
[image: Cover]


TIME IS MONEY!
THE CENTURY, RAINBOW, AND STERN BROTHERS COMEDIES OF JULIUS AND ABE STERN

By Thomas Reeder

Foreword by Richard M Roberts

Afterword by Gilbert Sherman

[image: Image]

Orlando, Florida


TIME IS MONEY! THE CENTURY, RAINBOW, AND STERN BROTHERS COMEDIES OF JULIUS AND ABE STERN

© 2021 Thomas Reeder. All Rights Reserved.

No portion of this publication may be reproduced, stored, and/or copied electronically (except for academic use as a source), nor transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher and/or author.

All photos from the author’s collection unless otherwise noted.

[image: Image]

Published in the USA by

BearManor Media

1317 Edgewater Dr. #110

Orlando, FL 32804

www.BearManorMedia.com

Softcover Edition

ISBN: 978-1-62933-798-2

Printed in the United States of America


Table of Contents

Dedication

Foreword by Richard M Roberts

Acknowledgements

Introduction

Chapter 1 The Origins of L-Ko

Chapter 2 The Brothers Stern

Chapter 3 The Birth of Century Comedies

Chapter 4 Regrouping

Chapter 5 The Serials and Other Distractions

Chapter 6 Competing With Oneself (The 1919-1920 Season)

Chapter 7 A Girl and Her Dog (The 1920-1921 Season)

Chapter 8 The Return of Henry Lehrman, Albeit a Brief One (The 1921-1922 Season)

Chapter 9 Julius Stern, Carl Laemmle, and the Ties That Bind

Chapter 10 From Filler to Focus (The 1922-1923 Season)

Chapter 11 Too Many Cooks in the Kitchen (The 1923-1924 Season)

Chapter 12 The Star Series Plan Redux (The 1924-1925 Season)

Chapter 13 The Planting of a Seed (The 1925-1926 Season)

Chapter 14 Like a Phoenix Rising…. (The 1926-1927 Season)

Chapter 15 The Ascendancy of Snookums (The 1927-1928 Season)

Chapter 16 Decided Make Our Own Comedies (The 1928-1929 Season)

Chapter 17 From Here to Eternity

Chapter 18 C’est La Vie

Afterword by Gilbert Sherman

Filmography

Endnotes

Bibliography

Index


Dedication:

For Gil, who trusted me with his family’s story

and

Susan, who made me laugh

“What is put on film must be as right as it can be the first time it is put on film. What one can do, of course, is retakes on the spot. And more retakes. And still more. Retakes use up film quickly, to be sure, but film stock is one of the negligible costs of film production. What retakes really use is time, which, as everyone knows (and no one better than movie people), is money.”

Steven Bach

Final Cut (1985)


FOREWORD: WHY SHOULD WE CARE ABOUT THE STERN BROTHERS?

by Richard M Roberts

Hello There,

What you hold in your hands is another of those page-thick tomes with dusty old pictures and text about dusty old long gone people who once made funny films for other dusty old long gone people.

Now, it is unlikely that you’ve found this in one of the few still-existing book store shelves where you are perusing it with the potential perspicacity to perpetrate a possible purchase. If you are even looking at a printed copy (how some of you read those Kindle thingys is beyond my comprehension), it has likely arrived fresh out of the padded envelope pulled from the mailbox and your charge-card has been billed which means you are interested enough in books about long gone funny dead people to have made the effort.

Good for you, unless of course you are peering at this as you stand in front of an author’s table at some film conventions’ dealers room and Tom Reeder is sitting behind it looking up at you with a slightly nervous smile on his face hoping to make a sale so he doesn’t have to lug all those heavy boxes of extra copies home again, in which case BUY THE DAMN BOOK FOR HEAVEN’S SAKE! People who write these things do not do it for the money, mainly because they get so little for it if they do, but they have mostly done it because they themselves wanted to see a book about these subjects and it looked like no one else was going to write one so what’s a film historian to do? If you’re not going to buy the book, put it down carefully now, don’t bend the cover or crinkle or crumple any pages, give Tom a nice smile, and move away quickly so someone who is going to actually put their money down has a chance!

In any event, and however you are scanning these words, paper or kindling, my extrasensory perception can feel through your fingers holding the book or device that you are experiencing a two-fold trepidation. First, I hear you cry, “Is this a good book?”.

Of course it is, I don’t write forewords to lousy books! Next question!

Secondly, and this brings us to the title of this foreword: “Why should we care about the Stern Brothers?”

Ahhh----now you ask a fair question, and one that is being asked more and more about anyone who made films more than a hundred years ago, from Charlie Chaplin on down, and to many walking and talking on the planet today it is harder and harder to make that explanation, even when you have enough of their work around to show them why they should care.

It is unfortunately an absolute fact that much of the tastes and attitudes of film history buffery is shaped by what actually survives and is available to be seen, thus with only a frankly fraction of the large output of Silent Film actually coming down to us, obviously some names, even very important ones, have remained in obscurity because their work today has not been able to be reassessed or rediscovered. At-the-time well-known Directors like George Loane Tucker or George Melford would probably be more and better thought of if more of their films actually existed and could be seen by the general populace, even that equally small fraction that care about Silent Film at all.

In Silent Film Comedy History it is no different; for years the cinematic cognoscenti knew or acknowledged few if any comedians or comic filmmakers beyond the “Big Three” and perhaps a few other names officially certified as worth viewing by James Agee, but even among that select list, the likes of Harold Lloyd or Harry Langdon were less paid attention to simply because their output, though it had mostly survived, was not generally available for viewing, especially in the pre-home video days, so even those major names were not discussed so much indeed.

And below that haughty short list, the literally hundreds of funsters working in the Comedy Film Industry during the Movies’ Golden Age were neither mentioned, revered, or even known by what was passing for film expertise in the following decades. Reasons were many: myopic snobbery was one aspect, yet another bare truth was that so much of the work was not available to be seen, much or even whole filmographies of some comics, heck, even some comedy producers, were wiped off the table by the many varying vagaries of time that demolish such things: The Fox Sunshine Comedies, the early Vitagraph Comedies of John Bunny, Mr. And Mrs. Sidney Drew, Lloyd Hamilton’s prime work as a comedy star, all were indeed vagaries, even to the more expert experts, represented more by stills and contemporary reviews than picture that moved. How could their worth be assessed, deemed important or dismissed, without the proper proof, even if they had much press and review at the time?

