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“This is one riveting portrait of movieland cannibalization. Don’t miss it.”

—Films in Review

“[Stenn] brings a fascinating era of American film history into a well-deserved focus.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer

“A responsible biography of the actress . . . reliable in its details and in its effort to place emphasis on Bow’s acting achievements.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Another worthy addition to the few brilliant reappraisals of Hollywood in its golden age—on par with Sidney D. Kirkpatrick’s A Cast of Killers and Otto Friedrich’s City of Nets.”

—Film Comment

“Writer David Stenn has certainly done his homework here. His book is thoroughly researched. . . . His writing style is clear and readable.”

—Washington Post

“In this sensitive biography, readers will find a vibrant woman to empathize with, as well as an engrossing history of early picture-making.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A wonderful mixture of life story and film history, along with a sensitive look at how a sexpot film star could also be a tragic, battered child inside.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Teet Carle, Arthur Jacobson, and William Kaplan endured numerous interviews with grace and charm. Tui Lorraine Bow’s concern about the expense of my trans-Pacific telephone calls led her to tape herself and mail the results, a treat for any listener. Daisy DeVoe broke fifty-five years of self-imposed silence to discuss “the blackest period of my life” in unsparing detail.

Jacqueline Onassis, my editor, and Owen Laster, my agent, believed in the project from its beginning. Their enthusiasm and encouragement meant more than they know.

Additional guidance and assistance was given by Karen Aderman, Rudy Behlmer, Kevin Brownlow, Kevin Jarre, Justine Kaplan, Sidney Kirkpatrick, Richard Lamparski, Dr. Jan Leestma, B. Ann Moorhouse, Barry Paris, Judy Sandman, David Shepard, Marc Wanamaker, Michael Yakaitis. And as always, forever, my family.

Finally, this book could not exist without the cooperation of Rex A. Bell, who, besides sharing his own memories, provided unrestricted access to his mother’s psychiatric, medical, and financial records; professional and personal correspondence; and private photographs. I am beholden to and honored by his trust, friendship, and support.
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PROLOGUE

I’m runnin’ wild, lost control

Runnin’ wild, mighty bold

Always goin’, don’t know where,

All alone, runnin’ wild . . .

– Runnin’ Wild

Anyone who went to the movies in the spring of 1927 knew who ran wildest, boldest, and beyond control. “She was the girl of the year,” wrote F. Scott Fitzgerald, “the ‘It’ girl, the girl for whose services every studio was in violent competition. This girl was the real thing, someone to stir every pulse in the nation.” She had a heart-shaped face, an hour-glass figure, and thick auburn hair dyed a flaming orange-red. She had “It,” the most desirable attribute of the decade. She was twenty-one. Her name was Clara Bow.

Superficially there was nothing special about Clara, or so she thought. “Just a working girl,” she said of herself. “Jest a woikin’ goil,” was how she sounded when she said it, her raucous Brook-lynese a barbaric contrast to her beauty. But the world had not yet heard Clara talk, and in 1927 it was in no hurry to do so. For the moment her presence was plenty.

Fans and critics felt there had never been anyone like her. Where other women acted, she came to life, a three-dimensional being in a two-dimensional medium. There was an energy, a vitality, a restlessness within her that turned rival actresses into zombies. “Miss Van Cortland seems rather lacking in reserve,” sniffs a haughty supporting character of Clara’s heroine in It, her namesake hit that spring of 1927, and as one historian has noted, “it’s one of the great, classic understatements.” Of course it is. “The ‘It’ Girl” ran wild.

But there was more to Clara than “It,” and occasionally she said so. “I smile, but my eyes never smile,” she told reporters who considered her interchangeable with the carefree flapper she played. “I wish I were,” sighed Clara. “She’s much happier than I am.” From the personification of frivolity this was heresy, not honesty. Her protests were ignored.

Ultimately Clara had the last word, and when she did, it was a haunting one. “All the time the flapper is laughin’ and dancin’, there’s a feelin’ of tragedy underneath,” she said at the height of her career. “She’s unhappy and disillusioned, and that’s what people sense. That’s what makes her different.”

“The ‘It’ Girl” was running wild, all right. And running away. And running scared. Had she told anyone why—and she never, ever had—they would not have believed her. The truth was too incredible, tragic, and frightening. The truth revealed what made Clara run.
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Brooklyn Gothic

“Even now I can’t trust life. It did too many awful things t’me as a kid.”

– Clara Bow (1928)
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“Nobody wanted me t’be born in the first place.”

She said it without self-pity, but with parents like Robert and Sarah Bow, pity is exactly what Clara deserved. Robert Bow was less than two years old when his mother died giving birth to her thirteenth child. He was raised without affection, attention, or care, and by adulthood his appearance and character showed it: all who knew him describe Robert Bow as puny in body and mind, “a stupid, ugly little guy” whom some were convinced was mentally retarded. They also remember his huge blackish-brown eyes, whose white rings around the iris gave them a dull and deadened expression.

Clara’s father had one other remarkable feature, a rich baritone singing voice used to entertain fellow wastrels in the downtown Brooklyn dives he frequented after dropping out of grammar school. With their swinging doors, brass footrails, spittoons, and air made blue from cigar smoke (Robert himself was never seen without a stogie stuck in his mouth), these sleazy saloons substituted for the home he never had. Here Robert would make maudlin toasts, swap dirty jokes, and boast of his imminent success as a singing waiter at a swell New York restaurant. Few believed him, for although Robert had talent, he lacked drive. He was not just a big dreamer, but a big baby, a man stunted not just physically, but emotionally. Nowhere was this more apparent than in his attitude toward the female sex, whom he regarded as objects put into existence for the same reason as liquor: so he could abuse them.

There were plenty of brothels to service his needs. By 1898, the year Manhattan, Brooklyn, the Bronx, Queens, and Richmond (Staten Island) were incorporated into one joint entity known as New York City, there was so much whiskey and so many women for sale that one outraged reformer called the new metropolis “a modern Gomorrah” and an ecclesiastical council complained that the city harbored more whores than Methodists. In Brooklyn’s notorious Navy Yard district, “tarts” in transparent shifts stood in windows, beckoning men inside for a dollar “lay” or a five-dollar, orgiastic “circus.” The belle of the Navy Yard was a whore with a mouth of gold nicknamed “Submarine Mary” for the way she went down.

