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            From SLOCUM—A-4496

            January 10, 1947

            Mr. Clinton T. Duffy, Warden

            INSTITUTION

            San Quentin

            Dear Sir:

            As requested I would like to give my impression and opinion of the recent “Movie” shown here—It’s a Wonderful Life.

            I especially appreciated the “hidden message” that the picture itself conveyed. Some of us at some time or another have contemplated suicide because we felt that there was nothing to go on for and that the world would be much better off without us. The star of the Picture, Mr. Stewart, very admirably portrayed the elation and joy that a person feels when they come to their senses after thinking of taking away life’s most precious gift to man, which is life itself.

            I can honestly say that the picture was the best picture of its kind that I have ever seen.

            Very Respectfully,

            James D. Slocum      4496

            
                

            

            When I went in to see the movie Its A Wonderful life. I was very Blue and sort of discussed. Me being in here and my loved ones so far away. And when I came out of the movies It was like the whole world had changed. It brought to realization to me. That we all nave some reasons to be on this Good Earth. That we may have the chance to help somebody at some time or other. And that in return are friend will help us to in time of need. I think that Its A Wonderful Life brought that fact to all our minds That seen the picture. I enjoyed it very much as many other imates did too. I would like to see more pictures on the same basis as it. It sure builds up the moral of Prison. I thank You and Appreciate it for your work in getting It’s a A Wonderful Life

            Robert D. Small      A4603 4

             

            Warden Clinton Duffy

            After seeing “It’s a Wonderful Life” One can not help reflecting the events and people our lives have touched. Often with dismay and almost always with a twinge of regret, as we come to realize the lasting effect our mere presents may have had on the lives and destinies of those around us.

            If nothing else, it gives rhyme and reason for existing—Something we have all pondered at one time or another.

            A Wonderful picture, Warden and we feel better men for having seen it. It leaves you with something more than a feeling of entertainment.

            We Thank you for it.

            Your Friends

            BOB FLETCHER A2186 

            JIM IZLAR A2293
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            DOWN ON EARTH

         

         Looking down, through the clouds, on Frank Capra speaking intently to the new vice president in charge of world production in his office at Columbia Pictures, all of us up here can see he is discouraged. You see, Frank is sixty-nine, an old-timer by the Hollywood clock. It’s on account of the remaining goodwill his name brings to those old enough to remember him that he’s still invited in, this tenth day of January 1966, to meet with Columbia’s new vice president—a man by the name of Mike Frankovich—to discuss the space adventure Marooned and his directing it. Frank knows what he’s up against: the growing budget, the changing audience, his failing box office, one lost-cause long shot after the next. But he still hopes. Hope is his signature, after all, the feeling his pictures give—gave—to the people. They might have forsaken hope, but he hasn’t—not all of it anyway. That’s something of what has driven him back into town, to Hollywood, down the back roads and along the highway from his ranch in Fallbrook, where he’s been hiding for years from his hopelessness some one hundred miles from the movies, with a cold he’s been fighting all week. His wife, Lu, has the same cold, as well as chronic bronchitis, but she’s driven in with him anyway. That’s Lu for you. And that’s Frank for you. Even with a cold.

         As for Marooned, Frank needs this picture as much as a poor man needs a loan, maybe more. It’s the matter of his present standing in the world. Your average citizen tends not to have the kind of renown Frank has, or had. For a man of reputation, that takes upkeep, which in Frank’s case, necessitates the directing of motion pictures. His way forward with Marooned is to give a little bit more time and effort, though he’s already given more than he’d like, and settle with Mr. Frankovich on the budget, somewhere in the millions, probably 8between two and three, no small figure. But it’s not going that way. The problem—well, one of them anyway—is that they don’t seem to be talking about the budget. In fact, it seems Mr. Frankovich doesn’t want to discuss the financial aspects of the picture at all. He keeps turning the conversation back to what Frank was sure they had already discussed and agreed upon: further changes to the script. And this is a script he and Walter Newman have been rewriting, for no pay, at Columbia’s behest, for some eighteen months already.

         It never used to work this way. In Hollywood, they used to collect a salary for making pictures. Now they get paid for just talking about making them.

         Poor Frank hasn’t made a picture in six years. You can tell. In that madras jacket, he doesn’t even look like the greatest American director who ever lived, Frank Capra. Truth be told, he looks like a golfer. A retired golfer.

         In his honcho’s chair and snappy businessman’s suit, Mr. Frankovich no longer looks like the son of immigrants. Though his father abandoned the family when he was just a boy, the young Mike was a hard worker of the sort America favors, and he put himself through UCLA parking cars and digging ditches. It just goes to show, you can’t go by a man’s clothes. Every one of us has his troubles. Actually, Mr. Frankovich’s current ordeal is in its way much like Capra’s, but from the other side of the desk. “You couldn’t lose money in the picture business in the days when Warner was running Warner Bros.,1 and Laemmle was at Universal, and Mayer was at MGM, and Zanuck was at Fox,” Frankovich once said. “Most of the big motion picture companies had their own theaters, and those that had their own theaters, had markets for their pictures. They didn’t have to go out and get bids from the exhibitors, but that allowed them then to establish their own studio personnel and put under contract a lot of artists.”

         In the old days, when Frank was at this very same but very different Columbia Pictures, east of Gower, south of Sunset, working for Harry Cohn, these setbacks rarely occurred. Sure, there were squabbles, insults, fights, and outright battles, but pictures got made. And 9not just one or two, but hundreds, and all across Hollywood, one for every taste, man, woman, child, and dog. Back then, with a pounding of his fist, Mr. Cohn would grunt “yes” to Frank’s picture idea and just about whichever Columbia cast and crew Frank wanted with him. Then Frank and his number one partner, the writer Robert Riskin, would be off to work. Then, pounding again, and they’d be rolling cameras. No deliberations of budget, no approval from stars. Just that begrudging grumble from Mr. Cohn and his nagging Go, get to work, figure it out yourself, that’s what I pay you for, and some months later, out would come It Happened One Night or Lady for a Day or Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. But those years and their audiences are a quarter century gone. At least that’s what the box office says to Mr. Frankovich.