So, the canon was compiled on what could be seen, with occasional marvels and over-hopeful praising of some missing titles in the known filmographies, and it meant that even these later-compiled histories, no matter how thoroughly researched at the time, were not complete, were not that foolish word used by the seriously OCD----definitive.

The Fox Sunshines were major studio comedy shorts, starring known comedy talent and made by craftsmen who went on and made quality work elsewhere that did survive and earned their place in the histories and hearts of the fans. Lloyd Hamilton remained a shadowy figure, despite being a major comedy star and praised by the likes of Buster Keaton, but the actual quality of his work could only be judged on his earliest and later work that had survived destruction. The early Vitagraph comedies went in an entirely different direction from the slapstick of Keystone and its imitators, more situational and character-driven comedy, and its influence spread over to those who later wanted to move away from surreal grotesquery to the more humane humor of everyday living, but who could really realize that when only little scattered bits of it seemed to be around?

And so, with little or no footage to see and study on these films, the proclamations were passed down on what was worthwhile and valuable, and with little or no footage they got little or no mention. Yet gradually, over just the last few decades, a new group of film historians, ones who found it more fun and interesting to watch old funny films by old funny dead people than to ruminate over depressing never-ending pretensions from the likes of Carl Dreyer or Abel Gance, began to venture out into the uncharted territory, and discover more and more about a large and much untapped genré. This led to the formation of strange collectives with odd names like the Silent Comedy Mafia or the Al Joy Fan Club, and the creation of annual get-togethers like the Slapsticon where rare goodies were unearthed, viewed, and rediscovered.

Then these Festivals spun off more research, more digging, and the recovery and release of many fabulous funnies from the past for all to see. Light was finally being shined on those forgotten and-----to use another unfortunate and greatly abused buzzword of the fans: “lost” little areas of silent comedy film history. Gradually, some of these shadowy figures on the mountaintop started to come back down to ground and solidify their substance, their long forgotten laughs mined, dusted, polished, and put out to display again to tickle funnybones anew. Once again---they existed, and slowly began to elbow their way back amidst and among their contemporaries.

Thomas Reeder is one of those Silent Comedy Mafiosi, and he has done well in illuminating several dark and dingy corners of film and film comedy history, with excellent and recommended volumes on Henry “Pathe” (aka Suicide) Lehrman and Ben Pivar, names that resonate not with many film aficionados for various reasons, not that they necessarily should, but Lehrman was indeed another unsung figure in silent film comedy with too few movies available (a lot of those Fox Sunshines were his) to show us the real talent for truly wild and surreal silent comedy that he possessed. Tom gave both Mr. Lehrman and Mr. Pivar the bios and credit they deserve, and now it is Abe and Julius Stern’s turn to have their memory updated among us.

It’s Tom Reeder’s job to give you their life histories, but my ESP is still vibrating with the remnants of your second question, all fine and dandy that these guys are getting a mention, but is what they actually created actually any good and worthy? Well, one thing one has learned from screening many silent and early sound comedies for actual audiences (truly an endangered species these days, even before it was life threatening to converge in groups), is that whatever the nonsensical distinctions there are in so many internerd film fan arguments in the “my comedian can beat up your comedian!” chat threads, the endless and pointless attempts to list and classify a “hierarchy” of comedians (Fatty Arbuckle should be Number Four of the Big Three, not Harry Langdon! Is Billy Franey the 2,647th comedy genius, or should he be 2,649?), if a comedy gets the laughs, it has basically succeeded in what it has set out to do. When a Clyde Cook comedy gets the same number or more laughs than the Keaton comedy shown just before it, can it really be considered the lesser of the two? Realistically, one does have to consider that Charlie Chaplin and Soupy Sales were essentially in the same line of work.

In 2005, at a special Slapsticon screening at the National Gallery of Art in Washington D. C., the Century Comedy TELEVISION GEORGE (1928) starring Syd Saylor was shown to an audience of around 500, the majority being the standard tourists and patrons of the Museum who probably had as much idea who Syd Saylor was as Harold Lloyd: it killed. Just happy to rest their feet for a spell and catch a free movie, this audience let the two-reeler work its magic, nearly eighty years after its release, not caring in the slightest what position Syd Saylor held in anyone’s hierarchy. In 2008, Slapsticon screened BUSTER’S PICNIC (1927) starring Arthur Trimble as Buster Brown, Doreen Turner, and Pete the Pup, once again, the audience loved it, if perhaps appreciating the fine pit bull performance of Petey over the somewhat anemic Mr. Trimble, but no matter, the laughs were loudly there, the film succeeded.

So yeah, they’re not bad, like anyone’s comedy short series, they have their ups and downs, but these were solid performers doing good work. The actors who worked in the Comedy Film Industry were not only seasoned professionals, they worked in a genré that entailed a bit more risky workday than showing up for your average six-reel teacup society melodrama. When I introduce a program of silent comedies, I frequently say to that endangered audience, “These people risked their lives on a pretty much daily basis for your entertainment, so you damn well better appreciate it.” I doubt Elliot Dexter or Marie Doro, or even their stand-ins, ever had to hang by wires, off buildings, or were forced to work with adult chimpanzees, or orangutans------or lions.

The comedies of the Stern Brothers are important because a lot of well-known members of the Comedy Film Industry parked their cars at the L-KO/Century lot over the years, many familiar faces we would know from other studios’ films: Alice Howell, Hughey Mack, Bert Roach, James Finlayson, Neal Burns, Jimmie Adams, Cliff Bowes, Bud Jamison, Harry Sweet, Blanche Payson, Jack Cooper, Tiny Sandford, Max Asher, Arthur Lake, Pete the Pup, Charles King, Syd Saylor, names that any reasonably immersed film comedy fan will recognize from other places, other films. The Sterns even created a few important stars of their own, especially Baby Peggy, aka the amazing Diana Serra Cary, whose own personal wisdom and stamina allowed her to win the tontine and become our final link to that era until she just recently left us at the age of 101, a woman who had lived a life well-lived, even if she had become a has-been before the age of puberty, she was literally the last person on Earth one could ask for personal reminiscence of working with Alf Goulding or Blue Washington. Diana Serra Cary was the amazing exception (along with---perhaps unfortunately, Mickey Rooney) of the general child-star rule in lacking life-longevity, something frequently shared by many movie moppets (realize the sobering thought that Hal Roach outlived more than half of the Our Gang casts), including the Stern Brothers’ other child-stars Arthur Trimble and Sunny McKeen.

