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For Mort Janklow, who made a difference in this writer’s life.





“I have no morals in the sense that I abide with them in awe. I respect no book of rules, for they have been written by someone else.… My ego edits my life more than any moral code and I would never do anything to shame it for I have to live with myself.

“One thing I know is that poverty taught me nothing; but on the contrary distorted and twisted my sense of values, gave me a wrong concept of life… it neither gave me pity for the poor, nor a social conscience. Its general effect was a numbing of the senses as one used to see of the derelicts sleeping on the Thames embankment on winter nights.…

“I remember shaking an old lady and give her five bob to get a bed. She looked up, then looked at the money, and without uttering a word fell asleep again.”

—From an abandoned preface to Chaplin’s My Autobiography






PROLOGUE

In those days, nothing important happened on the weekends.

Movie people went to parties, to Palm Springs, or to clubs on the Sunset Strip. Occasionally they paired off in a way they couldn’t during the week, when they had to get up before dawn in order to get to the studio by 8 a.m. And sometimes they just rested.

What this meant in practice was that a Monday gossip column was typically filled with soft items saved for a slow news day. Hedda Hopper’s column for Monday, May 19, 1952, was a case in point: “Ava had a party of 10 to put Frankie in the groove at the Grove. And [photographer] Hymie Fink covered him from every angle.… Phil Yordan’s ‘Edgar’ for the Detective Story screenplay was stolen from the detective bringing it to him by train. So Phil’s hiring a detective to find it.”

Hopper’s lead item seemed to fit right in: “Charlie Chaplin has his return visa and he’s all set for Europe in September for the preems of Limelight in London and Paris. Oona goes along, but the kids stay behind in Beverly.”

In fact, the item was not a space-filler so much as one of those barely perceptible tremors that precedes an earthquake. A day or two after the item ran, Hopper sent a clipping in a letter addressed to California Senator Richard M. Nixon:


My dear Dick,

The enclosed about Charlie Chaplin is very distressing. He tried to leave the country a year or so ago and was told he couldn’t get back in. I hope that situation has not changed. And if it has been changed and he has finagled through the State Department and has obtained a passport with re-entry, I believe it is the duty of each Senator to know about it.

Personally, I hope he goes and never comes back in. He is as bad a citizen as we have in this country, as you well know.

I hope you will look into this matter and do what you can about it.



For Nixon—or anybody else—Hopper was categorized as High Maintenance. She wrote Nixon dozens of letters of approval, as well as occasional scoldings when she felt that he came up short in attending to her needs. This invariably involved Nixon failing to placate her with a soothing “Dear Hedda” letter of reassurance about her vital contributions to their shared priorities.

On May 29, Nixon replied: “I agree with you that the way the Chaplin case has been handled has been a disgrace for years. Unfortunately, we aren’t able to do too much about it when the top decisions are made by the likes of [Secretary of State Dean] Acheson and [Attorney General James] McGranery. You can be sure, however, that I will keep my eye on the case and possibly after January we will be able to work with an Administration which will apply the same rules to Chaplin as they do to ordinary citizens.”

That paragraph aside, it’s a chatty letter between old friends. Nixon discusses the upcoming Republican convention and the tactics being deployed by Robert Taft and Dwight Eisenhower, the two main candidates for the nomination. Hopper was ardently for Taft, and Nixon didn’t disabuse her of the notion that he was as well, even though he would happily accept the vice presidential nomination from Eisenhower. Nixon had a hunch that the convention would not devolve into a destructive food fight. “I still think that we are going to come out of the Convention united behind a good candidate.

“Pat joins me in sending our best to you.”

Nixon had been a member of the House Un-American Activities Committee whose hearings had shaken Hollywood to its core in 1947, with Hopper serving as a primary cheerleader. They were devout coreligionists in the fight against the social decay represented by Communism, not to mention unchecked sexuality, and they believed Chaplin embodied both.

Hopper in particular had long regarded Chaplin as an affront to both her country and her movie industry—Hopper personalized all relationships. She had furiously sniped at Chaplin’s plans to make The Great Dictator and greeted its great success with sullen silence. In April 1947, when Chaplin’s film Monsieur Verdoux was meeting with critical contempt and public indifference, she wrote J. Edgar Hoover: “I’d like to run every one of those [Communist] rats out of the country and start with Charlie Chaplin.… It’s about time we stood up and be counted.”

Chaplin gave no indication that he was aware of the storm clouds forming on the horizon. On August 2, a few months after Hopper’s column item, Chaplin hosted a preview of Limelight at the Paramount studio. The guest list amounted to about two hundred people, including Humphrey Bogart, David Selznick, Ronald Colman, and Sylvia Fairbanks Gable—the elite of old Hollywood.

The only journalist invited was Sidney Skolsky. He reported that as the end titles faded, the audience stood up en masse and shouted “Bravo.” Chaplin stepped in front of the screen and said, “I thank you. I was very afraid. You are the first ones in the world to see my film, which lasts two hours and a half. I don’t want to keep you long, but I care to say ‘Thank You.’ ”

A woman stopped him by shouting “No!! No! Thanks to you!” and the rest of the crowd started shouting “Thank You.”