         Mr. Frankovich pounds his fist “yes” to only about thirty pictures a year. It has been getting too damned hard. Over the last months, time and again, Frank and Walter Newman have cut, condensed, and rewritten the Marooned script to Columbia’s budgetary specifications only to be told, sometimes not even by the man ordering the changes, there is still more to change. Once, Frank and Mr. Newman cut as many as twenty pages and many more thousands of dollars from the budget, thinking they were at last on their way to a “yes” from Mr. Frankovich, only to then be informed that the budget was still too high and they needed to get back in there and cut more. And still they asked why Frank moved out to Fallbrook.

         You’ve heard people say, “They don’t make ’em like they used to”? Well, if the year on your calendar is 1966, they also don’t produce and distribute ’em like they used to. Whether you like Columbia’s new pictures as much as Frank’s old ones, people just don’t go to the pictures the way they did in Frank’s day. More than ever, they watch television. A few years back, Frank wrote,

         
            The fast-growing habit of the American public to stay home and watch TV is now solidifying to the extent that fine movies come and go in the neighborhood theaters and nobody cares. A picture that doesn’t have the “transportation power” to blast customers 10from their living room and into a theater doesn’t stand a chance of becoming a box-office hit. For years professional movie-makers have devoted their talents mainly to making fine entertainment, knowing that good advertising, “word-of-mouth” etc., would take care of the box-office if they had a good show. In my opinion the time is coming when a “good show” is not enough. Professional movie-makers must become super “showmen.” They will have to pre-sell their product and create a must see ingredient in order to transport audiences into theaters.

         

         And then he added:

         
            For some of us who have concentrated our creative talents to pleasing and entertaining audiences this problem of overcoming the apathy of audiences is new, and perhaps galling. But it has become a factor in our profession that we must face in order to survive. Otherwise TV may reduce our tremendous world-wide industry to Art houses and a select audience of “afficiandoes.”

         

         That, or maybe they just don’t like his pictures anymore.

         But without Capra there would be no Columbia. The irony was uncomfortably acknowledged by Frank and Frankovich both. Without Capra, Mike Frankovich, whom Capra had twenty-five years earlier given a small part—a break!—in his 1941 picture, Meet John Doe, certainly wouldn’t be behind that desk. But Capra’s influence went beyond even those his ingenuity made famous. So great was Frank Capra’s influence on Hollywood’s public image and handling of its inner politics, so definite were his powers of star-making, his artistry, and his technical innovation across genres, that there would be no Hollywood as we knew it or know it without him. And what’s more, without Frank Capra, we would have a very different picture of America, the best of it and the worst of it, at least in our own minds. Or, as the director John Cassavetes put it, “Maybe there really wasn’t an America, it was only Frank Capra.” 11

         What he means is that this little man in the madras jacket is the foremost film artist of the national imagination. He means that his films set the template for what we think of as the Hollywood movie: the everyday David trouncing the corporate Goliath, the power of one to change the lives of many, the triumph of love and justice and hope over tyranny, the all-in joy of shared laughter, the spiritual necessity of struggle and lonely conviction. Erroneously thought to be native to Hollywood, these ingredients were actually brought together there and perfected by Frank Capra, whose name and work are synonymous with the American dream when it was not just a dream. It Happened One Night remains the model for the American romantic comedy; Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, banned during World War II by Nazi Germany, Spain, Italy, and Stalin’s USSR, was the last picture screened in German-occupied France, where one Paris theater defiantly ran it for a month; and Capra’s Why We Fight series of war films was hailed by Winston Churchill. His only equal for the title of America’s director is his dear friend John Ford, but Ford’s America passed before he even got to it; that was Ford’s very subject. Capra’s America is now, or could be. Capra’s is the voice of the American way of life, how we yearn, govern, fight; how we live freely as ourselves in a community of others equally free as themselves. The stars he invented prove the point: Jean Arthur, Barbara Stanwyck, Gary Cooper, and Jimmy Stewart, the last the star of Capra’s towering masterpiece, by popular and critical esteem, the apotheosis of American film, maybe even American culture, It’s a Wonderful Life.

         “I think Frank’s the classic example of the motion picture director,”2 Jimmy Stewart would say. “But you know I can’t help feeling that for all the great pictures he’s made, the best Frank Capra story is the story of his own life. It’s got more highs and lows than a roller coaster…. It’s kinda hard to believe, really. And it could only happen in America.”

         
            *

         

         Leaving his meeting empty-handed, he’s lowering himself into a taxi. Back to Fallbrook, where Frank, determined to farm if he isn’t going 12to make pictures, will direct the planting of a new crop of Fuerte avocados and to live out, he fears, the rest of his life as a lost cause, erased by the business he helped found. Who has seen, let alone heard of, It’s a Wonderful Life in the two decades since its release? Almost no one.

         
            *

         

         It was around the production of his last and worst picture, a turkey by most anyone’s standards, Pocketful of Miracles, that Frank’s headaches became unmanageable. By then, they lasted sometimes as long as an hour. Sometimes he’d have to lie down on the floor in darkness, unable to move or even think, a cool towel pressed to his head, and curse God in language no one would confuse with the dialogue by Robert Riskin. When the headaches struck in the middle of production, he would hide in shame. Physicians were baffled. They examined his eyes, brain, blood, bones.

         In the last days of March 1966, as Americans see the last of The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet and as thousands march against the war in Vietnam, Frank Capra writes a long memo to Mike Frankovich, giving vent to his frustrations in wide-ranging detail—and receives no reply. Ignored? Frank Capra? The insult was downright flagrant. He gathers his sons, Frank Jr. and Tom, and their own children up at the ranch for Easter weekend, and though Frank never counted himself securely among the believers, he takes his family to Mass. Then he tried to forget all about it.

         Weeks after he sent it, Frank’s memo is still ignored by Columbia.

         Indignant, Capra now refuses to take the calls from Columbia. For ten full days and across California, from his fisherman’s boat in the mountains to his hotel room at the Beverly Wilshire, the stalemate persists. Finally, Mr. Frankovich personally calls Frank at his cabin in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, but Frank, true to his plan, does not take the call. He is finished, he decides, with Hollywood.

         As if he were someone else, he tells himself to live for that morning smell of pine, that brisk mountain air.

