the storage and repairing of trolley cars. “We’d sit and talk and dream and try out new dance steps,” Oakie remembered. Unfortunately, Innocent Eyes closed after only three months, which meant Lucille and Oakie were right back where they started, and winter wasn’t far away.

Lucille had been making $35 a week, with an extra $4.50 for matinees—more money than she had ever seen in her life. There was enough left over at the end of the month to buy some nice clothes. The men she dated expected to spend money on a woman, which was certainly a switch from her dating experiences in Texas and Oklahoma. Less than a week after the Shubert show closed, Lucille picked up a job in the chorus of The Passing Show of 1924.

The Shuberts scheduled a tour of Innocent Eyes and offered Oakie a specialty number. Lucille decided to stick with The Passing Show, but that only ran from September 3 to November 22, 1924. Just as Oakie was about to leave New York City, Lucille called him and told him to meet her at Penn Station.

“I’m going to be tested for the movies!” she told him.

“Who says so?”

“MGM! Harry Rapf from MGM!”

“Are you sure? Remember you have those great big pop eyes. What if you don’t photograph? You’ll be giving up a good job.”

She waved him off. “I’m going to take the chance.”

At long last, her luck was about to change. It seemed that after performances she would head to speakeasies, including one run by the singer Harry Richman, where she would do specialty dances. Nils Granlund, a publicist for Marcus Loew and producer of revues for Loew’s theaters, had mentioned her to Richman.

Granlund had a good eye for gorgeous. He had cast Ruby Stevens in a play and remembered Lucille as “a gorgeous girl, with huge blue eyes, perfect features, and ripe, voluptuous lips.”

Lucille came to him crying one day. It seemed that she wanted to get back to Kansas City for Christmas but was short of cash. Granlund called Harry Richman and told him he had a likely candidate for his nightclub revue. “I don’t need a girl in my act,” Richman complained.

“Just let her sit on a piano or dance a Charleston or something. Give her $50 a week and don’t give me any argument.”

That should have been the end of it, but it wasn’t. Richman wanted her to wear an evening gown, and she didn’t have an evening gown. Granlund gave her a blank check and sent her to a dress shop, where he told the proprietor he would stop payment on anything over $20. The evening gown cost $14. Granlund was taken with the girl and suggested to his friend Marcus Loew that he knew a girl who might have some possibilities for MGM.

Lucille’s own version of her discovery prominently mentioned Granlund and his kindness, but never went into details about him fronting money for an evening gown. Rather than Granlund mentioning her to Marcus Loew, her version had him mentioning her to Harry Rapf.

What is certain is that Rapf had her, along with about eighteen other women, make a basic screen test in New York City consisting of full-face, profile, and a few primary expressions—sad, coy, wistful. It only took about fifteen minutes, but they called Lucille back for a second test, after which an employment offer was made. A telegram was sent to Anna’s house in Kansas City over Christmas of 1924, where Lucille was spending the holidays: LUCILLE LESUEUR YOU HAVE BEEN PLACED UNDER CONTRACT MGM STUDIO STOP SIX MONTH OPTION STOP SEVENTY FIVE DOLLARS A WEEK STOP LEAVE IMMEDIATELY FOR CALIFORNIA STOP.

The offer was the standard MGM beginner’s contract, with the options all on the studio’s side. That said, the salary was nearly twice what Lucille was making as a dancer. She took the job. The first memo in her MGM employment file informs her that she has to provide her own underwear and silk stockings for any parts she might play. Years later, she asked Harry Rapf what on earth he had seen in her. “Structure and vitality,” he answered.

On New Year’s Day 1925, Lucille left for Hollywood. Many young women would have been homesick, but she wasn’t, mostly because at bottom she felt she had never had a home to miss. “I’d been on my own since I was nine,” she asserted.

The formative years she had spent in the barren reaches of the Plains had been a comprehensive education in all the things she didn’t want: debt, drudgery, a life remotely like her mother’s. What she did want may have been ill-defined, but California was sure to bring things into sharp focus.

As for Jack Oakie, he toured with Innocent Eyes, then went back to New York with a show called Artists and Models that opened in June 1925 and ran for a healthy eleven months. After that came vaudeville. In 1927, Jack Oakie went to Hollywood, where he spent the rest of his life playing bumptious comic sidekicks in the movies and earning an Oscar nomination for his hilariously vulgar replica of Mussolini in Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator.

In 1929, Oakie was all dolled up in a tux attending the premiere of the all-star musical Paramount on Parade when he heard a voice behind him: “I ain’t seen ya looking like that since ‘Organdy Days.’ ” And then the girl he had known as Lucille LeSueur walked right past him. “Don’t you wish that we could get into a chorus today?” she said.