The tumultuous response was soon confirmed by the response of the novelist Lion Feuchtwanger, who wrote Chaplin on August 8: “The film… arouses emotions much like Dickens’ novels. It moves without ever becoming corny, and, at the right moment, the legitimate emotion is mingled with a good, sound, legitimate laugh. Your picture is deeply human and in the best sense popular. So it accomplishes the mission which Molière requires of a real work of art; it satisfies and pleases the professor as well as the cook.”

The response to the preview must have assuaged some of Chaplin’s fears of obsolescence. After The Great Dictator, he had endured years of public castigation for his support for opening a second front to aid Russia during World War II while simultaneously enduring a definitively ugly, trumped-up paternity suit. After that, Monsieur Verdoux had been his first critical flop and, in America, a commercial disaster.

On the night of September 5, Chaplin was having a cup of coffee at Googie’s, a small café on Sunset Boulevard. Across from him sat his assistant Jerry Epstein. Some pictures turned out to be less than Chaplin had hoped (The Circus), and some turned out to be better than he had dreamed (City Lights) but he was calmly confident about Limelight. He was sixty-three years old, madly in love with his wife, Oona, the mother of four of his six children. He believed that his third act would be his richest, and he believed he knew why.

It was all about America.

“I could never have found such success in England,” he told Epstein that night. “This is really the land of opportunity.”

The next day, Saturday the 6th, he made a few last-minute trims in Limelight. As he left the editing room Chaplin insisted that Oona come with him to the Bank of America. He wanted her signature on a joint account. He explained that in case anything happened to him, she would have instant access to his cash and securities. Oona thought he was being silly. What could possibly happen? Chaplin insisted, and Oona did as he asked.

Later that day, Chaplin, Oona, and Harry Crocker, an old friend who had served, variously, as costar (The Circus), assistant director (City Lights), and publicity director (Limelight) left for New York on the Santa Fe Chief. A week later, the Chaplin children—Geraldine, Michael, Josephine, and Victoria—followed, along with two nurses.

The plan was to travel to England on the Queen Elizabeth for the world premiere of Limelight in London, and then take the family on a vacation through Europe. Chaplin wanted to show Oona his London: Lambeth, Kennington, the East End—the rooming house where he had lived with his father and his father’s mistress; the workhouse where he had been interned as an indigent child; the pub where he had seen his alcoholic father for the last time. After London and the Continent, they would return to Los Angeles within six months.

Chaplin had originally planned the trip for several weeks earlier, but Oona had fallen ill, and the trip was pushed back. Then Chaplin realized he had lost his passport, which entailed applying for a duplicate, wherein he asserted that the passport “might have been lost during rebuilding of my house.” That rebuilding was necessary because of the birth of his and Oona’s fourth child. The house at 1085 Summit Drive, just up the road from Pickfair, had been expensively expanded and reconfigured for his growing family.

Upon arriving in New York City, the Chaplins checked into the Sherry-Netherland. Oona called their friend Lillian Ross of The New Yorker, and invited her to go for a walk with Chaplin the next day. At eleven the next morning, Ross picked up Chaplin at his suite.

“Walking around the city is a ritual with me,” Chaplin explained. “I love to walk all over New York.”

Out on the sidewalk, Chaplin took a deep breath. It was close to autumn, but the day was warm. “I like this kind of day for walking in the city. A sultry, Indian summer September day. But do you know the best time for walking in the city? Two a.m. It’s the best time. The city is chaste. Virginal. Two a.m. in the winter is the best, with everything looking frosty. The tops of the automobiles. Shiny. All those colors.”

Chaplin began walking briskly, taking it all in. “You come along this avenue and you meet the world. In Hollywood, you walk for miles and you don’t meet a single friend. Sometimes when I have a whole day here I walk a whole day. I just go along and I discover places.… I used to go to Grand Central—to the Oyster Bar. I’d get a dozen clams, and all you’d want besides is the lemon. You’d get a dozen clams for eighty cents.…

“You know, in 1910, when I first arrived in New York, it was just this kind of a day in September. Indian summer. Funny thing. We got off the boat and had our luggage sent to the theater—to the Colonial Theatre, at 62nd and Broadway. The theater is gone now. I can conduct you on a tour. Tell you all about New York in 1910 and in 1912. I’ve outlived it all.”

On 42nd Street, Chaplin stopped and looked around. “There used to be a Child’s restaurant around about here. That Child’s was wonderful. It was all very white. They used to make hotcakes right in their window. Forty-second street was very elegant then. Very elegant.… What a meal you could get at Child’s for a quarter, plus dessert. Or two eggs, hot biscuits and wonderful coffee, all for fifteen cents.”

The day before Chaplin and his family were scheduled to leave for London, he called Richard Avedon. The photographer had been chasing him for years, but Chaplin hadn’t answered his letters. It wasn’t personal—Chaplin rarely answered letters. Avedon thought the call was a joke and hung up, but Chaplin was used to that response and immediately called back. “I’m coming over right now,” he told Avedon, who promptly sent all of his assistants out of the studio—he didn’t want any distractions.