         He watches the water with an unsmiling grin, laughing bitterly. He 13is free, he tells himself. Free of the Hollywood that has forgone heroes for hysterics, John Ford for Mike Nichols. Free of the country that has gone, as if proudly, from courage to confusion; from beautiful, soaring melody to rock and roll.

         He is a fisherman now, fishing and hoping being so alike as to almost be the same: A fellow alone just has to wait and see, but even the best know when to pull up their line.

         At home, Lu rubs his shoulders, but that’s all she or anyone can do. More even than Hollywood’s top director, this little old man once grinned across the cover of Time magazine as America’s storyteller and after Franklin D. Roosevelt communicator number one, its conscience, confessor, and, given how far he’d come, best success and favorite son. Maybe he’d lost the Jackrabbit gene. Forty-five years in Hollywood is some time to walk among the giants and hold the nation’s dreams in your hands, and no small feat when those very dreams are up against a Depression and a world war. Maybe the people had lost the spirit he once gave back double to them. Whom would they turn to now? Whose spirit would they borrow on breadlines and in barracks when their own gave out? When the world went down the tubes on the tube, who would remind them of all that was good inside their hearts?

         
            *

         

         At the end of May, Frank instructs his agents to officially withdraw him from Marooned, and he begins, with convincing zest, what he calls “the first extended vacation I ever had in my life.” With nothing to do but fish, hike, and commune with the natural wonders of John Muir country, he laughs off the suggestion that he should call a psychiatrist, that he is depressed. Headshrinkers were just trends, and he has always hated trends. He is an individual, unique in God or Nature’s creation, and strong; he’d fight and win on his own. The Jackrabbit gene—the one Frank’s father always said he had—kicks in, and he drives down to Bishop to buy a chair and a typewriter table. For hours each day, he wills himself into the office he has set up and 14goes back to work, at last. He’s back, folks! It’s writing, he persuades himself, and not picture making, that’s the most difficult, and therefore the most fascinating, of the arts, he decides. Anyhow, it’s what’s at hand. “My psychiatrist is always available and charges no fees,” he types.

         “Besides, the office accommodates thousands at a time, and there’s no waiting in line.

         “Here you don’t talk to your psychiatrist,” he types. “Here you listen … listen to the Healer of Healers—Mother Nature….

         “This is Nature, the psychiatrist, talking to you; cleansing your mind and body, replacing the cankers of fear, meanness, envy and doubt with the purity, courage and joy of natural life; and saying to you: ‘Be glad you’re alive. Think clean and live with God.’”

         Frank settles in with his wife at their cabin in the mountains near Silver Lake, rejoicing in the innumerable blessings of being alive. He signs an application for his pension from the Directors Guild of America, an institution he helped found in 1936, watches the trout and resumes the course of his headache medication, half a tab in the morning, half a tab in the afternoon, half a tab at night. Side effects include insomnia, nausea, stomach cramps, night sweats, dry mouth, vomiting, and blurred vision. His only relief, his secret kept from Lu, is the calming prospect of suicide.
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            “IF YOU’RE GOING TO HELP A MAN, YOU WANT TO KNOW SOMETHING ABOUT HIM, DON’T YOU?”
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            HIMSELF

         

         Was this headache America? Already, Francesco hated it. If these were Americans, he hated them. They were wretched, seasick, witless, poor; all the same, one after the next. Down in steerage, in the airless dark, over a thousand immigrants, like him, packed body to body, unwashed and vomiting in the damp clothes they had been wearing for days. They were only what they could carry: bags, babies, papers, and their stench. Francesco hated their helplessness, their cries to heaven, each in a different language, though exactly the same: I’m hungry, I’m scared, dear God, please.

         Then the storm came. It rocked the SS Germania through May 18, 1903, Francesco Capra’s sixth birthday. He was sick for days, but his father, Salvatore, was sicker, too weak to help Francesco’s mother, Rosaria, lift her own weight up the iron ladder as she gripped the rope, trying to balance a tray of old food with her free hand. The ship rocked, the bodies fell. They got up. The ship rocked again. Whether Rosaria dropped the tray hardly mattered; her husband and children would vomit up whatever they ate from it. Still, she heaved herself upward every day, cursing. They had to have something to vomit. Like the others, Frank would vomit until he had no food left, then crumple in exhaustion against the boards. But he could hardly sleep. Even depleted of food, few of them could. First-class passengers slumbered soundly above them, but those below, without privacy, couldn’t shut out the wails, the arguing, or the prayers—all to the same god, the stupidest of all, the one who doesn’t listen, the god of the poor.

         Also sick were thirteen-year-old Giuseppa, twelve-year-old Antonio, and baby Antonia. The Capras’ two eldest girls had been married off and left back in Sicily, in their village of Bisacquino.

         Bisacquino—it meant nothing to Francesco Capra. A mule, the heat. Mountains and dust. A great dry sameness of faces and figures. 18

         Francesco had no home, no memories of value. What he had was hate.

         Two weeks later, the Germania docked. Capra’s father, drawing on what strength he had, hauled the boy up the iron ladder. “Cicco, look!”1

         He looked. All he saw was a deck full of people, still poor, but this time exposed by hard morning light. Clutching each other, they were on their knees, crying, but not, it seemed, relieved. Repeating his command that his son look forward, the father pointed out the Statue of Liberty, but Francesco didn’t want to look. He didn’t want to see the thing that had forced him through hell to be here.

         Ellis Island, he hated too. It was noisy, and they were trapped, waiting for halting inspection tests alongside the hundreds of others of the unremarkable and faceless poor, untold dialects echoing up the walls of the mammoth waiting hall.

         The train to San Francisco was worse. They sat and slept on wooden seats for eight days of four children crying from exhaustion, hunger, and sheer pain, their mother and father long bereft of comforting words. As soon as the train slowed to its first stop, Salvatore sprinted outside to the nearest grocery. But he couldn’t speak English and didn’t have time to pantomime. For a loaf of bread, he handed the clerk a twenty-dollar bill and then sprinted back onto the train, stiffed, with only fifteen dollars in change, his first American transaction. “I’ll never forget what it is to be hungry,”2 Frank Capra would say, “what is to be poor.”