So once again, yeah, Abe and Julius Stern are worthy of remembrance, and their films are still important simply because they are funny, and the people like Tom Reeder, myself, and others in the Silent Comedy Mafia will continue to do what we can to promote and present these funny films because we understand that laughter is precious, these days, very precious. In these damn unfunny times, every giggle needs to saved, spread, shared, and savored, no one seems to be creating much new comedy that is indeed worthy these days, it makes the large gift this generation of laugh makers gave us in the first half of the Twentieth Century all that more meaningful. If you have this book, that’s a good sign that this sort of work may be all that is needed to send you out to look for, learn, laugh and love these films, if you can find them (look in your attics, basements, and barns. You never know, and that’s where they seem to turn up, and call me if you find any, I’m generous.), they really do make the World a bit more tolerable.

That’s it-----that’s all I can tell you----go and read your book then---this is a foreword so, Forward and Onward!

RICHARD M ROBERTS

Somewhere in Arizona

November 2020

Copyright 2020 by Richard M Roberts. Used with permission.
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Introduction

Century Comedies: Only the most dogged of silent comedy enthusiasts have seen any of the films from this studio, or are even aware of their existence. Ditto for Rainbow Comedies and Stern Brothers Comedies.

Unlike Mack Sennett’s Keystone Comedies, which practically everyone of a certain age has heard of, these three brand names are probably meaningless to most, aside from the ever-shrinking coterie of silent short comedy devotees. And that’s not surprising, given the lack of name performers populating their ever-changing roster of so-called “stars,” and the dearth of published information about them.

Numerous volumes have been written about Sennett and his studios and, to a lesser extent, competitor Hal Roach and his studios. Throw in the biographies and/or autobiographies of Charles Chaplin, Harold Lloyd, Buster Keaton, Harry Langdon, Roscoe Arbuckle, Laurel and Hardy, and a handful of other comedy greats and you could easily fill a couple of bookcases. And that’s all fine and well deserved, but what about so many other second tier comedy studios and comedians? Shouldn’t someone research and write about Al Christie and his lengthy career, or that of Jack White and his comedies for Educational? Or, for that matter, any number of other smaller, short-lived studios and brands that popped up and disappeared shortly thereafter, like a filmland game of Whack-a-Mole. As for the comedians, most of the familiar names have been covered, but what about the other, lesser known inhabitants of the comedy industry, fellows like Hank Mann, Jack Cooper, and Jimmie Adams, or comediennes like Gale Henry and Dot Farley. Noted film historian Steve Massa has gone a long way towards bringing the members of this unheralded group to light in biographical sketches in his two volumes, Lame Brains and Lunatics (BearManor Media, 2013) and Slapstick Divas (BearManor Media, 2017), and perhaps that’s all the more recognition that some of them deserve.

Call me a champion of the underdog, but I’ve always been fascinated by the individuals and companies that populate this cinematic netherworld, which led me to research and write my previous biography, Mr. Suicide: Henry “Pathé” Lehrman and the Birth of Silent Comedy (BearManor Media, 2017). Lehrman’s partner in his L-Ko Komedy Kompany, which launched back in 1914, was a fellow named Abe Stern, and by 1916, Lehrman had sold his interest in the studio to Abe and Abe’s older brother, Julius. The Sterns continued that company until 1919, creating a sister company—Century Comedies—in 1917 that eventually replaced L-Ko. What little I learned about the Sterns while researching Lehrman percolated in the dark recesses of my mind, and with the completion of that book I couldn’t resist the siren call compelling me to look further into their lives and comedy brands. Hence, the book you are now holding in your hands.

There were, arguably, four phases to the Stern brothers’ output via these three brands. Phase One consisted solely of the comedies of Alice Howell, who was the primary reason for the creation of the Century brand in the first place.

Phase Two followed Howell’s departure from Century, a hodge-podge of comedies featuring children and animals and, on occasion, a comedian freed up from having to share the limelight with either of the former. Slapstick abounded during this phase, but with only a few exceptions the human actors of voting age went almost as quickly as they had come; the turnover at Century was considerable.

Phase Three was a transitional period, more focused, with a shift to situational comedy. A return to the Sterns’ so-called “Star System,” it featured a comparatively consistent stable of stars (or the Sterns’ version of “stars”), including the likes of Wanda Wiley, Al Alt, Edna Marian, and Eddie Gordon.1

And then there was Phase Four, with the studio—now reinvented as Stern Brothers Comedies—making the wholesale shift and commitment to comedy series based on popular comic strips and their characters.

So why aren’t the Stern brothers and their films better known? L-Ko, initially under Abe’s oversight and later with Julius’s contributions, released two hundred eighty-four comedies over the six years of its existence, while the combined total of Century, Rainbow, and Stern Brothers comedies totaled five hundred eighty releases from 1917 to 1929. That’s a combined total of eight hundred sixty-four comedies over a fifteen year period; one would think that that sort of prodigious output would be remembered, or at least acknowledged, in some of the numerous film histories that have appeared over the intervening years—but they haven’t. There are several reasons for their comparative obscurity.

First of all, their films were populated by a grab-bag of actors and actresses, only a few of whom had any sort of name recognition back in the day, and almost none a century later. The L-Ko’s had a few participants whose popularity flowed and ebbed, like Billie Ritchie, Mack Swain, and Gale Henry, but hardly anyone today remembers these comedians. The Century Comedies’ biggest name was Baby Peggy Montgomery, with Alice Howell a close second, but they too have been relegated to the footnotes of history. As for the Stern Brothers Comedies, there was practically no one of any sort of note aside from Syd Saylor, who had a lengthy career thereafter as a western sidekick, remembered today more as a face than a name, if remembered at all. And, of course, Lawrence “Snookums” McKeen, whose overnight fame evaporated almost as quickly as it had appeared—and we should be thankful for that. The Sterns’ cost-effective approach was to populate their films with individuals who they thought had some potential, be it from vaudeville, the stage, or with prior limited film experience and exposure. They were hired and turned over to the studios’ directors and gag men, then given the chance to either swim, or sink. Many of them sank.