At first, Avedon shot a few pictures straight on, “almost as though I was doing a passport picture.” When Avedon thought he had his shot, Chaplin asked, “May I do something for you?” He lowered his head, and came up grinning in extreme close-up, with his index fingers forming horns on the side of his head—the Great God Pan. Or, if you believed Hedda Hopper, Satan incarnate. Chaplin did it once more, and the second time was the keeper.

“I can’t take responsibility for this picture,” Avedon would write. “It was one of those perfect moments when the light was right, and I was there, and the sitter offered the photographer a gift… the kind of gift that arrives once in a lifetime.”

That night, Chaplin and Oona went to dinner with Lillian Ross and James Agee and his wife, Mia, at the Stork Club. Later, they went to 21.

On the evening of September 17, Chaplin and his family left for London on board the Queen Elizabeth. Years later, Chaplin remembered watching the Statue of Liberty recede into the distance as the ship sailed out of the harbor. “I thought to myself what it had meant to me when I first saw the statue. It filled me with tremendous joy. It meant freedom and progress in America. But when I looked at it that day on my way out to sea, I found myself wondering how accurate a symbol it really was.”



ONE DAY OUT of New York, Chaplin and his wife were having dinner with Harry Crocker, Adolph Green, and Arthur and Nela Rubinstein when a steward told Crocker there were four radio telephone calls for him. Crocker left the table to attend to the problem. The calls had come from newspaper reporters. They read Crocker a cursory press release from the Department of Justice: “Attorney General James P. McGranery announced today that he had issued orders to the Immigration and Naturalization Service to hold for hearing Charles Chaplin when he seeks to re-enter this country.

“The hearing will determine whether he is admissible under the laws of the United States.”

An accompanying statement said that McGranery had taken the action under a provision permitting the barring of resident aliens on grounds of “morals, health or insanity, or for advocating Communism or associating with Communist or pro-Communist organizations.”

The reporters wanted a response from Chaplin.

Crocker sent a note to Chaplin, asking him to come immediately to Crocker’s cabin. Chaplin knew something was radically wrong as soon as he walked through the door—Crocker’s face had gone dead white.

Chaplin remembered that, as Crocker read the communiqué, “Every nerve in me tensed. Whether I re-entered that unhappy country or not was of little consequence to me. I would have liked to tell them the sooner I was rid of that hate-beleagured atmosphere the better, that I was fed up with America’s insults and moral pomposity, and that the whole subject was damned boring. But everything I possessed was in the States and I was terrified they might find a way of confiscating it. Now I could expect any unscrupulous action from them. So instead I came out with a… statement to the effect that I would return and answer the charges, and that my re-entry was not a ‘scrap of paper,’ but a document given to me in good faith by the United States government—blah, blah, blah.”

Chaplin’s statement: “Through the proper procedure I applied for a re-entry permit which I was given in good faith and which I accepted in good faith; therefore I assume that the United States Government will recognize its validity.”

By the time Crocker returned the first four calls, there were nine more waiting.

In chaotic circumstances, it was hard to get much information about what was being said in the newspapers back home. Chaplin and Crocker did find out that the Department of Justice refused to state specific grounds for revoking the reentry permit because, said one official, “It might prejudice our case.”

Despite being suddenly hurled into limbo, there wasn’t really much Chaplin could do other than continue with the routine of shipboard life for the rest of the crossing. Passengers saw him walking around the deck, reading, eating, and dancing with his wife after watching a movie.

The morning after the attorney general’s announcement, the Los Angeles Times page one banner headline read “U.S. BARS CHAPLIN: INQUIRY ORDERED.” The Chicago Tribune page one headline read “MOVE TO BAN CHAPLIN IN U.S.” with a heavily slanted accompanying story that said Chaplin “had scorned citizenship in this country,” that Congress had denounced him as “left wing and radical,” and that he had been declared the father of an illegitimate child. The fact that blood tests had proved Chaplin wasn’t the father was not mentioned.

As always, Chaplin’s automatic response to a crisis was to seek solace in work. At some point during the crossing, Chaplin took out a yellow legal pad and began outlining an idea for a film in his rapid, sprawling hand:

“An immigrant arrives in America and owing to the fact that he cannot be understood by the U.S. authorities, who try to discover him…”

He broke off. Flipping the page, he began again: “Arriving in America, an immigrant who speaks a strange language which the U.S. officials cannot understand, passes the immigration authorities, because of not being understood and, therefore, he does not come under the quota of any foreign nation.

“When he discovers that he is at last in America, he tries his best to get a job. He eventually gets a job. He eventually gets one as a [blank space] and gets into all sorts of complications because he does not understand the American language. Everybody tries to make him understand by pantomime and, of course, he only understands what he wants to understand.”