         When the Capras arrived at their destination—Southern Pacific Railroad’s Central Station in Downtown Los Angeles—Capra watched his father kiss the ground, more from relief than happiness. In truth, they hadn’t come to America for America. They had come to be reunited with Francesco’s eldest, long-lost brother, Benedetto. After a squabble with a fellow laborer, he had fled Bisacquino impetuously, and after years of hearing nothing from him, his family had finally received a letter from him imploring them to join him in Los Angeles, “a second Italy,” he called it.3 It was then that the Capras sold their animals and possessions and headed for America. 19But not, as Francesco would discover, in pursuit of the Shangri-Las of freedom, wealth, and opportunity. His father, Salvatore, played the part of an immigrant in love with the land of plenty, but the boy, like his mother, knew better: He saw in his father only a peasant’s ambition. Ranching, drinking, playing the guitar, Salvatore would have been content with the life of a lazy, do-nothing in Bisacquino. It was Capra’s mother, Rosaria, who had led the journey west, though not for the egalitarian ideals of a promised land. She was too simple, Francesco thought, even for dreams. Seven of her fourteen children had died in her arms, and she wanted, desperately, to be reunited with her eldest son, Benedetto.

         Benedetto, standing proudly beside his rented one-horse wagon, came to meet the Capras at the Southern Pacific station in June 1903. After years away, he was, at eighteen, a man now and, with the years of separation that had passed between him and his family, barely a son to his father or a brother to his youngest siblings. They hardly knew him. They did not know that soon after arriving in America, he was so lonely that he had stood suicidal on a bridge and, as he would later tell it, was preparing to jump when an angel appeared in a hallucination and told him to have hope.

         At the station, leaning down to embrace his brother Francesco, Benedetto was angrily shoved away.4 “I hated the son of a bitch,” Francesco would say. What the boy really hated was the suffering that Benedetto had caused him and his family just by dragging them there to California, so far, no better or worse than Sicily. In time, the other Capras would come to feel the same about their new country. Their rage—Rosaria’s at her husband’s laziness, Salvatore’s at her enduring contempt, Francesco’s for the hand they’d dealt him—they would call America.

         All seven Capras squeezed into the wagon, and Benedetto drove them along two miles of dusty Downtown streets with their improvised frontier influences, Mexican and midwestern, urban and rural, and, as Benedetto had promised his family, their old Mediterranean colors and light. He drove them past bungalows and shrubs, past 20women in long dresses carrying grocery baskets, and at hushed, sleepy intervals, the Capras could make out the new sounds, city sounds, the honk and tut-tut of electric buggies, the clanging of streetcars. They came to their first destination, the drunks and crazies outside the roughed-up Mission Church of Our Lady Queen of the Angels, the oldest church in a city that was still becoming, where little Francesco, named for his grandfather, a builder of churches, was pushed inside and ordered to kneel and give thanks.

         
            *

         

         Built of wood, the Capra home at 746 Castelar Street, only a few blocks from the church, was two rented floors above what had been until recently a dirt road of adobe settlements. The Capras lived among Chinese, Blacks, Mexicans, Irish, Jews, other Italians—all come to Los Angeles, the youngest city of the West; by 1900, the most advertised city in the world. Francesco listened to their conversations. Theirs were the complaints of his own parents: not enough money, not enough work, not enough and too much government, not enough and too many hours in the day. He didn’t need language to understand. The disgust was on their faces.

         Salvatore Capra got a job shining shoes in front of a saloon on Main Street in Downtown Los Angeles. For a man of his age, it was humiliating; the other bootblacks were kids. The work itself abraded. Pandering to the rich, laboring indoors and bent over on his stool while, in Italy, he farmed hillsides in fresh sunlight, Salvatore hated the job almost immediately and complained about it to Rosaria, who complained back, with redoubled force, about her own job, her own aches from the eighteen-hour days bent over her sweatshop sewing machine. The two would fight constantly. She was the stronger one, Francesco came to see, but strong like stone burnished black by the deaths of her children, and he hated and feared her for her resilience and fury, just as he both pitied and admired his father for alternately succumbing to and resisting it.

         “Sicilians are a strange, clannish, obstinate lot,”5 Frank Capra would 21write. “They come in all sizes and colors due to their motley ancestry—Etruscans, Moors, Greeks, Romans, Spaniards, Gauls, and Saxons,” but they share the tendency for fiery battle “and loathe the weak, the slothful, the failure,” as, no doubt, the Sicilian Salvatore loathed his failing American self. Had he spoken English, he might even have gotten a job growing lemons and avocados in the comely gardens of wealthy Pasadena, but Salvatore had neither the time nor the ambition to study a new language, and even if he had, his wife would have gnashed him for opening a book while it was still light out and he had the stamina to earn more.

         Rosaria deemed education a luxury in America as it had been in Sicily, and she would abide nothing less than total abnegation to the dollar. Inner qualities meant little to her. “She didn’t like me,” Francesco would say. “She didn’t like anything I did or anything I said. But I had great admiration for her. I saw her working, sweating … standing on her feet all day long.” She took work in an olive oil plant, where Francesco watched the jars keep coming and coming and coming— and his mother keep working, standing in blistered feet in the hot factory steam, hurriedly pasting on labels, grimacing, looking to him like a witch or the angriest part of the machine, her face curdled for ten hours for ten dollars every day. Whatever her work, she did not deem it good unless it brought physical exhaustion. Perhaps it was the suffering she deserved for having survived while seven of her children had not. There was “no panic in her when faced with pain or death,”6 Capra would write. “Nor did she run for doctors. With the fatalism of the earthy, she trusted implicitly in the will of God; you either lived or you died. Besides, it was the code—if you can’t take it you’re better off dead.” Salvatore, she was coming to see, could not take it. “I was six years old,” Capra said, “ just old enough to see and not understand.” For this, Francesco would think, they came to America?

         His world improved the farther he got from home.