Another reason is the lack of survival of these comedies. This can be attributed to a large degree to the loss of most of the films, through intentional studio house-cleaning for silver reclamation, outright disposal, unintentional nitrate decomposition, or “Act-of-God” vault fires. A few that survive were those released in smaller gauge format for home use, but a perusal of the film catalogues of Mogull’s, Eastin-Phelan, and its Blackhawk offspring reveals an almost total absence of Stern entries, the few offered paling in comparison to the dozens of films from Sennett, Roach, and other, even smaller companies. (The Kodascope Library of Motion Pictures in 16mm, it should be noted, was an exception, with more than two dozen of the Sterns’ comedies included.) Lack of star power and name recognition was likely a contributor to this imbalance. A few of the Sterns’ other films survived in foreign archives, some of which have been repatriated to stateside archives. Only a subset of these films is accessible to researchers and the public at large, the latter group in all likelihood unaware of the archives’ existence.

Some of the early books by noted historian Kalton C. Lahue provided readers with a lot of forgotten information about silent comedies and their stars, and were instrumental in sparking interest in these among a new generation born long after the films had faded from view. Unfortunately, the Sterns and their various brands barely warranted a mention. In his World of Laughter (University of Oklahoma Press, 1966), Lahue provides some cursory background on L-Ko, but even less on Century, focusing primarily, and briefly, on the later comic strip series of the Stern Brothers Comedies. In Clown Princes and Court Jesters (A.S. Barnes and Company, 1970), co-authored with Sam Gill, Alice Howell’s chapter mentions L-Ko, with Century named as little more than an afterthought. Other entries on Lee Moran, Max Asher, and Jimmy Finlayson—the latter two very briefly and only sporadically affiliated with Century—fail to mention the brand at all. As for Walter Kerr’s lovingly written The Silent Clowns (Alfred A. Knopf, 1975), neither the Sterns nor their brands receive any mention whatsoever. As a result, awareness of the Sterns and their studios was put on a back shelf and left to gather dust. Perhaps the best account of Century was provided by Glenn Mitchell in his A-Z of Silent Film Comedy (BT Batsford, 1998), although only a brief single paragraph in length. Even Neal Gabler’s excellent An Empire of Their Own (Anchor Books/Doubleday, 1988), which included lengthy and detailed pieces on Carl Laemmle, lumped an unnamed Julius among “other family members.” Which isn’t surprising, since Laemmle’s authorized biography of 1931, John Drinkwater’s The Life and Adventures of Carl Laemmle, had nary a mention of Julius Stern’s considerable contributions to the Imp and Universal studios from their inception into the early 1920s.

Some of the blame for the Sterns’ quick fade from memory can be attributed to the Sterns themselves. Julius was a tireless self-promoter, but with only a few exceptions his interviews, articles, and promotional pieces were consigned primarily to the trades, away from the eyes of the public at large. And while a portion of the filmgoing public of the 1920s recognized the Century and Stern Brothers brand names, these individuals tended to reside in rural areas where Universal’s output predominated. Universal relied on smaller, independent venues to show their films since they did not have the luxury of a chain of theatres of their own; exhibition in urban areas was the rarer exception. The Century and Stern Brothers brands’ output aside, Julius and Abe were essentially non-entities in the minds of filmgoers. With the coming of sound and the brothers’ retreat from filmmaking, those promotional releases to the trades disappeared just as quickly as the films had from the screens. From that time on, Julius shunned any sort of film-related public appearances, and never gave any more interviews about his years in the industry. As for Abe, he always took a back seat to Julius, allowing his older brother to be the face and voice of the studio. Comments from Abe in the trades were few and far between, and from the 1930s up until his death Abe effectively disappeared from the public scene.

Lastly, and perhaps the most critical reason for the lack of awareness of Julius Stern and, to a lesser extent, his brother Abe, falls at the feet of Carl Laemmle himself. From the sound era on, Laemmle adopted a tight-lipped policy about any sort of acknowledgment regarding Julius Stern’s considerable contributions to the development and growth of Imp and Universal. These contributions, and Laemmle’s ongoing reliance on Julius, will be detailed in the chapters that follow, along with the causes of their eventual estrangement in the late 1920s. You’ll find nary a word about any of this, or about Stern himself in Laemmle’s authorized biography of 1931, John Drinkwater’s The Life and Adventures of Carl Laemmle. Had Laemmle been magnanimous enough to give credit where credit was due, Stern’s place in early film history would have been documented and available to future researchers and historians. As it stands now, however, one has to dig deep for this stuff, and take many of Laemmle’s long accepted claims and assertions with the proverbial grain of salt.

This book is a humble attempt to redress that historical imbalance. I hope to provide an impartial and objective account of the Sterns’ various studios and their numerous films, as well as their lives before, during, and after their impressive run as purveyors of lower budget, but frequently inventive and wildly entertaining cinematic fare. I now present the Stern Brothers.
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The original Keystone and Broncho studio, 1912. Courtesy of Sam Gill.




Chapter 1: The Origins of L-Ko

The Century Comedies of Julius and Abe Stern weren’t created out of thin air. They were instead an offshoot of the L-Ko Komedy Kompany, which had been in business since 1914. And while Julius Stern would later attempt some revisionist history by claiming that upon relocating from the East to West Coast “he formed his own company called the L-Ko,”1 nothing could be further from the truth. Rather, the L-Ko was the brainchild of silent comedy pioneer Henry Lehrman and, if either of the Stern brothers should have made such a claim, the honor would have gone to Abe, one of Lehrman’s original partners.

Born in 1881 in the town of Sambor, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, twenty-five-year old Lehrman emigrated to the U.S. in December 1906. Within three years he had landed an on-again, off-again position with New York’s Biograph company, appearing primarily in small supporting parts and assisting his new friend Mack Sennett in developing filmable scenarios. During some breaks with Biograph, Lehrman also held positions with the Kinemacolor Company of America, as well as the Independent Moving Picture Company (aka Imp) where he would serve as a scenario editor and, fortuitously, direct a short comedy.