Here Robert Bow bought the bodies of underage girls while dreaming of an ideal one. He found her in Sarah Gordon, one of six children of florist Frederick Gordon. With her knee-length flaxen braids, fair skin, blue eyes, and regal profile, Sarah’s beauty belied her slum background. Her life did not, for Frederick Gordon was a father who ruled his family with an iron will and clenched fist. His two favorite pastimes seem to have been drinking and wifebeating, and as she watched her emotionally unstable mother pummeled mercilessly, Sarah swore she would never let a man subdue her the same way.

She almost didn’t live that long. At sixteen, Sarah fell headfirst from a second-story window while plucking grapes off a vine for her brother. After hovering near death, she was sent to an uncle’s farm in Richmond to convalesce from what was diagnosed as “serious anemia.”

Sarah loved country life and had no wish to leave it, but soon she had recovered sufficiently to return to Brooklyn, where her family was leading an even more marginal existence. By 1898 Brooklyn boasted one million inhabitants, many of them Eastern and Southern Europeans willing to work longer hours for lower wages than English and Scotch-Irish immigrants like the Bows and Gordons, who had arrived in America a generation earlier. With salaries cut and jobs scarce, flowers were a luxury few could afford. Frederick Gordon lost his job.

When Sarah came back to Brooklyn, her father had not worked for six months. Instead Frederick Gordon passed his days drinking “chain lightning” whiskey and battering his wife, who soon lost her mind. Since insanity was considered even more shameful than illegitimate pregnancy or cancer, Frederick Gordon commanded his children to keep their mother’s condition secret, and when a federal census was conducted in 1900, he locked his wife in a closet and told the census taker he was a widower. Better dead than mad, ran the prevailing wisdom of the time, and Frederick Gordon firmly believed it.

It was a grotesque situation from which Sarah was desperate to escape. But as beautiful as she was, a destitute woman with an alcoholic father and insane mother (Frederick Gordon could fool a census taker, but not his neighbors) was hardly besieged by suitors. In fact, there was only Robert Bow, who lived a block away and had been infatuated with her since childhood. Back then she had scorned his attentions; now Sarah married Robert Bow on November 26, 1902.

The union of a hypersexed loser like Robert to an asexual wretch like Sarah was a match made in hell, so it was grimly appropriate that reformers referred to the tenement neighborhood into which the newlyweds moved as “hell on earth.” Unrestricted by building regulations or fire, health, and sanitation codes, tenements crammed a maximum of tenants into a minimum of space. Apartments were closets, with no ventilation, windows, or sunlight (“in the tenements,” it was said, “the sun is ashamed to shine”). Two dozen residents shared a single toilet, whose rotten drains filled hallways with the overpowering stench of excrement. Roaches and rats feasted on waste dumped from windows.

Not surprisingly, the most common event of tenement life was death. Wooden fire-escape ladders went up in flames and trapped residents were burned alive. Tuberculosis was so prevalent that tenement neighborhoods were designated “lung blocks.” Epidemics of cholera, diptheria, scarlet fever, and smallpox decimated entire families. Common childhood diseases like diarrhea, influenza, measles, and pneumonia became lethal. Infant mortality was so common that six-foot high stacks of tiny pine coffins often stood outside slum buildings, awaiting delivery to the nearest potter’s field.

The Brooklyn tenement into which the Bows moved was located at 160 Sands Street. Rivaling only Manhattan’s Bowery and San Francisco’s Barbary Coast as the roughest area in America, Sands Street was pockmarked with pawnshops, gambling dives, pothouse bars, flophouses, and fleabag hotels which rented by the hour. Its denizens included prostitutes, pimps, homosexual hustlers, dope peddlers, white slavers, thieves, and killers for hire.

In the slum restaurant where he worked as a busboy, twenty-seven year-old Robert Bow served them all. His miserable, pregnant wife stayed home, where on June 25, 1903, Alene Bow was born prematurely. She died three days later. Unable to afford a gravestone, the Bows buried their baby in a pauper’s grave.

Within months Sarah was pregnant again, and on May 13, 1904, a second daughter was born prematurely. She lived two hours. Like her elder sister, Emily Bow was buried in an unmarked grave.

Sarah almost died during Emily’s birth, and the attending doctor warned that further pregnancy would prove fatal for both mother and child. Yet that fall, with two strikes already against her, Sarah conceived for the third time. It was a perverse form of suicide, but suited to her purpose: forced to bear children she did not want by a man she did not love, Sarah had decided to die trying.

Robert did not object. He was sick of Sarah nagging him about money and his inability to earn it. She also mocked his dream of success as a singing waiter, reminding Robert that he was a lowly busboy in a disgusting restaurant. Rather than face the truth, he left her.

Abandoned and pregnant, Sarah had no choice but to return to her brother’s tenement apartment above a storefront Baptist Church at 697 Bergen Street. Since she had only married to flee her family, the homecoming was doubly humiliating, and although it did not seem possible, living conditions were worse than ever. That July, as temperatures inside tenements hit 115 degrees, the Board of Health dispatched “summer doctors” in a futile attempt to combat an infant mortality rate estimated at eighty percent.

Amidst the heat wave, Sarah went into labor. Regarding death as deliverance and believing this birth would bring it, she did not bother to summon a doctor. Instead her insane mother served as midwife when Sarah gave birth to a third daughter on Saturday, July 29, 1905. To her relief, the baby seemed dead.

Then a sudden miracle occurred: as Sarah’s mother shook the lifeless newborn, it emitted a feeble cry. A twist of fate had let both mother and child life.