         Outside his front door, there were others. Were they like him or were they like his family? Was he smarter, better than they were? His neighbors, the Washingtons, a Black family, had their own set 22of accents, humors, customs, food, but they were kinder, Francesco found, than his own family. Friends, the Capras and the five Washington children played at one another’s homes; Julius Washington had a crush on Antonia—now Ann—Capra; sharing difference, they laughed with and at each other and their cultures with no fear of reprisal. All the immigrants did. It brought them together. “Dago!” “Jap!” “Yid!” In such an atmosphere, Frank would grow up aware of, and even enjoying, the streetwise give-and-get humor of racial stereotypes, but he rarely experienced racism. One’s roots, Francesco came to see, meant little. He was Italian—so what? He barely remembered Italy; moreover, ethnicity was no achievement, no reflection of character. Why would anyone be proud to be Italian, Black, or anything else, for that matter? Only individuals could be raised up or brought down, not together, like immigrants on a ship, but on their own. Proof of this was all around him. Julius’s mother, the most respected figure in the community, the woman who had helped his own mother find work and who turned up at sick neighbors’ homes to care for them, was a woman of singular resourcefulness, courage, and action. She had earned her pride. All the others they addressed by their first names, but they called her “Mrs. Washington.” She was Black. Neither race, nor class, nor culture was her destiny, Francesco surmised; her character was.

         As for character, Mrs. Washington’s son Rocky, who would remain friendly with Capra even after the family moved, was early to notice a difference In Francesco. He was not just a braggart; he really was smarter than the other kids, more interested, more considered, faster even; he had watched, perhaps too closely, his illiterate father struggle to find respect and suffer terribly in defeat. Here father and son were alike. They saw more to life than money. The difference was in opportunity. Aware of his own deficit, Salvatore supported Francesco in his pursuit of learning. It was odd of him, a touch grandiose even, but the boy asked for an actual education, he actually wanted to go to school. Were they, his family, supposed to work harder while he read books? His mother yelled Francesco off his high horse. So, he thought 23he was smarter than they were? Did he think that made him better too? “I don’t think she really liked any of her kids,” Capra’s niece Josie Campisi recalled. Family arguments swallowed the summer of 1903. “He’s got to pay his part!”7 Rosaria would bellow at Salvatore. “Why should he eat and not work?” Reading and writing put food on the table? Francesco’s brother Antonio didn’t go to school; he worked, sold newspapers, made money. Benedetto had been working since he was seven years old. He had worked for food! For his own shoes!

         But Francesco, even then, refused—as his mother would refuse—to accept no for an answer. Their kitchen battles forced him to take a strong position, if only to defend his teetering independence; they schooled him in negotiation and survival and won him the first, and likely most consequential, deal of his American life: He would work selling newspapers with Antonio and go to school, at Castelar Street Elementary, right down the road. Yet the education allowed to Francesco was not intended for his benefit alone. He would learn—he would excel—for them. “I,” he wrote, “being the youngest [male] and the most likely to get the full advantage of an early training was the lucky one chosen by the family to get the education.8 So that by dint of the hardest kind of work, the family … [expects] some day to have one member of the family amount to something.” The pennies Francesco earned before and after school, he had to give to his mother, though she would always scorn him for not earning what he could have, instead of wasting himself on the first grade. But stronger even than his mother’s disdain was Capra’s enduring shame. In his mother and father, in what their peasant heritage and personal failures had deposited in him, lay the seeds of self-loathing, Capra’s wellspring of preternatural ambition and its shadows, the fear of being returned, like a bad avocado, to the peasant class he came from. To ward off the curse of determination he put upon himself, Francesco Capra developed a hatred of failure that made him the very thing he thought he hated: an American. “I wanted to get an education more than anything in the world,” he said.9 “I was going to learn how to read and write. Regardless of what they did. I was born a peasant, but I wasn’t 24going to die one.” He would be a success—it didn’t matter how—no matter what. If they tried to stop him, he’d run away. He was not yet ten years old.

         
            *

         

         His first newspaper corner was at Alameda and Main, near Olvera Street, a few long blocks from home. The better, more trafficked corners were closer to the business district at the center of town, but the older, tougher boys weren’t giving up their spots. Too many black eyes, and Francesco learned this lesser spot would be his turf until he was big enough to fight back. When he heard, Salvatore insisted that Francesco sell his papers where he could run out to protect him, at his shoeshine position on Main, but enlisting his father’s protection would only turn more boys against Francesco. Still, Salvatore insisted on walking his son home each night, holding his hand. On their way, they passed among the winos and opium addicts and prostitutes languishing outside the Church of Our Lady Queen of the Angels, where Salvatore, as always, took off his cap and ordered Francesco to do the same. When they had passed, Francesco could put his hat on again. And for what? Hat on, hat off … it was ridiculous.

         “Papa, why do we take off our caps?”10

         “To respect the good God.”

         “But Papa, it’s just an old building.”

         “It’s the house of God. Christ lives in the tabernacle.”

         “But the nuns in the catechism say God is everywhere—”

         “Shut up.”

         He shut up, but he kept thinking.

         “Papa?”

         “What is it?”

         “If I didn’t take my cap off, what would happen?”

         “Two very bad things. God will punish you and I will give you a strapping. So do as you’re told!”

         He did. “We always had to go to Mass,” he would recall. “It was expected. My mother, in fact, went to Mass every day. We also had 25to go to confession regularly. And that’s what got me thinking and questioning.” Why were all these Catholics so poor? “They worked so hard,” Capra said, “and they never got ahead. They were at Mass and confession every week.” The more he questioned, the more he read—and there, they couldn’t stop him. “We couldn’t go to the bathroom because he was always sitting on the toilet reading,” said Josie Campisi. When he was discovered, the others teased and berated him. “They all thought he was more or less a bum,” Campisi added. Good, he thought. Let them choke on it.