At the end of 1912, Lehrman headed out to the West Coast to join up with his buddy Sennett and the latter’s newly-formed Keystone Film Company. Here Lehrman would frequently appear before the camera and, more importantly, be put to work as a director, guiding such individuals as Ford Sterling, Mabel Normand, Charles Chaplin, and Roscoe Arbuckle through their comedic paces.

In early 1914, Lehrman and Sterling left Keystone to helm their own Sterling Comedies in partnership with Fred Balshofer, for release through Universal. This relationship didn’t last long. Having a taste of “freedom” and now finally receiving recognition for his filmic contributions, Lehrman approached Universal head Carl Laemmle about creating his own comedy brand independent of Sterling, with whom he was frequently at odds. Laemmle agreed, and the result was the L-Ko Motion Picture Company, the “L-Ko” for “Lehrman Knock-Out.”

Incorporated in Los Angeles on July 22, 1914, Lehrman had four fellow stockholders in this venture, likely there at Laemmle’s insistence to keep an eye on things, and to provide a quick cash infusion to get the studio up and running. They were Isadore Bernstein, Sam Behrendt, Alfred P. Hamberg, and Laemmle’s brother-in-law Abe Stern.

Isadore Bernstein was the general manager of Universal’s West Coast studios. Sam Behrendt was a wealthy former real estate tycoon who had made his fortune selling studio insurance policies, considered a big risk in those early days of the industry. Alfred P. Hamberg was a former newspaperman, theatrical manager, and most recently the manager of a New York movie theatre. And Abe Stern, the younger of Carl Laemmle’s two brothers-in-law with whom he would have business relations, was the manager of several film distribution exchanges. Only Stern, with “considerable experience in the business end of the motion picture business,”2 would take an active part in the new studio’s operations, serving as business manager.
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Henry Lehrman, circa 1914. Courtesy of Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.



L-Ko’s base of operations would be the former home of Universal. Located at 6100 Sunset Boulevard on the southwest corner of Gower Street and Sunset, the premises was in the process of being vacated as part of Laemmle’s consolidation of operations in the newly-built Universal City. Bernstein had a hundred foot square stage hastily erected so that filming could commence upon the arrival of Lehrman and his new employees.

Lehrman assembled a stock company to star in his initial comedies, with former British music hall comedian Billie Ritchie as its star. Ritchie was supported by heavyweight Henry Bergman, Gertrude Selby, and Eva Nelson in the initial releases, with Louise Orth brought on shortly thereafter. Former Keystone comic Hank Mann was part of this early group as well, along with Peggy Pearce, formerly with Keystone and Sterling. It wasn’t long before Alice Howell, Frank “Fatty” Voss, Gene Rogers, and Harry Gribbon came on board, and by 1916 Raymond Griffith, Lucille Hutton, Billy Bevan, Reggie Morris, Phil Dunham, Billy Armstrong, Dave Morris, and Charles Winninger were all added to the payroll, if only in some instances for short periods of time.

Lehrman directed the company’s first few films, including the premiere release Love and Surgery (released October 25, 1914) and its follow-up Partners in Crime (November 1, 1914), but he quickly beefed up the directorial ranks with the addition of Harry Edwards, Rube Miller, and John G. Blystone.
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L-Ko’s first release, Love and Surgery (October 25, 1914), directed by Henry Lehrman. Billie Ritchie wields a really big mallet. Courtesy of Library of Congress.



Over the next two years directors David Kirkland, Craig Hutchinson, and Noel Smith were engaged as well. New comedies were released each Sunday, but it wasn’t long before the enthusiastic acceptance of the L-Ko’s by exhibitors and patrons alike prompted a twice-a-week release. 1915 opened with the arrival of the additional Wednesday offering, and seventy-five films would be released that same year. Along with running the place and micro-managing all of his directors’ output, Lehrman would occasionally step behind the camera for his three-reel “Specials,” which included After Her Millions, Silk Hose and High Pressure (both 1915), and For the Love of Mike and Rosie (1916). He would act in each of these films as well as direct.
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For the Love of Mike and Rosie (1916), a Lehrman-directed three-reel “Special.” Left-to-right: Bert Roach, Eva Nelson (background), Louise Orth, Harry Russell sans hair, and Charles Inslee with top hat. The fellow in the window unidentified. Courtesy of Steve Massa.



By mid-1915 three of Lehrman’s fellow trustees were no longer a part of L-Ko. Alfred Hamberg had left to direct for Dallas, Texas’s Southern Feature Film Association soon after L-Ko’s incorporation. Isadore Bernstein had severed ties with Universal to set up his short-lived Bernstein Film Productions, notable primarily for introducing Stan Laurel to filmgoers in Nuts in May (1917). As for Sam Behrendt, the whole endeavor seemed to have been a mere lark for him, opening some additional doors to fraternize with the industry’s elite.3 Only Abe Stern remained in the seemingly thankless job of business manager, struggling to keep the company financially afloat by ensuring the release schedules were adhered to.
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Production still from Cupid in a Hospital (1915), featuring cast, crew, and visiting executives. Left-to-right seated: Gertrude Selby, Abe Stern, Carl Laemmle, Louise Orth, unknown. Standing: Hank Mann on crutches, Billie Ritchie with bandaged head, Alice Howell behind Stern, Eva Nelson behind Laemmle, director Henry Lehrman with bowtie, and Rube Miller at right with goatee. Courtesy of Marc Wanamaker and Bison Archives.



Victor Heerman, who joined L-Ko shortly after it opened as Lehrman’s assistant, had this to say about Abe’s stress level during a period where Lehrman was physically incapacitated:

Abe is saying to me, “What are we going to do? What are we going to do? We need to get these pictures off.” He was upset because if your picture didn’t leave for New York Tuesday night, there would be no payroll in Los Angeles Saturday morning. Those on the East Coast would look at the thing, wire the money to the bank, and the checks on the West Coast would be okayed. “We can get them out,” I said. Just to keep him quiet.4

To that end, Abe would reward—or should I say bribe—Heerman to get the product out the door:

Abe would give me twenty-five dollars a reel for every picture I made. He says, “Don’t ever tell Henry. Don’t ever tell Henry.”5

It wasn’t all studio-bound work for Abe, however, and he was still able to make the occasional business trip back to New York. His new-found wealth called to him, and he took an understandable interest in material things. “Abe Stern, manager of the L-Ko films,” wrote the Los Angeles Times, “blew in from New York a few days ago, bringing with him a whole repertoire of new clothes, which promise to make him the Beau Brummell of filmland. He moved in and out of several suits yesterday, but dwelt for the most part in his white linen, garnished with a tasty Panama.”6 And it didn’t end there: “Abe Stern will be in Bradstreet’s before long if he keeps on buying automobiles,” wrote Variety a year or so later.7 The fruits of his labors.