Apprised of this, Robert returned to his wife and named their daughter after his sister-in-law. Still, so certain was he (and so hopeful was Sarah) of the baby’s imminent death that no birth certificate was ever obtained. Already Clara Bow was unloved and unwanted, and it would not be long before she knew it.
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Clara was a robust child with auburn hair, high cheekbones, translucent coloring, and blackish-brown eyes as alive and expressive as her father’s were deadened and dull. But health did not guarantee happiness, and Clara’s life remained grim. A few weeks after her first birthday, her grandfather Frederick Gordon committed his wife to an asylum for the terminally insane, where she died a year later. Afterwards Sarah Bow hated her father more than ever, but since her own husband had taken to disappearing for months at a time, she had no alternative but to let Frederick Gordon move in with her and Clara. Amazingly, he treated his granddaughter with kindness and affection and even built a swing for her inside their single room. Ignored by her parents, Clara grew devoted to her grandfather.

Her delight was short-lived. On January 20, 1909, sixty-three-year-old Frederick Gordon was stricken by an apoplectic fit while pushing Clara on her swing. The child’s terrified screams brought Sarah, who had been on a crying jag all day anyway, from the potbellied stove where she had been burning coal to keep warm. When Frederick Gordon died the next day, Sarah told Clara she wished it had been her instead.

Nonetheless Clara worshipped her mother, creating what one psychiatrist would call “very much a dream existence” and placing Sarah on a pedestal at its center. Clara thought of Sarah in fairytale terms, idealizing her aloofness as appropriate for “a princess. It must be true,” she insisted years later, “that she had good blood in her.” Actually it was just the opposite: descended from poverty, madness, death, and despair, Sarah seemed destined to return to her roots, and an incident in 1911 hastened her descent. Clara was told that her mother “fell” down a rickety tenement staircase, but given Sarah’s state of mind, a suicide attempt seems more likely. Whether intentional or not, Sarah’s fall reopened the head wound she had suffered at age sixteen, and with rural convalescence no longer feasible, stitches had to suffice.

After her head injury, Sarah began to suffer from a mysterious malady that struck without warning. Clara described the symptoms only once, and then vaguely, as neither “fits” nor “regular faintin’ spells,” but seizures whose onset would cause Sarah to look at her daughter pathetically, “like a woman caught in some trap. Then her eyes’d grow glassy an’ she’d start t’gasp for breath just like she was bein’ strangled.” Often Sarah’s seizures would occur three times a day, then vanish for weeks. When they returned, Clara would watch in horror, powerless to prevent or control them. All she could do was massage her mother’s throat until the tormented woman breathed freely again.

Clara rarely spoke of her early years, unwilling to exploit them for publicity (Marilyn Monroe, on the other hand, often told fictitious tales of childhood traumas to elicit sympathy). When Clara did discuss her youth, her tone was terse: “I have known hunger, believe me,” she told one journalist. Asked by another for further detail, she told the truth: “We just lived, and that’s about all.”

Just living was tough enough. The Bows were ghetto nomads, moving from tenement to tenement and appealing for aid from relatives who wanted nothing to do with them. Most of the time Clara and her mother were left to fend for themselves, but that was better than when Robert Bow returned home. Family reunions created a destructive and violent dynamic, with Sarah goading her husband about his failure and Robert relieving his frustration by beating Clara. His favorite form of discipline was both senseless and brutal: while arguing with Sarah, Robert would suddenly turn upon Clara and snarl, “Don’t look at me in that tone of voice!”, then slap her face so hard that she was thrown to the floor. He also whipped her with his leather razor strop.

Clara developed into a lonely, hypersensitive child, acutely self-conscious of a slight speech impediment which caused her to “hang up” on a word and haltingly stammer its first letter—“H-h-h-h-hello”—until her mind caught up with her mouth. Her stammer was a source of constant amusement to other girls at P.S. 111, who mimicked the way Clara talked and mocked the clothes she wore, which were made from Sarah’s tattered shirtwaists. Scorned “ ’cause I was the worst-lookin’ kid on the street,” Clara became a tomboy, roving streets where packs of teenage ruffians fought neighboring gangs with knives, bricks, or stones hauled in onion sacks. Eye-gouging, facial disfigurement, and fatal beatings were business as usual in the Brooklyn tenements, but Clara’s favorite weapon was her fists. “I could lick any boy my size,” she recalled with pride. “My right was famous.” When boys organized stickball games in the streets, she was chosen first.

Her only real friend, however, was a younger boy named Johnny who lived in the same tenement. Johnny was her imaginary kid brother, the fantasy sibling Clara could play with and protect. Any boy who bullied him got a beating from her.

As if her grandfather’s death, her mother’s attacks, and her father’s abuse weren’t enough, Clara now saw her best friend burned alive. In her tenement one afternoon, she suddenly heard bloodcurdling screams coming from Johnny’s apartment. Clara rushed downstairs and found him on fire, howling her name in agony. She rolled him in a carpet. He died in her arms.

Johnny’s grisly death left Clara alone once again. She was nine years old.

In 1916 a cousin allowed the Bows to occupy a single room in her Prospect Place brownstone and Clara transferred from P.S. 111 to P.S. 9, where she finished fifth grade. “I never opened a book and the teachers was always down on me,” she would claim. “I don’t blame ’em.” Actually she had a B+ average and a perfect record for classroom conduct, yet so low was Clara’s self-esteem that all she remembered about her schooling was her stammer and the cruelty it provoked from female classmates. “They was always hurtin’ my feelin’s, and I thought they was silly anyway,” said Clara. “I never had no use for girls and their games.” Instead she found refuge and comfort from a special source: “In this lonesome time, when I wasn’t much of nothin’ and didn’t have nobody, [there was] one place I could go and forget the misery of home and heartache of school.

“That was the motion pictures.”

Whether it was slapstick comedian Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, “America’s Sweetheart” Mary Pickford, dashing swashbuckler Douglas Fairbanks, or impossibly handsome Wallace Reid on screen did not matter: Clara adored movies and spent all her spare time attending them. “We’d go to the Carlton or Bunny Theater and see whatever was showing,” recalls John Bennett, her friend and fellow movie fan. Like his predecessor, this Johnny was a neighbor four years younger than Clara. “I was the only one who would listen to her little tales of fantasy, her dreams. She wasn’t loved at home, and nobody in the neighborhood bothered with her, so she would confide in me.” On Sunday afternoons Johnny kept Clara company as she sat on the stoop of her cousin’s white-stone, surrounded by movie magazines and fantasizing about how someday she would appear in them. “She told me that she was going to be a great movie star,” he says. “Of course, I didn’t believe her.”