         He got a little bit stronger, and after school in the evenings, he’d walk himself home, through the dimly lit Broadway Tunnel in the company of other neighborhood boys. Without stopping, they would unzip their pants and trace the graffiti there in piss, competing to see who could go the longest. Mornings, selling papers, he learned that the best street corner was Fifth and Spring Streets, by the Downtown offices and hotels, and he inched over. He couldn’t read at home, under his mother’s watch, so he improved his English by studying his unsold stock of newspapers, and he learned that the best times to study were when business was slack. Big block headlines were the easiest to sound out. In time, he learned he could make up his own headlines, and the better they were, and the louder he shouted them, the more papers he would sell, a penny a piece and a nickel for extras. For those nickels, he learned about money: who wanted to spend it, who didn’t. He learned which kind of person bought which kind of paper. He learned that some newsboys were so intent on getting the best corner that they’d be willing to get beaten up for it. That’s how he learned competition: Some won, some lost. He learned about the anger of the afflicted, like the blind men who would stand on their corner beating their sticks against the curb. Were the rich, zipping by, too busy or too good to stop and help? “Having been born a peasant,”11 Capra said, “I suppose I hated rich people right from the beginning.” Newsboys, who understood hate, came over to help the blind men and the crippled, and like Francesco, they learned that underneath that anger of the helpless, there was tenderness and need—they learned it 26from how tightly the blind would grip their little shoulders: so tight, it hurt. On the streets, Francesco learned about the people, his news-buying audience: At night, after school, when the offices emptied of their rich, and he had to sell what was left of his papers quickly, his brother Antonio would rush over to Frank’s corner and start beating him against a wall—a little too convincingly. Francesco would cry out for his life, and passersby would race to his rescue—incredibly, Antonio was even shorter than Francesco, but older and stronger—scare off his assailant, and in an outpouring of charity, buy up all Francesco’s papers. As long as they kept changing corners, the brothers could keep up their scheme—Francesco learned that too.

         “I didn’t think like a kid even when I was a kid,” he said.12

         He learned speed—the speed of business, quick thinking and fast moving, everyone more or less vying for his own street corner. This wasn’t his father’s late-afternoon Sicilian rhythm; it was urban America’s every morning, the earlier the better. It was every man for himself, tough, clever, and pitiless, and then, suddenly—the blind man gripping his shoulder—human. But blind men couldn’t read the news, and that he couldn’t put into his mother’s purse.

         The human in him—what was that worth? For how many weeks would being good pay the rent?

         At Castelar Street Elementary, he was chosen to lead the other students in the Pledge of Allegiance, and as quickly as a few months later he had a handle on English.

         A year later, Francesco moved up to the second grade, and his family up to 240 South Avenue 18—Antonio had heard about the property from a real estate broker who bought his papers, a lot big enough to accommodate a house of their own and, in time, a second home, bigger than the first, which the Capras built closer to the street, only steps from Francesco’s new school, Nineteenth Avenue Elementary. For extra income, they rented the top floor of the first home, and in a few years, they gave the bigger second home to Benedetto and his new wife, then moved, yet again—Francesco, sister Ann (Giuseppa had married at thirteen and moved out soon after 27arriving in America), brother, mother, father—a short walk away, to 1775 Albion Street, another large property with additional rooms the family rented and even a garden space, redolent of Sicily, for Salvatore to loaf and dream in. Longing for Italy, he planted vegetables and citrus, and on Sundays he gave parties as he had in his former life—a life, it seemed, he never completely left—in Bisacquino. This mowedover patch of green was his consolation for his American days on the brickyard; or with the Southern Pacific; or working as the low man in a glass factory, where Francesco brought him lunch and watched him run back and forth, sweaty and bare-chested, in the heat, circling an oven of hissing furnaces. On Sundays, Salvatore’s neighbors—mostly paisani—poured in with food and wine and instruments and twenty-five cents of their own hard work to pay for the fifty-gallon beer keg Salvatore propped up onto a sawhorse under the pepper tree he had planted himself. As if they were home again, they laughed, bowled bocce for pennies, danced waltzes and polkas—“Hey, hey! Ho, ho! Bella, tarantella, sto, sto, sto, sto!” On guitar (or ukulele or mandolin) would be Salvatore’s boy Francesco, who, this being Sunday, had already worked a full day selling papers, Sunday papers, the most expensive of the week.

         In his element, Salvatore was an entertainer: hosting, singing, jesting, storytelling. For his children, he would extemporize tales of the virtuous Paladin and the evil Saracens. Building always to the same thrilling and longed-for climax, he would mount an imaginary Pegasus and, sweating and spitting curses against his enemies, brandish his two-handed broadsword and behead his foes as they charged at him from all sides of the kitchen. Testi e busti alla cargada terra! he would cry. “Heads and busts to the”—Francesco never knew what cargada meant—“to the (who knows what?) earth!” Unable to resist, the children mounted their own Pegasi and joined their father in virtuous battle, cheering, Testi e busti! Testi e busti! until their mother had had enough Capra craziness and sent them all to bed.

         Salvatore’s favorite story—and the children’s—was the tale he told of Rosaria’s family. “If you will trace the branches of your family 28tree—in reality as traceable as the branches of an asparagus stalk—you will find a hero!”13

         At this, the children always shot up.

         “A hero of song and story, a laughing bandit who lived a long and brave life by his wizardry in staying one jump ahead of his pursuers.”

         It was a premise that appealed to a young newspaper hustler.

         “Lo Lebro, the Jackrabbit, they called him, because he could outrun and outdodge the ‘wolves’—the French Army, the Spanish Army, the carabinieri, and even the camorristas. ‘Ten thousand Lire for catching Lo Lebro dead or alive!’ the posters read. But all the wolves ever caught were the echoes of Lo Lebro’s laugh as he left them panting with their tongues out.” Watched over by Saint Joseph, protector of the downtrodden, Lo Lebro was the sworn enemy of all peasants’ enemies.

         “Lo Lebro,” Salvatore continued, “robbed the wormy rich of the food they had stolen from the poor, and gave it back to the poor!”

         “Hurrah!”

         “Thousands of Sicilians can claim direct descendancy from Lo Lebro—including your mother. And all inherited the Jackrabbit’s ability to be out in front, to outrun competitors. That’s why Mama’s always pushing me and you to be Number One. That’s why she laughs only on the days she labels more cans than anyone else. ‘Stay in front,’ she says, ‘and you can laugh and live like Lo Lebro. Fall behind and they eat you.’ And she’s right. All of you, my children, have Lo Lebro’s blood running through your veins. So listen to Mama. Stay in front. Stay in front …”

         “Papa’s had too much wine again,” inserted the harried mother, pushing the children toward their bedrooms.

         The tale electrified Francesco and his sister Ann, though for different reasons. Giggling together, they kept their bedroom doors open to relive the excitement.