The idea harks back to the animating principle underlying Chaplin’s films as the Tramp: a well-meaning outsider at perpetual cross-purposes with his surroundings, doomed to isolation because of a basic imbalance in the relationship between an individual and conventional society.

When the Queen Elizabeth stopped in Cherbourg, reporters stampeded on board to talk to Chaplin, who tried to lower the temperature. He “was very surprised at the action, of course. I don’t know exactly in what circumstances it was taken.” He had, he said, “millions of friends” in America, and noted that “the government of the United States does not usually go back on such a thing as a re-entry permit. I am sure it is valid.” Furthermore, he said that the Immigration Department in New York had wished him bon voyage and “said they hoped I would soon return.”

And then he focused on what he believed to be the crux of the matter. “I am not political. I have never been political. I have no political convictions. I am an individualist and believe in liberty. That is as far as my political convictions go.” When a reporter asked him why he had never become an American citizen, he replied, “That has come in for a great deal of criticism. Super-patriotism leads to Hitler-ism. I assume that in a democracy one can have a private opinion. During the war I made several speeches sponsored by the government and several people took exception to what I said. I said nothing subversive in my opinion. I don’t want to create revolution. I just want to create a few more pictures.”

Over the next few days, the roster of American columnists who had been assaulting Chaplin in print for years weighed in all over again: “A menace to young girls.” (Westbrook Pegler). “Good riddance to bad rubbish.” (Hedda Hopper). “Maybe you’ll miss us, but I don’t think we’ll miss you.” (Florabel Muir).

Only Bosley Crowther of The New York Times and the columnist Dorothy Thompson stood up for Chaplin.

Crowther: “There is no way of knowing what evidence the Justice Department may have with which to challenge Mr. Chaplin when he seeks to re-enter the United States. But it would seem fairly reasonable to imagine that, if any evidence sufficiently strong to prove him a dangerous alien had been uncovered by now, it would already have been brought against him in a formal deportation suit. The basis for the Justice Department’s action remains to be disclosed.”

Thompson: “Judge him in the only way an artist can be judged—by his art—and he emerges as one of the most effective anti-Communists alive.”

Ed Sullivan, already fronting the television show that would banish memories of his reliably right-wing newspaper column, shot back at Crowther, scoffing at his assertion that Chaplin’s films had comforted and allayed the loneliness of first-generation Americans. Sullivan wrote that “what most Americans resented was non-citizen Chaplin’s loud interference in U.S. policy, plus his extension of the ‘little tramp’ role to his private life and dalliances. Crowther’s portrait of Chaplin as the right-hand man of U.S. naturalization officials is laughable.”

On September 21 the Los Angeles Times headlined a story “GOVERNMENT HINTS NEW FACTS IN CHAPLIN CASE.” Attorney General James McGranery took ten days to issue a statement elaborating on his reasons for the rescinding of the reentry permit. He asserted that Chaplin had “a leering, sneering attitude” toward America.

On October 3, McGranery held a press conference during which he referred to the banishment as a question of “morals” and called Chaplin a “menace to womanhood.” McGranery also said that the Department of Justice planned to deport one hundred “unsavory characters,” and included Chaplin in a roster that was otherwise made up entirely of mafiosi. In the same issue of Variety that reported McGranery’s remarks, Assistant Secretary of State Howland Sargeant contradicted the attorney general by saying that Chaplin “has every State Dept. paper he needs to get back into the country,” and that it was the Defense Department that believed him to be a security risk.

Confusion reigned.

Again, The New York Times stood up for Chaplin, this time in an editorial: “Those who have followed him through the years cannot easily regard him as a dangerous person. No political situation, no international menace, can destroy the fact that he is a great artist who has given infinite pleasure to many millions, not in one country, but in all countries. Unless there is far more evidence against him than is at the moment visible, the Department of State will not dignify itself or increase the national security if it sends him into exile.”

The back-and-forth continued for months, for years. And none of it made any difference.

Charlie Chaplin had been canceled.



NEITHER THE REPORTERS nor Chaplin were aware that, in the opinion of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, there would have been nothing the government could have done if Chaplin had demanded his reentry permit be honored. On September 29, ten days after the reentry permit was rescinded, in a meeting attended by INS deputy commissioner Raymond Farrell, it was noted that, “Mr. Farrell stated bluntly that at the present time INS does not have sufficient information to exclude Chaplin from the United States if he attempts to re-enter.”

They could, Farrell thought, make it difficult, perhaps even embarrassing, “but in the end, there is no doubt Chaplin would be admitted,” if only because he had never been found guilty of any crime. Furthermore, if the INS attempted to delay Chaplin’s reentry, the result “might well rock INS and the Department of Justice to its foundations.” A year or two later, the solicitor general of the Eisenhower administration, Simon Sobeloff, would say that the government had no grounds to ban Chaplin, let alone enforce a deportation.