[image: images]

Abe Stern seated in rear of his chauffeur-driven limousine. Courtesy of Rachael Rose-Stern.



L-Ko’s star comedian, of course, was Billie Ritchie, but Hank Mann offered some stiff competition, appearing in more than two dozen comedies by the end of 1915. Of the studio’s female performers, Alice Howell was the standout. A rough-and-tumble comedian who would do most anything for a laugh, her filmic characters stood in stark contrast to those of Selby, who tended to play the love interest, to those of the more elegant and fashionable Orth, and to the fiery-tempered housewives played by Nelson. Howell made the rounds of the studio’s numerous directors, but by mid-1916 had settled in with director John Blystone, who helmed all but two of her films from A Busted Honeymoon on through the end of the year. So popular were Howell’s films that three of them—The Great Smash, Tillie’s Terrible Tumble, and Alice in Society (all 1916)—were released in three reels, a length heretofore reserved for the Lehrman-directed “Specials.”
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L-Ko’s Under the Table (1915), directed by John G. Blystone. Hank Mann, victorious, Eva Nelson, crying, and Reggie Morris with arm around Gertrude Selby, seated at right. Courtesy of Steve Massa.



Lehrman had a great success on his hands with the L-Ko brand, and by April 1916 had leased the balance of the old Universal studio at Gower and Sunset. Offices were moved to those formerly occupied by the Universal executives, and four directors were at work.8 While the bulk of the studio’s output was of one- and two-reel lengths, with the very occasional three-reeler thrown into the mix, Lehrman boldly announced in June 1916 his plans to film a five-reel comedy. This was, perhaps, in response to the success of Mack Sennett’s Keystone feature-length Tillie’s Punctured Romance from late 1914. To be titled The Mirth of a Nation, a title for which he had just paid the unheard of sum of $500 to author H.H. Van Loan, it appeared that Lehrman was ready to take his studio to the next level.9 And then, seemingly out of nowhere, it was announced that on July 8, 1916 Lehrman had sold all of his shares in L-Ko.10
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Billie Ritchie and Henry Lehrman on their return from New York, January 1916. Courtesy of Lisa Robins.



This came as a surprise to the rest of the industry, but it is likely that Lehrman’s departure had been agreed upon months earlier. Back at the end of 1915 it was reported that Lehrman was returning to Hollywood from a trip to New York where he was “arranging details in his contract with the Universal Film Mfg. Company.”11 If mutually agreeable terms had not been arrived at, the split may have been decided at that time with a handshake. Lehrman’s departure, after all, was almost two years to the date of the company’s incorporation, and the announcement of that five-reel feature may have been a separate agreement reached in the interim.

There are several possible explanations that would explain this parting of ways in spite of the company’s success. Lehrman’s personality may have had something to do with it, alienating Laemmle and his ongoing support of L-Ko with its current leadership. Then again, Laemmle was notoriously tight with a buck, and Lehrman may have rankled at the continuous penny-pinching. Or perhaps, with the apparent success of L-Ko under his belt, Lehrman’s talents may have become a more valuable commodity, and the prospect of a new comedy brand with a company having deeper pockets than Universal’s—like Fox—may have played into it.
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Hank Mann and Billie Ritchie ready to do battle in the Lehrman-directed The Death of Simon LeGree (1915) That’s Eva Nelson holding the baby, and Harry Russell in blackface. Courtesy of Sam Gill.



A more likely explanation would be that Laemmle’s reputation for nepotism led him to a decision to push Lehrman out and replace him with another brother-in-law, Abe’s brother Julius. Julius by now could well afford to acquire the bulk of Lehrman’s stock, either alone or in conjunction with Abe. And what became of the stock of those other three original incorporators? Perhaps it had already been acquired by one or both of the Sterns, who by this time now had a controlling interest.

Whatever the explanation, this would be the end of Lehrman’s tenure, and the ascension of the Sterns to full control of L-Ko.

But before we continue our story, some background on the brothers Stern.



[image: images]

The L-Ko Motion Picture Company, posed for a group photo on April 22, 1916. Left-to-right, front row seated: Editor Charles Hochberg second from left, Jack White, Billy Bevan (straw boater), Lucille Hutton, director John G. Blystone, and Billie Ritchie (tie and flat cap) after the two women seated to the right of Blystone. Dan Russell seated on ground in front of Ritchie, and Bert Roach seated on ground at far right. Fatty Voss in back row with dark hat and bow tie, dwarfing the others. Might that be Lehrman in the far back with the flat cap and bow tie? Courtesy of Marc Wanamaker and Bison Archives




Chapter 2: The Brothers Stern

Had it not been for the encouragement of Carl Laemmle, the future owner of Universal, Abe and Julius Stern might never have left their homeland of Germany.

Carl Laemmle was born on January 17, 1867, in the town of Laupheim, located in what was then the South German kingdom of Württemberg. The tenth of thirteen children born to Julius Baruch Laemmle and wife Rebekka, Laemmle spent his early teens as apprentice and errand boy to a business selling stationary goods and novelties, eventually working his way up to bookkeeper and office manager. Enticed by letters received from older brother Joseph, who had emigrated to the U.S. some years earlier, Laemmle packed his bags and followed, his father having purchased a ticket on the S.S. Neckar as a seventeenth birthday present. He arrived in New York on February 14, 1884.

A varied assortment of menial jobs followed, in locations that included New York, Chicago, and South Dakota before Laemmle ended up in Oshkosh, Wisconsin in 1894. There he took a job with the Continental Clothing Company, a branch of the Chicago-based business owned by a fellow named Sam Stern. Laemmle was appointed manager of the Oshkosh branch four years later, now receiving a commission on the branch’s profits.