Sarah Bow forbid any such ambition. In her opinion actresses and prostitutes were interchangeable, and the heavy makeup worn by both as they walked the streets (though the movie industry was based in Hollywood, many studios still operated in New York City) confirmed it. “You ain’t goin’ inta pictures,” she ranted. “You ain’t gonna be no hoor.”

By now Sarah had confined herself to bed due to her strange and uncontrollable “spells.” But just because she led the life of an invalid did not mean she possessed the temperament of one. Manipulative and antimaternal, she treated Clara not as a daughter, but as a domestic. The child was her mother’s nurse, maid, companion, and confidante, and to maintain her tyranny, Sarah kept Clara in a state of nervous anxiety that would last the rest of her life.

The basic topic of Sarah’s tirades was her mortal enemy: man. Sarah taught Clara little about sex but much about men; all of it negative. Using her ne’er-do-well husband as a bitter example, Sarah hammered into Clara that men limit, disappoint, humiliate, and abandon their mates. When a woman gives herself up to a man, she loses her power. Man is the master and thus the enemy. Woman must control him any way she can.

What Sarah did not realize and what her daughter could not verbalize was that unlike her mother, Clara did not seek independence. What she needed was more basic, and after she sensed that her parents would not provide it, she assumed a film career would. For just like the rest of her generation, Clara was not only fascinated by the brand-new medium of movies, but brainwashed to believe that stardom in them would provide fame, adulation, and, most elusive and important of all, love.

In 1918 an epidemic of Spanish influenza turned tenements into morgues, with as many as 4,500 fatalities a week for six months. This was too much for even Robert Bow, who, in a rare display of responsibility and concern, moved his wife and daughter to Sheepshead Bay at the opposite end of Brooklyn. From their bayfront apartment on Emmons Avenue Sarah could inhale the sea breezes, while Clara, now a sixth-grade student at P.S. 98, had the most famous amusement park in the world for a neighbor: Coney Island.

Fronting a six-mile beach, Coney Island was “the Empire of the Nickel,” the sum that admitted patrons to a spectacular array of bathhouses, carousels, dance halls, Ferris wheels, freak shows, fun houses, penny arcades, roller coasters, shooting galleries, waxworks, restaurants, tearooms, chop suey parlors, custard counters, and hot dog stands. Also within Coney Island was Luna Park, an imitation city of Bagdad, and Dreamland, the nation’s largest ballroom. When not in class or at the movies, Clara spent her time exploring the park where her father was a busboy.

Finally Robert was earning enough to support his family, and for a year his wife was, according to Clara, “almost herself.” Sarah even showed an interest in her daughter’s appearance, curling Clara’s hair and sewing her a new dress that did not come from her own ragged ones. Mistaking her mother’s remission for recovery, Clara again shared her dream of stardom with Sarah, who promptly ridiculed her daughter for entertaining such a notion. Not only was Clara “the ugliest little mutt in the family,” sneered Sarah, but she was utterly devoid of talent.

The child listened to her mother’s taunts and believed them.

A grammar-school teacher did not, and to Clara’s amazement she was chosen to play Priscilla in the P.S. 98 production of Miles Standish. She prepared for the role by reciting her lines over and over, until the stammer which plagued her in moments of stress disappeared. Now Clara awaited her modest stage debut with confidence.

As usual, reality intervened in gruesome fashion. Not only did Sarah’s “spells” return, but now they were preceded by episodes of bizarre and hostile behavior. In February of 1919 Sarah’s disapproval of her daughter’s upcoming performance reached an extreme. As Clara stood on the back porch of their apartment scrubbing clothes in a washtub, Sarah crept up behind her. “I think I’ll kill ya,” she hissed in her daughter’s ear. “This is a terrible world. You’d be better off dead.” A “spell” followed. Afterward Sarah had no recollection of the incident.

Clara could not forget it, and when she told her father what had happened, Robert Bow took Sarah to a charity clinic. There he was informed that his wife suffered from “a nervous disease” for which nothing could be done.

Sarah was not safe alone and Clara was not safe with Sarah, so the Bows left Sheepshead Bay and returned to their cousin’s Prospect Place brownstone. Yanked out of school, Clara was ordered to find work. She never finished eighth grade. She never played Priscilla.

A thirteen-year-old girl with a seventh-grade education was not in great demand by legitimate professions, but finally Clara was hired to slice buns at Nathan’s, a Coney Island hot dog stand. A year later she left Nathan’s to answer the telephone for a doctor in Manhattan. Apparently her abrupt departure was due to the discovery that he was an abortionist.

Through it all, the movies and fan magazines provided the form and content of Clara’s reveries. Her favorite publication was Motion Picture, a monthly publication which cost a quarter and was filled with portraits and stories about the stars. When Wallace Reid appeared at a local theater, Clara waited outside for eight hours to catch a glimpse of him. She also wrote letters to Motion Picture’s Answer Man about Reid and Mary Pickford, whom she imitated in front of a mirror when her mother wasn’t looking.

Sarah’s fanatical disapproval kept Clara from discussing the Fame and Fortune Contest announced by Motion Picture in January 1921. Sponsored by Brewster Publications, a Brooklyn-based company which published Motion Picture, Motion Picture Classic, and Shadowland, the Fame and Fortune Contest had begun a year earlier and Mary Pickford had been its judge. The panel for 1921 would be comprised of Howard Chandler Christy, Harrison Fisher, and Neysa McMein, the country’s most famous commercial artists. “Thru the portal of the Fame and Fortune Contest you may enter the kingdom of the screen,” proclaimed the entry form in each Brewster publication. It was not a casual promise. The contest’s first prize was a part in a motion picture.