Armed with this knowledge, the INS had to be able to counter with something devastating or risk looking foolish if Chaplin forced the issue. And so Lita Grey, Chaplin’s second wife, whose divorce complaint had charged him with adultery, as well as what the complaint characterized as degrading sexual acts, was questioned in an attempt to build a case against her ex-husband. On October 20, 1952, the FBI questioned Grey, but she steadfastly refused to help:

“They were desperately trying to build a case of moral turpitude because [my divorce complaint] contained intimate details of my sex life with him. I said, ‘I’m sorry gentlemen, but I am an adult now and I didn’t draw the complaint. It is true that most of the content is correct. However, the way it is presented, the words used, the description of sex, was all drawn up by my attorneys. I can’t cooperate with you. Besides, I have two wonderful children by Charlie and I don’t want to be responsible for keeping him out of this country.’ ”

At the end of the interview with Grey, the FBI had no more on Chaplin than they had before September 1952. Had Chaplin wanted to come back to America, neither the FBI nor the INS could have stopped him.

But Chaplin would make no attempt to resume his life in America. Not then, not ever.

In a sense, it was all Sydney Chaplin’s fault. Charlie’s half-brother had a profound understanding of money and of comedy, but something of a blind spot about politics. On April 22, 1952, Sydney had written his brother suggesting he “take a run over to England for the opening [of Limelight]… in London & I don’t think you will have much trouble in obtaining a return permit & one that will be honered [sic] on your return.”

That same day, Sydney wrote a friend: “Regarding [rumors of] Charlie coming to live in Europe, I don’t place any value on that report. He has spent a lot of money having his house transformed to accommodate his larger family. However, I would not be surprised to see him make a trip to England for the showing of his picture and if he applies for a return permit, I think it will be granted & no obstacles in the way of his return. He has an American wife and 6 American children, two of which have fought for America in the last war. I think, except for the Catholic element, prejudice against Charlie has died down & from the government point, they know he has never been connected with any Communist organizations & for a period of 40 years he has been an asset & not a liability to America.”

Less than a month later, Chaplin began filing paperwork for the family jaunt through Europe. Sydney reported in a letter to his brother on May 2 that he had read in the papers that his namesake nephew, Charlie’s son Sydney, was going to play Shakespeare in Stratford. Sydney the elder thought Sydney the younger was wasting his time: “With his name and ability, he should now be earning big money either in the movies or on the TV. Look at some of the big salary boys, past & present.… Valentino was a dish washer, Clark Gable worked in a boiler factory, Cary Grant walked on stilts & gave away hand bills outside the New York Hippodrome. Harry Lauder came from the coal mines, the Chaplin Bros came from the gutter & Sir Henry Irving went broke playing Shakespeare. I am grateful that I learned to… do a cut-up fall.

“The years are fleeting &… as Doug Fairbanks used to say, ‘Life is a room with several doors & the problem is to know which door to open.’ ”



BY THE TIME the Queen Elizabeth docked in London, Chaplin’s mood was markedly less conciliatory. The more he thought about it, the angrier he got. He vowed to return to America and fight the charges.

But reality forced him toward circumspection. Everything Chaplin possessed was in America. Not merely his home, his cash and securities, but the negatives of his films and his studio on La Brea Avenue. It wasn’t hard to imagine a scenario where he could become an elderly reconfiguration of the Tramp—stateless, impoverished. In the fall of 1952, it was once again clear that Charlie Chaplin’s life had an eerie way of prefiguring—not to mention explaining—his art. First psychologically, now literally.

So Chaplin once again opted for bland pronouncements: “I do not want to create any revolution. All I want to do is create a few more films. It might amuse people.”

A month after the revocation of the reentry permit, the FBI issued a massive internal report documenting more than thirty years of investigations focused on Chaplin, a copy of which was dispatched to the attorney general. The report revealed that, besides the FBI, Army and Navy Intelligence, the Internal Revenue Service, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Department of State, and the U.S. Postal Service had all been surveilling Chaplin at one time or another. In short, the entire security apparatus of the United States had descended upon a motion picture comedian.

The report’s ultimate verdict was that Chaplin was not and never had been a Communist, nor had he donated a dime to the cause. Nevertheless, the implicit conclusion was that the revocation of his reentry permit was justified for reasons evenly divided between sex and politics.

It was all very strange. For more than thirty years, Chaplin’s Tramp had navigated the perilous no-man’s-land situated between the way things are supposed to be and the way they actually are.

Early in his movie career, Chaplin’s social conscience had generally been limited to occasional jabs in otherwise apolitical contexts: the sharp, savage little moment when the immigrants are roped off like cattle just as the Statue of Liberty hoves into view in The Immigrant; the Bible Belt’s hypocrisy in The Pilgrim; the alcoholic millionaire in City Lights who sees the Tramp as his best friend when drunk and needy but doesn’t know him when sober—more or less a behavioral analogy for capitalism at its predatory worst.

America’s right wing sensed a heretic. The Pilgrim resulted in a formal protest from the South Carolina Ku Klux Klan, while the Evangelical Ministers’ Association in Atlanta called it “an insult to the Gospel.”