Here’s where Julius Stern enters the picture. A visit by Laemmle to the main office in Chicago happened to coincide with that of Stern’s niece, Recha Stern, visiting from her home in Flieden, a municipality in the district of Fulda, Germany. Laemmle and Recha fell in love and married in 1898, moving into a home on Church Street. Laemmle was a busy man, however, and the newlyweds would not have time to take a honeymoon for another five years, when they returned to Germany in mid-1903 to visit their respective homes. It is likely that the couple’s belated honeymoon trip was the occasion where Laemmle finally met Recha’s siblings, her two sisters Anna and Frieda, and her brothers Abe, Julius, Herman, and Joseph Stern.
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Carl Laemmle in 1884, age seventeen. Courtesy of James L. Freedman.



The second youngest of the male Stern siblings, Julius Stern was born in Flieden on March 22, 1886 to Loeb Stern and Malchen Herzberger Stern. He had five older siblings: Recha (1875), Anna (1877), Joseph (1879), Frieda (1882), and Herman (1884). Julius emigrated to the U.S. in 1903, accompanying Carl and Recha on the return trip from their honeymoon; they arrived on September 15 aboard the S.S. Kaiser Wilhelm II. Julius “had twenty-five American dollars sewn in his pants,” or that was his claim later in life, echoed here by his daughter, Susan Stern Sherman.
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The Stern family and brother-in-law Carl Laemmle, circa 1906. Standing, left-to-right: Abe Stern, Julius Stern, Frieda Stern, Joseph Stern, and Herman Stern. Seated, left-to-right: mother Malchen Herzberger Stern and father Loeb Stern. To the right of them: Recha Stern Laemmle, her husband Carl Laemmle (with mustache!), and seated on Recha’s lap daughter Rosabelle Laemmle. Courtesy of Gilbert Sherman.
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Flieden, Germany, a district in the municipality of Fulda; the Stern family’s birthplace.



Julius’s emigration to the U.S. was at the behest of his uncle, the stores’ owner Sam Stern, and his brother-in-law Carl, to join Carl in his store in Oshkosh. Good timing, for as Julius put it years later: “The reason I left there, I didn’t want to go in the army.” He was put to work as a salesman for the princely sum of five dollars a week, Stern the youngest of eleven salesmen. He later said that he was the sole Jewish boy among the other ten gentiles, but they all got along. “I had a lot of good friends there, lots of nice boys.”

It would appear, however, that relations between Julius and his uncle, Sam Stern, weren’t as congenial. Many decades later, daughter Susan recounted the ritualistic back-and-forth that took place between Julius and his children at the dinner table, regarding his earliest days in America working for an unnamed “Uncle,” Sam Stern:

Dad had not come to the Land of Golden Opportunity for five bucks a week, so he discovered spifs and p.m.’s. Neither term was ever explained to us precisely; we knew only that they were both promotional gimmicks, and by selling them one earned a commission over and above one’s salary. Overnight, to hear dad tell it, he was making not five, but twenty dollars a week. “And do you know what I did to save money?” he’d ask us. “You’d walk both ways to save the nickel carfare!” we’d chorus. “That sonofabitch, what do you think he tried to pay me for a whole week’s work?” he’d ask us. “Five dollars!” was the only reply accepted. “But was I letting that miser—that sonofabitch—get away with that? To pay a relative only five dollars a week—do you know what I did then?” he’d thunder. “You sold spifs and p.m.’s” we’d say and then, the ritual complete, he was satisfied. Except of course to finish smugly, “And then the sonofabitch was paying me twenty dollars, and I was still walking to save the nickel carfare.”

Within a year or so of Laemmle’s return from his honeymoon trip to Oshkosh, however, a disagreement with Sam Stern over profits led to Laemmle’s return to the legions of the unemployed, as well as a return to Chicago. Or at least that’s how Laemmle told it to his biographer a number of years later; Julius offered a different explanation. According to Julius, Sam Stern wanted both Laemmle and Julius to switch over to the store’s children’s department, and the two of them refused to do so and quit.

Laemmle teamed up with Robert H. Cochrane, the ad agent behind the Oshkosh store’s ready-made advertising. The two decided that the future lay in the marketing of large quantities of cheap goods, and to that end they pondered the idea of opening a chain of five and ten cent stores. That plan fell by the wayside, however, when Laemmle realized that a more lucrative future might instead lie with moving pictures. So, in February 1906, Laemmle opened “The White Front” nickelodeon in a vacancy on Milwaukee Avenue. Its immediate success was such that Laemmle opened a sister theatre, “The Family Theatre,” a mere two months later.
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Robert H. Cochrane, circa 1920.



Julius claimed in later years that he was a part of this decision-making process, and that they had flipped a coin to decide between the chain of stores or the motion picture business. He also said that there was a theatre in Oshkosh that preceded The White Front in Chicago, but his memory may have been faulty about this. Regardless, Julius lent Laemmle some money to open the theatre. “I think eventually he paid it back,” he said, ruminating about this transaction. Julius managed the Milwaukee Avenue Theatre.

During those earliest days, the theatre got by “using two reels of film a week, showing one on three days and the other on four days.” It wasn’t always easy, and one needed to be a Jack-of-all-trades to keep it going, but the theatres did well. Julius recalled that when the projectionist would fail to show, he would have to fill in, cranking the projector with one hand while eating a sandwich with the other. And during those simpler times, Julius would carry each day’s take home with him, on foot and unescorted. This led to at least one attempt to rob him when the assailant threw a rock at Julius’s head but only managed to knock off his hat; Julius beat a hasty retreat.

All that risk to save a nickel carfare.
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The White Front Theatre. Young Julius Stern is seen standing directly on the left side of the ticket booth. Courtesy of Gilbert Sherman.



Julius related several amusing anecdotes about his years managing the theatre. “When we ran the nickelodeon in Chicago we also had entertainers,” recalled Julius. “A girl, she was very good, but she wasn’t with us anymore. Then we got another one, and a fellow, and I was going to let her go; she wasn’t very good. The fellow hits me, here,” he said, pointing to his nose, “and he breaks my nose. See it? I had him arrested, put him in jail. That’s what happened to me here.”

Another story involved his ongoing issues with the help. “We had a cashier there, and a manager…. He had one of those folding beds down in the basement, and we found out, and he played around with the girl down there, downstairs; we fired them!”