It was the only chance a nobody like Clara would get, and she was desperate to seize it. But she could not enter the contest without two photographs of herself, and she did not have the money to obtain them. As a last resort Clara went to her father, and to her eternal gratitude, Robert Bow took her to a cheap photographer’s studio in Coney Island and paid a dollar for two portraits. When Clara saw them, she was crestfallen. Both looked “terrible.”

She proceeded anyway. Behind her mother’s back but with her father’s consent, Clara took the streetcar to the Brewster offices in downtown Brooklyn and delivered her pictures to the Fame and Fortune Contest manager. It was a wise move: unbeknownst to Clara, the manager wrote “Called in person—very pretty” across the bottom of her photos.

The comment would have astonished Clara, who felt foolish for even entering the contest. “It was silly t’even dream of it,” she said later. “There wasn’t no one who knew me who wouldn’ta laughed loud and long at the idea.” Her confidence crumbled further with the monthly appearance of a nationwide Honor Roll of contestants whose portraits were published as a consolation prize. Clara could see for herself how good-looking these competitors were, and how superior the quality of their pictures were compared to hers. “What chance’d I have?” she wondered. “I could see what I looked like in a mirror.”

Evidently a mirror did not do for Clara what a camera could, for on Friday, September 2, she and dozens of other contestants took a chartered bus to Eugene Brewster’s Long Island home for screen tests. A week later a letter from Brewster Publications invited her to its office for further tests with other finalists.

Clara’s longing to share the stupendous news with her mother was precluded by the Arbuckle case, which made headlines that same day. It was the first instance of the cruel timing that would plague her, for this scandal gave Sarah Bow damning proof of Hollywood depravity. During a drunken Labor Day party hosted by 266-pound “Fatty,” a sometime actress named Virginia Rappe had become gravely ill, then died four days later from a ruptured bladder. As lurid rumors circulated (“Fatty” had purportedly violated his victim with a champagne bottle), the baby-faced comedian was brought to trial in a kangaroo court dominated by a corrupt district attorney. Meanwhile Rappe’s reputation as a “party girl” suffering from both alcoholism and gonorrhea surfaced. Her untimely death, it now appeared, was due not to “Fatty,” but a botched abortion.

Though “Fatty” Arbuckle was innocent of the charges against him, the case supported Sarah Bow’s conviction that actresses were “hoors.” Her denunciations of them grew more vehement than ever, so Clara kept her status as a Fame and Fortune Contest finalist a secret between herself and her father.

Her arrival at the Brewster office for further tests was greeted with snickers from other finalists, and Clara knew why: “I was wearin’ the one and only thing I owned: a little plaid dress, a sweater, and a red tam.” What would the judges think of her threadbare appearance? “I hadn’t thoughta that angle,” she realized miserably. “I’d only looked at my face, and that was disappointin’ enough.”

The finalists were made up, then instructed to walk into camera range, pick up a telephone, laugh, look worried, then terrified. Nine contestants fought to go first; the tenth waited in a corner, not saying a word. “I sat through every one of those tests,” recalled Clara later, “watchin’ everythin’ that was done, everythin’ they was told, every mistake they made.” For a sixteen-year-old with little education and no acting experience, her verdict was canny: “The trouble was, I thought, that they was all tryin’ t’do it like somebody they’d seen on the screen, not the way they’d do it themselves.” Instinctively Clara had grasped the essence of stardom: individuality. The girl who spent hours imitating Mary Pickford sensed that to be special, she must be herself, an artistic credo that Clara maintained for the rest of her career. Now she was ready. “When it came my turn, I did it the way I’d do it myself.”

More tests were made during the following weeks. Clara wore her one dress to them all, fully expecting to be eliminated after each round. The judges, however, were spellbound. “The rapidity of her improvement is scarcely credible,” they noted. “She is plastic, quick, alert, young, and lovely . . . her features are photographically excellent.” Finally only Clara and a statuesque blonde from San Antonio, Texas named Lula Hubbard remained. After one last test of each, Clara went home. So far it seemed too good to be true.

It was. When she arrived that afternoon, she found her mother hunched over a chair, her face ashen, her eyes glazed. “Where ya been?” Sarah demanded in what her daughter described later as “a cold, awful tone.”

Clara told the truth. “I told her where I been and what I done. I told her it looked like I hadda chanceta win this contest, and if I did it meant a job in pictures and a chanceta make good and I could do lotsa things for her.”

Hearing this, Sarah toppled from her chair in a dead faint. Clara rushed to revive her but couldn’t. She shook Sarah, patted her face, and threw water on it. Nothing worked. Clara was frantic. She was sure she had killed her mother.

Then Sarah awoke. “You’re goin’ straighta hell,” she cursed Clara tonelessly. “I’d rather see ya dead.” Then she stared at her daughter “with those awful, burnin’ eyes, and her face so white and still.” Blaming herself for her mother’s condition, Clara burst into tears and swore she would abandon all thoughts of an acting career.

Three days later, Brewster Publications announced its 1921 Fame and Fortune Contest winner: Clara Bow.
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Her Fame and Fortune Contest victory was Clara’s chance of a lifetime, and she could not renounce it despite her mother’s damnations. Meanwhile the Brewster organization whisked her to the Greenwich Village studio of Nickolas Muray for a portrait to replace the cheap photos she had submitted. Muray shot Clara in two standard ingenue “attitudes”: playful, with her thumb hooked jauntily beneath the rim of her red tam, and pensive, gazing off camera with an arm draped modestly over her breasts. Dissatisfied, Muray ordered an additional setup. This time his subject stared directly into the camera, her hair swept across her forehead, her lips locked together, her face half-shadowed, and her eyes haunted. Here was the real Clara, and though she had never looked as lovely, the image is harrowing.

It was hardly what the Brewster organization wanted, so the January, 1922 issue of Motion Picture Classic featured the photo of Clara and her tam. The article announcing her victory was entitled “A Dream Come True.”

At this point it hadn’t, and unless someone spruced Clara up, it wouldn’t. Ultimately funds allocated to travel (which Clara, a local resident, did not need) were used to buy her a decent outfit: one crepe dress trimmed with monkey fur, a pair of “Sally pumps,” and a velvet hat to replace her tam. The effect, concluded Motion Picture Classic with editorial bias, “made a ‘still’ worth any producer’s attention.”