The overall tenor of Chaplin’s films began to shift with Modern Times in 1936, when Chaplin made rampant instability in a newly spawned age of anxiety wrought by a worldwide Depression the motivation for the entire film. The Tramp is forced into an incessant round-robin of survival strategies, all of which prove useless. Despite his focus on just getting by, the Tramp can’t avoid the stigma of Communism when he helpfully picks up a red flag that has fallen off a truck just as a mob of strikers comes around the corner. Result: arrest as a dangerous radical.

Chaplin’s disavowal of Communist politics could hardly be wittier, or more pointed.

Other than the huge success of The Great Dictator in 1940, the ensuing decade had been a largely dreadful period for Chaplin. The paternity suit confirmed suspicions that he was not merely politically subversive but sexually subversive as well. Despite the exculpatory results of the blood test, he was found guilty in court and, far more damagingly, in the court of public opinion. The speeches he had made on behalf of opening a second front to aid Russia, America’s ally at the time, had served as prima facie evidence of Communist sympathies. “I don’t want the old rugged individualism,” he had proclaimed. “Rugged for a few, ragged for many.”

In 1948, the FBI began perusing reports gathered over the previous twenty-six years to “determine whether or not CHAPLIN was or is engaged in Soviet espionage activities”—an investigation focused on the intrinsically absurd idea that a multimillionaire was plotting to overthrow capitalism.

James McGranery’s action was the culmination of years of a concerted campaign targeting the private sexual behavior and public political sympathies of the most dangerous brand of dissident—a beloved popular artist. The result was excision from the body politic as if he was a collection of malignant cells.

The action would disrupt both Chaplin’s career and recently stabilized private life—this decade also brought the emotional security he had sought his entire life in his 1943 marriage to Oona O’Neill, which lasted the rest of his life and produced eight children.



THIS BOOK IS a social, political, and cultural history of a crucial period in the life of a seminal twentieth-century figure—the original independent filmmaker who gradually fell into mortal combat with his adopted country precisely because of the beliefs that formed the core of his personality and films.

At a time when political and cultural paranoia converged, the FBI did not restrict itself to the collection of facts, but actively proselytized for the image of Chaplin as subversive, freely disseminating a steady stream of largely unsubstantiated disinformation to Chaplin’s political adversaries. Chaplin became the most prominent victim of what amounted to a cultural cold war—a place where art always loses.

America lost a lot in this period. So did Chaplin. A King in New York and A Countess from Hong Kong, the two films he made after his forced exile, are a precipitous decline from Monsieur Verdoux and Limelight.

This is the story of one of the earliest junctions between show business and politics, of how a theoretically liberal Democratic administration capitulated to a Red Scare made up of what Dean Acheson called “the primitives,” a phrase that in its aloof condescension predates Hillary Clinton’s “basket of deplorables.”

In the twenty-first century, Charlie Chaplin remains popular but is no longer fashionable. Most modern critics prefer the apolitical, slightly autistic comic character of Buster Keaton, an artist with whom Chaplin had little in common beyond their mutual profession.

Keaton is an abstract artist with a strong bent toward the surreal, not to mention the depressive. His character relates more to things than people—he’s focused on getting his cow back, or his locomotive. People are an afterthought.

Chaplin is a figurative artist and a romantic, and his area of interest is always people and their place in the world—Modern Times, The Great Dictator, and Monsieur Verdoux all examine societies tightly organized against the powerless, while Limelight focuses on the ostracizing effects of age and failure.

In her “Notes on Camp,” Susan Sontag posited that “the two pioneering forces of modern sensibility are Jewish moral seriousness and homosexual aestheticism and irony.” Chaplin wasn’t Jewish but he might as well have been, for he was morally serious long before the Holocaust, even as his cultural and political enemies insisted on defining morality as strictly relating to sex.

This book focuses on the planned ideological strikes that banished Chaplin from his adopted country while he was engaged in making the most controversial films of his life—a story that eerily foretells the homicidal cultural and political life of the twenty-first century.

It is also about an indomitable, compulsively creative man struggling to sustain his voice in an art form evolving in ways that didn’t play to his strengths. Finally, it is about how Charlie Chaplin lost his audience, then gradually found it again.

It’s time to see Charlie clear.




PART ONE

[image: Image]


“Chaplin was Chaplin and would always be Chaplin.”

—Michael Powell






CHAPTER 1

Before he was the most famous man in the world, Charlie Chaplin was just Sydney Chaplin’s little brother. Technically, Charlie was Syd’s half-brother, but Syd paid no attention to that fine distinction, or to the fact that Charlie had genius while Syd only had talent. Syd was never jealous. Charlie needed tending, so Syd became the unheralded hero of Charlie’s life, always hovering protectively over his brother.

It was Sydney who providentially rescued Charlie from a period of sleeping rough that followed their mother’s incarceration for insanity. It was Syd who took his brother to Fred Karno and talked Karno into hiring the unprepossessing young man as a stage comedian. It was Syd who ordered his brother to get out of the stock market three months before the 1929 crash.

“I just made $100,000 with a phone call,” protested Charlie.

“Did you hear what I said?” replied Syd. “Get out now.”