Laemmle’s efforts to secure more film for his theatres sparked his interest in the film exchange business. This led to the formation of the Laemmle Film Service in October 1906, to distribute films to theatre owners. That venture proved to be a considerable success, quickly outearning his theatres for revenue. Robert Cochrane bought a piece of the business a year later, and within two years they had branch offices in Minneapolis, Des Moines, Omaha, Memphis, Salt Lake City, Portland, Winnipeg, and Montreal. By 1909 Laemmle’s Film Service was the largest in the country with its nine branch offices.
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Carl Laemmle poses with one of his theatres’ projectors. Courtesy of James L. Freedman.



In 1907, Julius joined the Laemmle Film Service. He was appointed assistant manager and placed in charge of the Booking Department. In those pre-Imp days he obtained films primarily from Italy’s Itala and Ambrosia film companies. “I would have been glad to have had Imps, if I could have got them,” said Julius in 1912, by which time he was part of Imp. “Neither did we have any posters, lithographs or synopses in those days; things were very different in the business.”

“Julius Stern,” wrote Billboard

…is directly responsible for the wonderful success and growth of this concern…. Julius is particularly well qualified for his position, and has a peculiar faculty of studying each customer’s wants. He does not throw a program together in “helter skelter” style, but gives his patrons just what they demand with a view of pleasing the different and varied tastes of large audiences. No wonder Julius is the most popular young man in the Laemmle establishment. He is always pleasant and accommodating, and it is no surprise that the exhibitors stick to him like glue.

Julius served as purchasing agent and booker as well at the small quarters on Dearborn Street. The Film Service’s manager was a fellow named Maurice Fleckles, who would go on to marry the Sterns’ sister Anna. Anna had emigrated to the U.S. a few years earlier, where she was put to work as a ticket taker in one of Laemmle’s theatres. And no wonder, since some other cashiers had caused problems. “They would take the ticket, and they wouldn’t tear it up,” remembered Julius. “I was cheated…they were resellers.”

In 1908, the Motion Picture Patents Company—unaffectionately known as The Trust—had been formed. This was a pooling of sixteen patents that related to the production and projection of motion pictures. In so doing, The Trust felt that it now had an ironclad stranglehold on the industry, with motion picture cameras, projectors, and film stock all falling under these patents. Production companies were now licensed by The Trust to use the affected equipment and film. Distributors were licensed to handle films made solely by The Trust’s licensee companies, and exhibitors to use projectors manufactured by Edison. And, of course, they all had to pay ongoing fees for the privilege. The fallout was the elimination of the remaining independent producers and the approximately one thousand independent film exchanges and exhibitors operating at the time.

Laemmle rankled at the ultimatum delivered by The Trust, but as the nation’s largest distributor was understandably concerned about having a lack of product to distribute if he failed to acquiesce to their demands. And so he decided to make his own films.

Laemmle went independent in April of 1909, pooling whatever financial resources he had with those of his brother-in-law Julius. As Julius later put it during some of those ritualistic, back-and-forth dinner conversations:

“When Laemmle wanted to start Universal Pictures, who do you think gave him the money?” “You did.” “I did. And there was a time we could have sold out for fourteen million dollars, but…” That one always left us wistful.

By June 1909 Laemmle’s Independent Motion Picture Company—commonly known as the Imp—was cranking out low budget fare in its New York-based studio at 111 East 14th Street. A dozen films were released during the remainder of that year, another one hundred films in 1910, and one hundred twenty films in 1911. According to one of his many ads placed in the trades, “My motto will be: The best films that man’s ingenuity can devise, and the best films man’s skill can execute.” Needless to say, a bar set unrealistically high.
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The Imp studio on Dyckman Street in the Bronx, New York, 1909. Courtesy of Marc Wanamaker and Bison Archives.



By late 1910, Julius had added the management of Laemmle’s Colonial Theatre in Oshkosh to his other duties. “A year ago the Independent films were unknown in this town,” wrote Moving Picture News in early 1911. “When the Colonial opened with Independent service the other managers all laughed and said it would not last long, but to-day out of four picture houses three are using first run Independent pictures….” By 1914, Stern had a circuit of theatres that included the one in Oshkosh as well as in Burling, Iowa, Beloit, Wisconsin, and Chicago.

Imp was doing so well by this time that in April 1911 Julius relocated to New York to serve as the company’s business manager, and within a half year was appointed general manager of the company. The studio had relocated to 102 West 101st Street by this time, and Stern would eventually take up residence at 417 Riverside Drive.

Part of Stern’s job was to acquire the necessary talent to appear before the cameras in the unending stream of fare cranked out on an ongoing basis. Not as easy as it may sound, since many stage actors and actresses were hesitant to sully their good names and reputations by lowering their standards to accept roles in this “disreputable” new medium. And so Stern had to think outside the box, and occasionally hire individuals without any prior training, both for before- and behind-the-camera positions. He later spoke of his approach to finding new talent:

I am always watching for fresh talent, and if I think I see promise in a person, absence of past reputation doesn’t count an iota. Not only that, but having given a man a chance I will not discard him if his first effort is not what I expected of it. Under this system I have given many of the “big lights” of the business help in their early picture days that I know have been fruitful of results.

Henry Lehrman, Imp’s first scenario editor, was cited by Stern as a successful example of this approach.

An ad in Variety titled “Wanted: Attractive Ingenue and Leading Lady” provides an example of Stern’s approach to acquire talent in these early days: “Must have appearance that will photograph well. Moving picture experience not essential. Communications treated confidentially. Address JULIUS STERN, Mgr., Imp Studio.”

Stern’s name would surface in the press sporadically during this period. In September of 1911, a blaze broke out in the ladies’ underwear factory that occupied the floor below the Imp offices and factory. Several Imp employees tried to extinguish the blaze while Stern and the others ushered their fifty-five employees to safety, their arms full of negatives and the bookkeeper’s books.

Two months later, Stern’s engagement to a Miss Minnie Dienstag of Chicago was announced. Dienstag, it was said, “is a very popular member of the Chicago young society set, and will, undoubtedly, bring Mr. Stern into the social limelight.” Dienstag was a friend of Julius’s sister Anna and her husband Maurice Fleckles, but after the two women took a trip to New York to visit Anna’s sister Recha and other friends over the holidays, nothing more made it into the press about Minnie. It would appear that this marriage never actually took place.
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Full-page ad for the Imp comedy Squnk
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