But neither attention nor work was forthcoming, and Clara felt her “dream come true” slipping from her grasp. “Panic was drivin’ me crazy,” she recalled of this period. “After all I’d been through, was this gonna be a failure?” If so, her defiance of her mother had been pointless, and since Sarah’s “spells” were occurring with increasing frequency, Clara felt guiltier than ever. She had made her mother sicker, and she had nothing to show for it.

Finally a movie role materialized. Beyond the Rainbow starred Ziegfeld Follies showgirl Billie Dove, already one of the most celebrated beauties of the decade. Beside “the Dove,” Clara was a chubby nobody, and director Christy Cabanne wasted no time telling her so. “Don’t tell me she won a beauty contest,” hooted Cabanne to an assistant when Clara entered his office. Instead of reminding him that the Fame and Fortune Contest had been based on ability, not beauty, a devastated Clara fled his office in tears. Afterward the Brewster organization persuaded Cabanne to hire her by promising free publicity for his film in its publications. The part of a lead character’s little sister was written for Clara. She would receive fifty dollars for one week’s work.

There was, of course, a catch: Clara was expected to furnish four dresses from her own wardrobe. Since all she owned was the new dress bought by the Brewster organization and the old one she had worn to all her screen tests, Clara appealed to Clara Bow, her wealthy aunt. The fifty-nine-year-old woman listened in silence to her niece and namesake’s plea for a loan, then threw Clara out of her house.

While her aunt wrote her father that Clara had disgraced the family, a cousin loaned her eighty dollars. The next day she reported for work on Beyond the Rainbow and received a rude awakening to her new profession. Four other actresses were in the dressing room when Clara arrived. Since she had never used makeup, she asked them to help her apply it. All four refused. “Find out for yourself the way we did,” they told her. Clara did, and when she appeared on the set for her first scene, Cabanne swore in disgust. So much greasepaint caked Clara’s face that she looked like a clown.

It was the second disastrous encounter between Cabanne and Clara, but this time she redeemed herself. In her first scene, the director wanted her to cry but assumed she couldn’t. Instantly Clara shed tears. Surprised and impressed, Cabanne wondered where she had learned to cry on cue. Clara knew but kept the truth to herself: “It was easy for me t’cry,” she admitted later. “All I hadda do was think of home.”

So far Sarah Bow’s violent opposition to her daughter’s career had been limited to verbal threats, but after Clara finished work on Beyond the Rainbow, Sarah turned her words into deeds. Awaking one night from a sound sleep, Clara was startled by the sight of her mother hovering over her, a butcher knife in one hand. “I’m gonna kill ya, Clara,” said Sarah as she pinned her daughter’s hands to the bed. “It’ll be better.” Sarah raised the knife to Clara’s throat. Then she fainted.

The next morning Sarah had no memory of the incident. Clara could not forget it, and that night marked the beginning of her lifelong, losing battle against insomnia. Soon fans familiar with her sleepless existence would consider Clara a metabolic marvel whose private restlessness suited her public image. Still traumatized by the truth, she did not discourage the fallacy.

On February 1, 1922, director William Desmond Taylor was slain in his Hollywood bungalow. The case was never officially solved, but the careers of two actresses implicated in it, Mary Miles Minter and Mabel Normand, were ruined by revelations that their virtue was a figment of their audience’s imagination. It was more fodder for Sarah Bow’s tirades, which increased as the release of Clara’s first movie approached. Sarah’s death threats against her daughter were constant. Clara was sick with fear.

Beyond the Rainbow opened on February 19, 1922. That day Clara invited two girls from grammar school to accompany her to it, certain that the sight of herself on screen would avenge their cruelty. Instead her strategy brought further ridicule, for the film contained not a single shot of Clara. With sixteen major characters complicating its plot and slowing its pace, Christy Cabanne had cut several actors from Beyond the Rainbow. Clara was among them.

Subsequent to her stardom, Beyond the Rainbow would be reissued with her scenes restored and her billing above Billie Dove’s. But Clara could not foresee the future, and the present disappointment was crushing. The knowledge that she had been excised from the film did not appease her mother either, and a few days after Beyond the Rainbow’s opening, Sarah decided it was her “duty” to kill her daughter before she made another movie. This time she chased Clara around their flat with a butcher knife, then banished her to the streets with all the other “hoors.” For two days Clara wandered around Coney Island in a daze. Finally Robert Bow found her and brought her home.

Robert had no intention of caring for his wife and could not let his daughter do so, even though Clara defended her mother. “She wasn’t insane,” said Clara of Sarah. “She could answer any question, talk, be calm . . . then these spells came on.” Robert did not realize that his daughter preferred a homicidal parent to no parent at all, and since he had abandoned Clara long ago, Sarah was all she had.

It didn’t matter. Robert Bow refused to assume responsibility for his wife, so on Friday, February 24, 1922, less than a week after Beyond the Rainbow’s release, he committed Sarah to an asylum. Sixteen years earlier Sarah’s father had incarcerated her mother in the same facility.

Later Clara would claim she suffered some sort of breakdown during this period, though her memory of it was mercifully vague. Prior to intensive psychotherapy, all she could recall were two facts: she and her father moved into an apartment in the Bay Ridge section of Brooklyn, and her efforts to find film work continued. By now Clara was convinced that “winnin’ the contest hadn’t seemed t’mean a thing. I wore myself out goin’ from studio t’studio, from agency t’agency, applyin’ for every possible part. But there was always somethin’. I was too young, too little, or too fat. Usually I was too fat.”

She was ideal for director Elmer Clifton, who was casting a low-budget whaling saga called Down to the Sea in Ships. In need of cheap talent, Clifton noticed the Fame and Fortune Contest winner in Motion Picture Classic, liked her youthful look, and summoned her for an interview. When Clara arrived, Clifton couldn’t believe his eyes: where was the merry girl from the magazine photo? In a misguided attempt to anticipate his needs, Clara had borrowed a dress and worn heavy makeup. Clifton took one look at her and said she was too old for the part.