For all this and more, Chaplin named one of his sons after Sydney.

In May 1903, Syd was finishing a sailing stint when he wired his brother: “Will arrive ten o clock tomorrow morning at Waterloo Station. Love, Sydney.”

When Sydney got off the train, he saw his fourteen-year-old brother unwashed, in filthy clothes, shoes coming apart.

“What’s happened?” Sydney asked curtly.

“Mother went insane and we had to send her to the infirmary.”

“Where are you living?”

“The same place, Pownall Terrace.”

This was an evasion. Since his mother’s institutionalization, Charlie was afraid of being sent to the workhouse and was avoiding the landlady by sleeping on the streets.

The porters began piling up Sydney’s luggage. On the top was a bunch of green bananas.

“Is that ours?” asked Charlie.

Sydney nodded and said, “They’re too green. We’ll have to wait a day or so before we can eat them.”

In the carriage, Sydney told his brother that he was going to give up the sea and become an actor. He had saved enough money for twenty weeks of expenses, which he idealistically thought would be enough to break through in his chosen profession. The first order of affairs for Sydney was to take his brother out and buy him new clothes. That night Charlie and Sydney got dressed up in their Sunday best and went to the South London Music Hall. “Just think what tonight would have meant to Mother,” Sydney repeated over and over.

Later that week they went to visit their mother at the Cane Hill Asylum. She was vague, preoccupied. The playful spirit that had endeared her to her boys was gone. “Of course,” she told Charlie, “if only you had given me a cup of tea that afternoon I would have been all right.”



IN THE 1881 census, Charlie Chaplin’s father is eighteen years old and working as a barman at the Northcote Hotel Battersea Rise, where his brother was the manager.

Charles Chaplin Sr. married Hannah Hill in June 1885, just fourteen weeks after she gave birth to her son Sydney, whose paternal parentage was something of a mystery. Hannah would claim that she had eloped with a man to South Africa where she lived on a plantation—a luxuriously ornate saga that became a family legend. Sydney’s birth certificate tells a more prosaic tale—he was born Sidney John Hill on March 16, 1885, at 57 Brandon Street in Lambeth. It should also be noted that as an adult Sydney Chaplin bore a distinct familial resemblance to Charles Chaplin Sr. In fact, he looked like his brother—same size, same coloring, roughly equivalent handsome features.

Hannah Harriet Pedlingham Hill Chaplin was from Walworth, a bootmaker’s daughter born in August 1865 close by Elephant and Castle. Under her stage name Lily Harley she was getting consistent music hall bookings as early as 1885 in such major cities as Bristol, Dublin, Glasgow, and Aberdeen. Similarly, by 1887 the senior Charles was a professional entertainer getting regular bookings at provincial music halls.

Hannah Chaplin was earning as much as £25 a week, and getting occasional London dates as well. By 1888, however, the noose had begun tightening. An ad in the theatrical paper Entr’acte in November 1888 reads: “The original and refined Lily Harley—terrific success nightly after her indisposition. Bedford, special concerts. Open for pantomime.”

Her second son’s birth in April 1889 was not formally recorded at Somerset House, but his parents made sure to include it in The Magnet and The Era—the theatrical trade papers: “Birth—April 15th, the wife of Mr. Charles Chaplin, nee Lily Harley, of a beautiful boy. Mother and son both doing well.” Despite the birthdate being announced as April 15, all his life Chaplin celebrated his birthday on April 16.

Charlie Chaplin was often described as a Cockney, but a Cockney is born within the sound of Bow Bells. Lambeth, where he was born, is five miles away from Bow Bells, so Chaplin doesn’t qualify. He was a boy from South London, not East London.

The birthplace was said to be East Street, but nobody was ever sure of the number. At various times, it was cited as 87, 91, 191, 256, 258, and 260. All of those houses were destroyed by Luftwaffe bombing in World War II.

In August 1889, a few months after Charlie was born, the elder Chaplin made his London debut. In short order, he was playing up to four different London music halls a night as well as headlining the bill in the provinces.

In the summer of 1890, the elder Chaplin made a successful tour of America, including an engagement at the Union Square Theatre in New York City. At the same time, his marriage began to break up, although whether that was because of his drinking, his wife’s promiscuity, or some combination of both is impossible to ascertain.

What is certain is that while her husband was touring America, Hannah began an affair with the music hall star Leo Dryden. By April 1891, Hannah was separated from her husband. She and her boys were sharing a house with her mother in Walworth. (Hannah’s mother was also separated from her husband at the time.)

The result of Hannah’s affair was a child named George Dryden Wheeler, born on August 31, 1892. In early 1893, the baby was snatched by his father and never returned until he was reunited with his half-brothers in Hollywood, by which time he had taken the name Wheeler Dryden. In due time Wheeler became the father of Spencer Dryden, the drummer for Jefferson Airplane.

The upshot of all this is that when Chaplin Sr. returned to London, he discovered he had another mouth to feed for whom he was not technically responsible. Eighteen ninety-three also saw Mary Ann Hill, Hannah’s mother, transition from alcoholism into vagrancy and mental illness when she was adjudged a “pauper lunatic” in February and committed.