CHAPTER THREE [image: ]

IN 1925, ADELA ROGERS St. Johns wrote a novel called The Skyrocket that was serialized in Cosmopolitan magazine. It concerns an ambitious young woman named Sharon Kimm who comes to Hollywood, begins as an extra, and has a slow but steady rise to the height of Hollywood fame. “Sharon belonged to Hollywood,” wrote St. Johns. “She had given herself to Hollywood… and in return Hollywood was to give her many things, not all of them good. But the two of them were bound together so close that the history of Sharon Kimm is almost the heart-history of Hollywood.”

Sharon has endured a poverty-stricken childhood as the only daughter of a woman trapped in a bad marriage with a man who’s unable to support his family. She is haunted by her mother’s misery and her own deprived childhood—years spent yearning for beautiful things she couldn’t afford.

This grinding poverty propels Sharon to pursue a career in the movies, where she indulges her need for notice, expensive clothes, and a lifestyle denied her mother. The price turns out to be high—higher than Sharon ever dreamed, as her demands for sexual and economic independence make her a symbol for an entire generation spurning the conventions of nurturing motherhood.

Nothing is enough for Sharon. Her arrival as a movie star ignites “a raging fire of desire, a small blaze that was to be fed continually with the tinsel of Hollywood success.” Sharon vows that “I want to be a star and have money and beautiful things and diamonds and dresses and be somebody.”

In the end, Sharon pulls back from the abyss by marrying a moderately successful actor and settling into the role of wife and homemaker. St. Johns has it both ways—titillating the reader with conspicuous consumption and sexual degradation, while allowing that same reader to pat their sweaty brows in satisfaction about the value of their own plebeian choices.

The Skyrocket began running in Cosmopolitan in January and continued through April. This meant that St. Johns was writing it in the latter part of 1924, when Lucille LeSueur was still hoofing in New York City. Yet until the conventional ending, the story is an eerily accurate emotional X-ray of Lucille, as well as dozens of other women who rose to fame in Hollywood in the 1920s and afterward—women who were running away from a life far more defined than the goal they were pursuing.



IN 1925, HOLLYWOOD WAS the New Jerusalem, the spiritual as well as the production center for a world ravenous for movies. In 1911, the population of Hollywood was 5,000. Ten years later, it was 60,000. And the year Lucille came to Hollywood, it was 130,000.

This boom town supplied the product for about 20,000 movie theaters in American towns and cities and countless more overseas. Within ten years, the Hollywood press corps would be the third largest in the country, behind only New York and Washington.

From the beginning, Lucille liked Hollywood. It was physically attractive and didn’t have frigid winters. In the Plains the houses were mostly basic frame and plaster, while Hollywood offered Spanish, Moorish, Italian, and everything in between.

Lucille wasn’t in Kansas anymore.

As for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Lucille had arrived at a movie studio that was less than two years old but was already competing with Famous Players-Lasky—soon to be renamed Paramount—for the title of the biggest, the grandest, the most successful studio in Hollywood.

MGM was the production arm of Loew’s theaters, a combination of three different but equally unsuccessful studios: Metro had been purchased by Marcus Loew because it had an excellent distribution system struggling beneath ineffective management. How ineffective? Metro had made Rudolph Valentino a huge star in Rex Ingram’s The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, after which Famous Players-Lasky spirited him away.

Then there was Goldwyn, which had a solid roster of actors and a superb physical plant stretching over forty-six acres on Washington Boulevard in Culver City. Bringing up the rear was Louis B. Mayer Productions, a small company on Mission Road in Los Angeles that was making good money off well-engineered commercial movies under the direction of Mayer and his creative vice president, the twenty-four-year-old Irving Thalberg. Also on Mayer’s staff was Harry Rapf, whom Mayer had recently brought over from Warner Bros. Marcus Loew had correctly gauged Mayer as a brilliant manager with a flair for organization and a strong business sense.

Mayer had been a successful New England exhibitor who struck it rich when he hocked his wife’s jewelry to purchase the New England rights to The Birth of a Nation. The result was a clear profit of $500,000. Irving Thalberg, who had run production at Universal before joining forces with Mayer in 1923, was generally regarded as a genius in the making whose only limitations were physical—he had a rheumatic heart. In 1925, MGM made forty-six motion pictures and earned a net profit of $4.7 million—about $80 million in modern money.

“Irving was (basically) an invalid,” said Sam Marx, who would become MGM’s story editor as well as the producer of, among others, Lassie Come Home. “He spent most of his early school days in bed. He was an avid reader with a dominating mother. He never went further than Bushwick High in Brooklyn. He learned speed typing. He had three secretaries at the studio and saw them all typing madly. ‘Hold everything,’ he said, and he got another typewriter and beat them all.”