         “Shut up!” Antonio would yell. “Just a lotta bull. That’s all.”

         It was envy and impotence on his part. Benedetto was their mother’s favorite, the hero of the family, the intrepid argonaut, but it was 29Francesco who had been chosen by her and their father to receive an education. Antonio knew he was no scholar, but having been passed over, he took his rage out on his younger brother, beating him as his mother and father would have, if pushed, beaten all of them. Nor was the family violence confined to the home: Insulted at work, Salvatore once split a man’s head with a shovel; insulted at school, Antonio socked his third-grade teacher in the face.

         Sunday nights at the Capra home—the parties, the music—were the exception. There were six other nights in the week.

         And every weekday before school, it was back to the paper game, back to fighting for the best corner in the business district, and the more bloody noses he gave and got, the older and stronger Francesco grew.

         From his spot on the street, he looked up. “I used to see these great office buildings and I’d look, and I’d say, ‘What the hell do they do in those offices?14 They don’t plant seeds, they don’t sow, they don’t nail, they don’t—what do they do?’ So I used to think, ‘Gee, someday I’m going to be in the office business.’ I thought it was a business. You go in there and hire, pay rent and get in the offices and you’re in the office business. But I didn’t know what they did in the office business.”

         He did know that these rich businessmen had what he wanted. He would watch them step down from their limousines—puffing long, long cigars and dressed in big coats—and stride heedlessly into the Jonathan Club. Meat, Francesco would think. They’re all going to eat meat. His father would have to invest a nickel for a shotgun cartridge if he was going to bring home meat for dinner—and then, only rabbit or quail—and the investment did not always return a meal, or when it did, enough for every one of them. But these fat men in their clean, warm clothes didn’t have to hunt in the Elysian Park hills. Their steaks were served to them in the club. Stuffed, and smoking new long cigars, they would return to the street, allowing Francesco to watch their chauffeurs—always waiting, always Black—hold open for their convenience their limousine’s back passenger door. It would no doubt be wise, if one could choose, not to be Black, not to be 30Italian or Jewish or Mexican or Chinese, but to be born a white man in America, and born rich. But that was, they said, what was good about America: No matter how you were born, you could choose to become what you weren’t. You could say, No, I will not be my parents. You could say, I hate the life they chose; I hate their hate. You could even say, though you never would, I hate them.

         On his way home, whenever he crossed the Church of Our Lady Queen of the Angels, he begrudgingly flicked his hat up and down. Passing the church in the mornings, too early even for the drunks, he would glare at all the old women in long dresses gathered to take Communion and, presumably, confess their sins. But what sins? The notion was as absurd as removing his hat inside the house of a god who lived everywhere. (Yet he still flicked his cap.) What sins could these feeble old ladies have committed against Him? When compared to the cruelties of age and inequity and poverty that had been committed against them, what exactly was the measure of their shame? “They worked so hard,” Capra said.15 “And they never got ahead. They were at Mass and confession every week. And somehow through all this, I got the impression that to be Catholic was to be and stay poor forever. And I wanted to be a success. I stopped seeing how a church or a priest could help me to succeed. So, the Church started to become meaningless for me. I wanted what those wealthy people had.”

         
            *

         

         Sunday mornings, the richest morning of the paper-selling week, Francesco and his big brother Antonio—Tony in America—would buy their newspapers from the Times drop-off truck and hustle them through the North Broadway/Avenue 20 area of downtown. But they didn’t always sell out. That left them, sometimes, with a deficit. That’s how Tony got the idea that created both a surplus of stock and also a demand: Before dawn, Francesco would trudge his little wagon around the neighborhood, stealing the Times from subscribers’ lawns and porches, then, come morning, he would return to sell them back their own papers. 31

         “Do you like to read books?”16 asked a woman standing on one such lawn.

         “No, ma’am. I don’t read books.”

         “You mean you haven’t got any books?”

         Not of his own. In class, he’d have to crane his neck to read from the open book in the hands of the boy in front of him.

         The woman went back into the house and, a moment later, returned with a copy of The Three Musketeers. She gave it to him.

         Francesco would read it over and over again, his own book. But it was less the story he loved than the sudden discovery of all stories, that there existed, in this life of toil, a world of imagination and possibility, not unlike the America that had been described to him and the other immigrant children. But stories in books—the sanctuary they allowed—could serve as one’s own America, but better, more honest, because you didn’t have to take a boat across an ocean to get there and no one was saying it was real.

         America itself had as good a story as any he read, even if it was just a story. In books he picked up in Miss McDaniel’s class, Francesco read about its origins in the American Revolution, little guys up against the insurmountably powerful bad. Miss McDaniel had a special fondness for him, for his sincere efforts and obvious capability, and when watching him hear of the rise of a great man, historic or literary, she would see in his two eyes the hopeful anticipation of the coming scene, a look Capra would never lose. “His eyes are always wide open,”17 one observed, “as if he were listening to a startling story, and was about to ask, ‘Is that so?’” While the other students were playing, Miss McDaniel would draw him aside and in a warm, motherly way he could not place, inquire about his plans for high school. There would be no high school, he would tell her. He would go to work like most of the other children in the neighborhood. But Miss McDaniel, her arm around him, kindly insisted he find a way to continue his education. She enlisted help in the form of the Parent-Teacher Association and found a way to pay his parents something of what Francesco could have earned working a full-time job. 32

         For his part, Capra worked even harder than before to bring in as much income as he could to get him through Manual Arts High School, which he entered in 1909 at the age of twelve, adding to his newspaper selling the job of newspaper stuffing—repeatedly inserting one section into another (into another, into another)—every Saturday night at the Los Angeles Times. That was worth five dollars a week. His arms and lower back hurt, but he “loved the roar of the presses,18 the creased paper hats, the smell of ink, the hurly-burly of the mailing room,” the industrial enterprise of stories written, printed, sold; and the newsmen—independent, insouciant, informed—perpetually strained and against the clock (like him!), who wrote of the suffering of the poor; who shone a light on injustice and corruption; who, like Dumas’s three Musketeers of the Guard, were big-city “paladins, defenders, vindicators” and always got the last word. Come Monday and every other weekday morning, he’d wake in five o’clock darkness and together with Clarence Bjerke—“a big, lumbering, un-coordinated, shy, friendly ox, the kind of guy the wiseacres would play jokes on,” and an orphan to boot—take two streetcars through a lightless fog of orange groves and farmers’ bungalows to Manual Arts in the ten acres of beanfields, olive orchards, and violet gardens by the intersection of Vermont and Forty-Second Streets, for janitorial work from six thirty to eight thirty, earn two quarters, then head to class.