Clara was frantic. “I’m only sixteen!” she cried. The director smiled and shook his head. He did not believe her.

Clara rushed home and returned to Clifton’s office in her shabby clothing and a scrubbed face. Her gumption and unadorned appeal led the director to hire her for a two-week trial period at a salary of thirty-five dollars a week.

On location in New Bedford, Massachusetts, the two weeks stretched into thirteen as Clifton, impressed by Clara’s instinctive talent, padded her role as Dot Morgan, the bland heroine’s tomboyish kid sister. Dot was a character Clara could relate to: the spunky, chunky girl who beats up boys her age, then masquerades as one when stowing away on a whaler to escape her repressive Quaker family. Her role also provided the stodgy film with welcome comic relief.

Since Down to the Sea in Ships was more concerned with whaling than acting, Clara was left to fend for herself amidst a cast of veteran players. Alone and friendless, away from home for the first time, and fearful that this role would be her last if she did not distinguish herself, Clara’s thirteen weeks in New Bedford consisted of arduous days and sleepless nights. When she did doze off, she would dream of Sarah Bow with a butcher knife and wake up crying.

She returned to Brooklyn in a state of exhaustion but went straight to the asylum, where Sarah Bow ordered her daughter to secure her release. So powerful was Sarah’s hold on Clara that she overlooked her mother’s attempts on her life and begged Robert Bow to bring her home. He refused. Desperate, Clara appealed to the cousin who owned the brownstone where her family had once lived. This relative was sympathetic but unwilling to take a madwoman back into her home.

Sarah’s malady was still a mystery, yet that October she was discharged from the asylum and listed as “Recovered.” Clara rented a furnished room for them, and when Johnny Bennett visited her there, she told him that her mother had been on location with her in New Bedford. No mention of an asylum was made.

After her release, Sarah dealt with her daughter’s career by ignoring it. Down to the Sea in Ships had not opened, so Clara made the rounds of studios and agencies without results until late 1922, when William Randolph Hearst’s Cosmopolitan Pictures hired her as an unbilled extra for Enemies of Women. One day her mother demanded to accompany her to the studio. Clara declined.

Sarah acted hurt. “You’re ashameda me,” she accused Clara. “Ya think I’m crazy.” Her daughter’s guilt turned to horror when Sarah lapsed into a catatonic state interrupted only by spells which left her gasping for breath. Days passed with Sarah lying silent and rigid on a couch, her face devoid of expression.

Confused and terrified, Clara kept her mother’s condition secret and continued to work. Enemies of Women juvenile lead William Collier, Jr., met her on the set, thought her “scared to death,” and attributed her fear to youth and inexperience. Only Clara knew the truth and its irony: “In the picture I danced on a table. All the time I hadda be laughin’, rompin’, displayin’ joy of life . . . I’d cry my eyes out when I left my mama in the mornin’—and then go dance on a table.”

On New Year’s Eve, Sarah was taken back to the asylum and pronounced terminally insane. Robert Bow authorized her transfer to the same state mental institution where her mother had died in 1907.

On the day before her transfer, Sarah Bow died. It was Friday, January 5, 1923. Robert Bow went to the studio where Clara was working—dancing—to tell her.

Clara did not cry during the funeral service, nor aboard the ferry to Staten Island, where Sarah was buried beside her parents. But when her mother’s coffin was lowered into the ground, she “came to life and went crazy. I triedta jump in after her.” Certain that her film career had aggravated Sarah’s illness, Clara blamed herself for her mother’s death. “I was dancin’ on a table with just a few clothes on when she left me for good,” she would sob years later, still tormented by the thought. “I disappointed her. I went against her wishes.”

Insight into Sarah Bow requires an understanding of the disease that destroyed her. On her death certificate, the primary cause is listed as “chronic myocarditis,” an umbrella term of the time for heart disease. The forty-three-year-old Sarah had no history of heart trouble; if her death was caused by cardiac arrest, some other factor must have instigated it. That factor was noted by an asylum physician, who listed it as a secondary cause: “psychoses due to epilepsy.”

Sarah Bow was epileptic, a result of the head injuries she suffered in 1895 and 1911. Although her condition was complicated by mental illness inherited from her mother, “temporal lobe epilepsy,” the most common adult epileptic type, corresponds to Sarah’s symptoms: psychotic episodes characterized by an intensified emphasis on morality, verbal violence and brandishing of knives, and a diminished sex drive. Seizures over a prolonged period may lead to catatonia, then death.

During Sarah’s lifetime, epilepsy was classified as a nervous disorder caused by masturbation and sunstroke. Doctors prescribed enemas or emetics and seizures were endured in shame, creating a classic epileptic dilemma: the greater Sarah’s frustration, the more frequent her psychoses. Invariably her daughter was their target.

Sarah’s death made Robert Bow the only person left in Clara’s life. When she vowed to obey her mother’s last wish and leave acting, he dissuaded her. Since her salary exceeded his, the encouragement was less altruistic than economic.

Two months later Down to the Sea in Ships was released. Elmer Clifton’s whaling saga harpooned audiences for a remarkable twenty-two-week New York run, and though critics loathed the movie, they loved Clara’s performance in it. Watching Down to the Sea in Ships today, it’s easy to see why: her work is wholly natural, lacking the mannered style of other actors. There’s a jolt of vitality when she appears on screen, a quality that would contribute heavily to her appeal.

Success came at a crucial moment for Clara, assuaging her guilt and despair over her mother’s death. In its wake arrived another emotional boost. Clara fell in love.
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Arthur Jacobson will never forget the day Clara walked into an Astoria film studio and into his life. Six feet tall and sturdily built, with thick brown hair, piercing blue eyes, and a gentle nature beneath his rugged veneer, Jacobson was the twenty-one-year-old second cameraman for the Film Guild, a group of Ivy League graduates making independently financed movies on miniscule budgets. Film Guild founders delegated their responsibilities according to talent: Townsend Martin (Princeton) and Osgood Perkins (Harvard) acted, James Ashmore Creelman and Frank Tuttle (both Yale) wrote and directed, and non-Ivy Leaguer Fred Waller manned the main camera. Waller hired the Jewish, Bronx-born Jacobson to shoot a second negative (hence his designation as second cameraman) for foreign distribution.