MGM functioned as “a walled city in the middle of Culver City,” as Marx put it. The studio had both dentists and barbers in-house, while the commissary served excellent food and was run as a nonprofit. In short, there was no need to go anyplace else. “When Culver City wanted to raise their water fees, MGM promptly got their own water,” said Sam Marx. “The studio was superb in their departments. If the producer was smart, all he had to do was make a great picture.”

The environment was plush and proud. Sam Marx told a story about the director Victor Seastrom, who tried and failed to have a conference with an overbooked Irving Thalberg for several weeks. Seastrom then took a month off to go home to Sweden for Christmas. On Seastrom’s first day back at the studio he ran into Thalberg’s secretary. “I think Thalberg can see you this afternoon,” the secretary said.

Foremost among the departments was the art department, headed by Cedric Gibbons, a proponent of Art Deco who was, remembered Marx, “erudite, charming and addicted to beautiful things, including women.” As for Mayer and Thalberg, they were a highly effective team. “Mayer had a marvelous eye for talent. Thalberg didn’t, but could develop talent.” Both men shared one essential belief that permeated the studio: a theoretically paternal sense of control. “Actors are waiters delivering the dinner,” said Sam Marx. “They’re not in the kitchen.”

As far as MGM was concerned Lucille LeSueur was just contract flesh, and a lot of it. Her face was round, and covered with freckles, which she hated. Worse, she had never acted in her life. Nevertheless, promoting contract flesh was what MGM did, so they began running her through the generic publicity mill.

By the spring of 1925, random publicity pictures began appearing in the Los Angeles newspapers. In May 1925, the Los Angeles Daily News ran a picture of “Lucille Le Sueur” and one Paul Ellis “of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studios” sitting on a couch in Brent’s department store. The same two kids appeared in the same paper two days later, but this time they were in A.M. Smith’s South Broadway furniture store checking out baby beds for the children they didn’t have. Two days after that, there was yet another photo of Lucille trying on hats in a store on South Broadway while Paul Ellis pretended to sleep.

Paul Ellis soon disappeared, never to be seen again. Lucille was another matter entirely. There was only one problem. Both the names Lucille LeSueur and Billie Cassin were regarded as nonstarters. Especially the former—it was a mouthful and sounded too much like “sewer.”

Harry Rapf ordered a new name for her, so the publicist Pete Smith ginned up a name-that-actress contest in a magazine called Movie Weekly. Whoever came up with a new name that was redolent of an “energetic, ambitious and typically American personality” would get a prize of $500. The contest was to close on May 2, 1925—a week before MGM cast Lucille in a story about showgirls titled Sally, Irene and Mary.

The winning name was “Joan Arden,” suggested by Mrs. Louise Artisdale of Rochester, New York. Unfortunately, “Joan Arden” had also been suggested by two other contestants. “Essential to change name,” cabled MGM’s publicity chief Howard Strickling, “or it will cost about $1,500 extra total prizes. Same thing applies runner-up names Diana Gray, Joan Gray, Ann Morgan, Peggy Shaw.”

One of the few public signs of Joan Arden was a brief item in the Los Angeles Times in July announcing that “Joan Arden, along with Sally O’Neill, Estelle Clark,” and a woman supposedly named Rose Blossom “would form the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer quartette of girls… receiving their initial screen opportunity at that studio.” The studio even managed to place a still of Harry Rapf handing Lucille a nameplate bearing the name “Joan Arden” in the Daily News. Harry Rapf’s son Maurice would be the proud possessor of a true collector’s item: a portrait still bearing the inscription “To the sweetest little boy in the world,” from “Joan Arden.”

The name “Joan Crawford” was chosen by Adele Whitely Fletcher, who would become a fan magazine writer with a career that stretched from 1931 to 1972 but in 1925 just happened to be the editor of Movie Weekly. “There was a… showgirl, Lucille LeSueur,” she remembered. “Harry Rapf of Metro was very interested in her, and he offered a $500 prize for a name. He had very prestigious judges—oh my—but when it came time to judge they were all very busy and some of them were not available, and they said to me, go ahead, any name you choose is all right with us.

“And Joan hated the name at first—hated it.”

A name, like a specific identity, had always been a fungible asset for the young woman. Lucille LeSueur had been informally replaced by Lucille Cassin or Billie Cassin at school in Lawton and at Stephens College. Indeed, she had been Lucille Cassin as late as 1923, shortly before her dancing career took off. Reverting to her official birth name only occurred when she was working for the Shuberts in New York. Her dislike of “Joan Crawford” might just have been because of the clash of consonants.