         Clarence wasn’t smart enough to be self-conscious about the way he looked or how he could afford to dress, but Capra was. Ashamed and contemptuous, he didn’t socialize much at Manual Arts; it was his superiority complex, the cycle of self-hatred and projected hostility he leveled at his classmates (which included future U.S. military general Jimmy Doolittle). But did they return those looks? Was he as he thought he was or as they saw him? In English class, Capra bristled at Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, whose use of nigger pierced his immigrant’s ears—the other students laughed. They were laughing, he thought, at him. He was too short, too poor, too dirty, to his nostrils’ memories, still dressed in the smelly clothes he’d worn on the SS Germania. The holes in his shoes he lined with cardboard. But, in 33truth, he had the hauteur he imagined the rich kids to have. What he imagined they said about him, he said, behind their backs, about them, and without his fully knowing it, he said about himself. They were the dumb ones, but he envied them as a whole, the stuck-up WASPs of Easy Street, L.A. They didn’t invite him to parties, but he told himself he didn’t want to go to the parties they had. He was far too busy for fun and far too smart. In fact, they would be embarrassed to discover, he assured himself, how much smarter he was, how much better his grades were, even though he had to work nights and early mornings while they studied, slept, laughed, and kissed pretty girls. But he would get them. If it would take his whole life, he would get them. If they ever crossed his path with one of those girls, he knew he could punch them down hard. Pathetic: Just one hit was all it would take, and they’d be flat on the pavement.

         Seeking the benefits of visibility without the risks of self-disclosure, he was drawn, as so many of the ill-assured are, to the theater. At Manual Arts, he performed with the Adelphic Society, appearing in and running lights for skits and sketches—to little success. He was small, with a small voice mostly in the nose; but grinning, he was twice his height, and when he played guitar rather than spoke, his playfulness would emerge, especially in the company of girls. Some Sunday nights, he’d take his guitar to a brothel on Central Avenue and pay for play into the night. His parents didn’t ask.

         Closer to home, a girl caught his attention one Sunday afternoon. She was pretty, Basque,19 a neighbor, and she and her family were going downtown to dance the jota. Did he want to come along? Capra, donning his best clothes and a straw hat, sat next to her on the streetcar, just gazing. So consumed was Capra, he failed to take off the hat when they passed the Church of Our Lady Queen of the Angels. Then he realized what he’d done and froze, waiting. But nothing happened. He kept waiting. Then he laughed.

         “What’s the matter?” the girl asked.

         “Nothing. Nothing. Just happy.”

         But Capra had to be sure. On the trip home, he glared at the church 34as they approached, fixing his eyes on its broken-down doors, daring it. Standing, defiant now, as if to present himself openly to God, he did not remove his hat. Again, nothing happened.

         Then the change. Suddenly lonely, though he did not know why, he sat down. Something in him—which may have never been there to begin with—had disappeared.

         The girl turned to him. “What’s the matter?”

         “Huh?” He was crying. “Oh, nothing. Nothing.”

         “What are you crying for?”

         “Who’s crying?”
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            * * *

         

         
             

         

         To the City of Angels came a most distinguished individual, singular in his ideals and passions and touched by grace and eccentric impulse. Erudite, polymathic, unabashedly funny, and spontaneously musical, he was, anyone could see, a human original, seemingly sent down to earth to expand smaller minds. Born in Detroit and trained in engineering at the University of Michigan, Robert Leicester Wagner had abandoned his midwestern future of physics calculations to work as a magazine art editor in New York, design sets for Florenz Ziegfeld Jr., join the Seventh Regiment and illustrate the Spanish-American War, and eventually drifted into London to draw for the Encyclopedia Britannica and contribute some two thousand further illustrations to The Historians’ History of the World, at thirty-five volumes, the largest English-language book in existence. From there, Rob—that’s what everyone called him—adventured to Paris to study painting with William-Adophe Bouguereau and Paul Laurens, but he ended up in Santa Barbara painting stately portraits of the age’s most commanding Californians, each one, despite their manifest humanity, distinct. “His portraits do not strike one as being ‘arrangements,’”20 wrote one critic of a 1907 showing,

         
            so cunningly has the artist disposed of all the necessary accessories, and so unerringly has he focused our attention upon the sitter—an attention that is almost as eager and searching as the painter’s own. With Mr. Wagner, we find out important things from the candid eyes that once looked into his…. The eleven portraits are as different as eleven people would be, meeting them face to face—nay, more so, for Mr. Wagner has differentiated them as neither you nor I could do. Without a stroke of flippancy or exaggeration, he portrays not types, but individuals. 36

         

         Wagner’s appearance and eventual settling in Los Angeles, along-side the other bohemians, spiritualists, seekers, mendicants, and futurists of the country’s last frontier city, was close to inevitable in 1908. “Southern California of this era might appear a magic lantern screen onto which any fantasy might indiscriminately be projected,”21 wrote California historian Kevin Starr. The city was expanding at an astonishing rate—319,198 residents in 1910, a sixfold increase since 1890, still very much a tyro town of many colors in whimsical pursuit of itself. “To be frank,” wrote Starr, “turn-of-the-century Los Angeles had little in the way of formal culture in comparison with, say, fin-de-siècle San Francisco, then in the throes of its era of greatest artistic activity…. Through all this eclecticism and miscellaneousness of purpose, however, a pattern does assert itself: that of the American imagination, especially in its White Protestant dimensions, seeking to reassert itself in new surroundings …”

         Wagner, tying a large, floppy bow around his neck, fit right in. His famous “turpentine dinner,”22 given for a handful of artist friends—and thought by at least one fortunate guest certain to “go down in the chronicles of art as the most unique entertainment ever held in Los Angeles or anywhere else”—would begin as each of his guests, who had been instructed
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