For the Film Guild’s fourth release, Townsend Martin commissioned college chum F. Scott Fitzgerald to devise a story. Fitzgerald responded with Grit, a tough if uninspired tale of cowardice and revenge set on New York’s Lower East Side, and was paid [image: image]2,000 for his efforts. The rest of the company received two thirds of their salary in cash and the remainder in Film Guild stock.

Glenn Hunter would play Grit’s hero, but his romantic interest, a sexy street urchin named Orchid McGonigle, remained un-cast. Actresses under consideration were summoned to an Astoria studio for screen tests. Clara, whose work in Down to the Sea in Ships was now well known, was among them.

Arthur Jacobson shot every test. When Clara’s was screened, he thought it “horrible. I didn’t light it properly. I overlit one side and underlit the other.” Technical flaws aside, the test left one indelible impression: Clara Bow. “She just jumped right off the screen,” Jacobson recalls. “And her eyes—all she had to do was lift those lids and she was flirting.” He was smitten and so was the Film Guild, who immediately cast Clara as Orchid. She approached Jacobson to express her gratitude. Days later they were in love.

Their dates shared the same routine: each Saturday at dusk, Clara and “Artie” would leave Long Island City’s Pyramid Studios and take the elevated train to downtown Brooklyn for a feast of Chinese food, their favorite. A little money went a long way in a chop suey parlor on Fulton Street, and the couple would sit for hours “just looking at each other and eating . . . God, we must’ve been dopey.” When the restaurant closed, they would return to the Flatbush section of Brooklyn, where Clara and her father had found an apartment after Sarah’s death. On their first date Jacob-son called a cab; Clara never let him do so again, insisting the “el” suited her fine.

Once outside her home, they would sit on the stoop, “necking” until tolling church bells told them it was dawn. So began Jacobson’s trek from lower Brooklyn to his upper Bronx home by local train. After a few hours sleep, he would return to Brooklyn and spend Sunday with Clara in Prospect Park or Brighton Beach, where they would stroll hand in hand along the crowded boardwalk to Coney Island for a hot dog at Nathan’s and a Ferris wheel ride.

Raised by poor but loving parents, Jacobson was shocked by Clara’s terse references to her mother’s madness and mystified by her father’s combination of vigilance and neglect. Robert Bow seemed overprotective of his daughter around other men but oblivious to her at all other times. “There’s no describing him,” says Jacobson, “because no matter how you tell it, it’s detrimental. Clara came from a very odd group of people.” It is, of course, a colossal understatement.

As their relationship grew more intimate, Jacobson schemed to escape Robert’s watchful eye. Finally he persuaded his cousin to include Clara’s father in a regular Saturday night pinochle game. Now the couple had her apartment to themselves and a foolproof method of preventing detection: as soon as Robert left his pinochle game, Jacobson’s cousin would phone Clara and warn that her father was en route. By the time he arrived, the lovers were back on the stoop outside, above suspicion or reproach.

Grit gave Clara her best role to date, and she seized it with gusto. Once again she saw her screen character as herself: “a little roughneck and a tomboy [like] I was.” But it was her talent that impressed Frank Tuttle, whose unpublished memoirs spare no superlatives. “This dynamic and erratic whirlwind was a joy to her director,” he declared, “one of the most arresting personalities the screen has ever known.” From the start Tuttle marveled at Clara’s ability to express emotion without apparent concentration or advance preparation. A typical example: “One day during the shooting, she’d been clowning around just before a take. I ran through the scene with her. She parked her chewing gum and said, ‘Ya want me t’cry?’ I nodded. ‘Let’s shoot it,’ she said. Seconds later the tears were streaming down her cheeks.”

“Oh, that happened all the time,” affirms Jacobson. “Never had to use glycerine to make her eyes water. Clara could turn ’em on and off like a faucet.”

Though no prints of Grit survive, accounts at the time indicate that its quality was as low as its budget. “Christ!” wrote Scott Fitzgerald to a friend in disgust. “You should have seen [the Film Guild’s] last two pictures—one from my story.” Charging that “the whole picture is sordid, showing disgusting scenes of immorality and crime,” New York censors refused to permit its exhibition unless cuts were made (they were). Once again Clara emerged unscathed. Variety panned the movie but noted who stole it from the star: “Glenn Hunter gives an interpretation of the ‘fright child’ . . . but it is Clara Bow that lingers in the eye after the picture has gone.”

By then she was two thousand miles away and one step closer to stardom. Her “discovery” had occurred when a man named Jack Bachman showed up on the Grit set and introduced himself to Clara as an officer of Preferred Pictures, an independent production and distribution company based in Hollywood. Bachman said he had heard about Clara, seen Down to the Sea in Ships, and convinced West Coast partner B. P. Schulberg to offer her trainfare to California for a three-month trial period at fifty dollars a week. The salary was low and the term was short, but that didn’t matter. “Money never meant much to Clara,” explains Artie Jacobson, who witnessed both Bachman’s offer and her reaction. “The fact that somebody wanted her is what thrilled her.”

Bachman appointed Maxine Alton, a beautiful blonde with minimal experience, as Clara’s agent. Alton’s sole responsibility was to accompany the seventeen-year-old minor to California. Since Robert Bow could not afford trainfare, father and daughter would separate for at least three months.

After a secondary role in a third-rate quickie, The Daring Years, Clara departed. Robert escorted her to Manhattan’s Grand Central Station, where Maxine Alton awaited her. Alton had assumed that the prospect of traveling by train across America would thrill her client. She was wrong. “Clara was going into a new world,” she discovered, “and yet she took it as a savage would: fearlessly, naively. She was going to be a movie star! That was all.” The farewell from father to daughter also struck Alton as remarkable, for Robert Bow seemed determined to make it a “parting peculiarly lacking
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