Lucille’s new name was announced on August 20, 1925, via a brief item in the Los Angeles Daily News: “She was formally rechristened yesterday by Harry Rapf, associate executive at the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studios.” The Los Angeles Times ran a photo of the girl looking virginal along with an explanation of the name change. “The old name, it was said, was considered too difficult. Very few knew how to spell it and even fewer how to pronounce it, and it was felt it was an obstacle to her success.”

She never liked the name the studio gave her, but the studio had invested money in it and her, which meant that she was probably not going to be dumped anytime soon.

Under any name, Joan Crawford was adrift in an environment unlike any she had experienced. MGM had signed a bunch of other young women at the same time they signed her: Dorothy Sebastian, Carmel Myers, Gertrude Olmstead, Renee Adorée, Gwen Lee, a few others. Some of them would become demi-stars, some would marry well or badly, and some would disappear. But as the publicist Pete Smith wrote, “Of all the girls at MGM in that period, only Joan Crawford actually attained the very top billing to give serious box-office competition to the studio’s leading stars.”

As would be her lifelong pattern, the newly christened employee dove in. She walked all over the lot, made friends wherever she could, made herself available for anything and everything the studio asked, from idiot cheesecake stills to doubling for Norma Shearer in a dual role.

Don Gillum, a still photographer at the studio, told Pete Smith he needed to pay attention to Crawford. As Pete Smith remembered, “Gillum was especially proficient in snapping our starlets in mid-air as they gracefully leaped about the sands of Santa Monica beaches attired in fetching bathing suits or high-jumped over a tape in track shorts and tight-fitting T-shirts. With an enthusiasm seldom displayed by Gillum, he dumped a batch of photos on my desk. In those still pictures—and at the peril of still sounding like Joan’s press agent—[she] displayed a wild youthful abandon—among other things—and leaped higher and more gracefully than any of the others. She was a perfect subject for ‘Action pictures.’ ”

So she became what the publicity department called “the Action queen,” the focus of pictures that were easy to plant in newspapers and magazines. Similarly, her skill at the Charleston and the Black Bottom meant that MGM could publicize her as the symbol of a jazz-mad epoch. “When Joan entered a dance contest others lost heart,” wrote Pete Smith. “She had more cups than the Brown Derby.”

Smith noticed that Crawford had a vague resemblance to Pauline Frederick, a noted stage and film actress of the period. They took a profile shot of her that synced up with a similar shot of Frederick and that got a lot of play in the papers as well. Crawford was already an admirer of Frederick and the young ingenue went backstage at the El Capitan Theatre in Hollywood to meet the star. Frederick took Crawford’s face in her hands and said, “You’re far more beautiful than I ever was at your age, dear. You should go far.”

Carey Wilson, who spent his career at MGM as both writer and producer, became an early fan as well. “You weren’t like the others,” he told Crawford years later. “You were just plain scared to death.” As well she might have been. If MGM didn’t pan out, she would be back dodging handsy Stage Door Johnnies in New York or, worse, Kansas City.

The only way out was forward, relentlessly forward.



THE STANDING JOKE ABOUT Harry Rapf was that you could turn him upside down and use him to plow a field. Another line, credited to the screenwriter Robert Hopkins, had him bidding Rapf bon voyage as he left on an ocean voyage: “Don’t stick your head out the porthole, or the boat will turn around.”

In other words, Harry Rapf had a huge nose. Other than that, he was well liked, an unpretentious workhorse whose pictures (Min and Bill, The Champ, Tugboat Annie) would keep the MGM lights on during the worst days of the Depression.

Rapf introduced Crawford to his son Maurice. The boy was only eleven years old, but precocious—Maurice immediately began fantasizing about her. “She was a bit plump with a face that was much rounder than the one we are familiar with, and the famous Crawford eyes had not yet exploded into those big saucers that we know so well…. She was a very attractive girl.”

The word around the lot was that Joan was sleeping with Rapf. Maurice Rapf would be asked about this near the end of his long life. “I can’t tell you if my father had an affair with Joan Crawford,” he said. “What I can tell you is that my mother devoutly believed he did.”

Put it this way: Joan Crawford had the knack of making the right friends. John Arnold was an expert cameraman at MGM who took a liking to her. Contracts for young players were provisional, with options every six months, which meant they had to make some sort of impact quickly.

“I was terrified the day I made [a] test,” said Crawford. “I had to read lines from a play, go through some light comedy movements. Johnny saw how scared I was. ‘Don’t be afraid of that thing,’ he said, pointing to the camera. ‘It’s only got one eye, it can’t talk back to you.’ ”

Crawford never saw the test, but Arnold told her that she
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