And so Hannah and her children began their own descent into poverty. In 1895, when she was admitted to the Lambeth Infirmary for the first time, Charlie stayed with relatives, while Sydney was sent to the Norwood Schools. From 1895 to 1898, Chaplin Sr. refused to pay child support mandated by the court—15 shillings a week. In November 1897, he was £44 in arrears.

While all this was going on, Hannah’s stays in mental hospitals went on for longer and longer periods, while her children were remanded to institutions. Syd was sent to the custody of the Lambeth Workhouse and the West Norwood Schools, while Charlie was taken in by Hannah’s relatives. In May 1896, both boys were placed in the Newington Workhouse. By this time, Charles Sr. was living with another woman by whom he had a child. He was willing to take care of Charlie but not Syd.

In order to keep the boys together, in June 1896 they were both sent to the Hanwell Schools for Orphan and Destitute Children, but once they were there the boys were separated. On the upside, it was at Hanwell that Charlie received his formal education. On the downside, Hanwell placed an emphasis on physical discipline. Charlie was flogged for something he didn’t do, and an infestation of ringworm caused his head to be shaved, after which he was placed in isolation.

“The treatment took weeks and seemed like an eternity,” he remembered. “My head was shaved and iodined and I wore a handkerchief tied around it like a cotton picker. But one thing I would not do was to look out of the window [of the isolation ward] at the boys below, for I knew in what contempt they held us.” That same year his father was arrested for failure to make support payments.

When Syd was eleven, he began an apprenticeship on board the Exmouth, as preparation for a career at sea. Charlie was now alone. In December 1897, Charlie was reunited with his mother, but money was now harder and harder to find, and there were frequent trips back to the Lambeth workhouse, or West Norwood. In September 1898, Hannah was adjudged insane, and both boys went to live with their father. Hannah was transferred to Cane Hill Asylum, twenty miles outside of London. The abbreviation “syph,” i.e., syphilis, was entered on her medical records that same year. She was thirty-three years old. Her son Charlie was nine. At the end of 1898 young Charlie began his career in vaudeville when he joined “The Eight Lancashire Lads,” a clog-dancing troupe, occasionally attending schools in the towns in which the troupe played.

Hannah’s admission document for Cane Hill states, “Has been very strange in manner—at one time abusive and noisy, at another using endearing terms. Has been confined in padded room repeatedly on account of sudden violence—threw a mug at another patient. Shouting, singing, and talking incoherently. Complains of her head and depressed and crying this morning—dazed and unable to give any reliable information. Asks if she is dying. States she belongs to Christ Church (Congregation) which is Church of England. She was sent here on a mission by the Lord. Says she wants to get out of this world.”

Hannah could have contracted syphilis from her husband or her lover, or she could have been working as a prostitute, although neither of her boys ever referred to a procession of strange men parading through their rooms. The doctors did not specify the stage of Hannah’s disease, but the lurching gait that her son observed, the terrible headaches that she began experiencing in 1895, and her spasms of dementia are all classic symptoms of tabes dorsalis, a motor disturbance common to untreated syphilis.

“Hannah had tertiary neurosyphilis,” says Dr. Tracey Goessel, a film historian and medical doctor. “She could also have had mental illness—crazy behavior comes later in the disease. Mental illness is hard to diagnose retrospectively, so it’s certainly possible she had bipolar schizophrenia before the syphilis.”

Charlie knew the reality of his mother’s condition—more than half a century after his mother’s diagnosis, he revealed it to Jerry Epstein, his assistant on Limelight. Prostitution was originally a plot point in Limelight via a flashback sequence that Chaplin shot but eventually cut. It’s impossible to determine the source of Hannah’s infection, but two things are clear: it was the most mortifying secret of Charlie Chaplin’s life, and it left him terrified of sexual diseases. He would adopt extreme—and unscientific—measures to avoid it.

This horror show of disease, instability, and madness inflicted on a powerless young child shadowed Chaplin for the rest of his life. His lost paradise consisted of the times he was with his mother before her natural personality was obliterated. He remembered her as “a mignonne… with fair complexion, violet-blue eyes and long light-brown hair that she could sit upon.… Those who knew her told me in later years that she was dainty and attractive and had compelling charm.”

Chaplin told of her attempts to maintain shards of respectability as she and her boys downshifted from one forlorn state to another. She accepted nothing from her children but proper standards of speech and behavior, and did her best to mend their ragged clothes. Chaplin would watch his mother observing people from their apartment windows, commenting on how they dressed and moved, then imitating them, causing her son to laugh at the accuracy of her impersonations.

Chaplin remembered his childhood as a haphazard stew of equal parts humiliation and delight. Of the latter, there was “riding with Mother on top of a horse-bus trying to touch passing lilac trees—of the many colored bus tickets, orange blue, pink and green, that bestrewed the pavement where the trams and buses stopped—of rubicund flower girls at the corner of Westminster Bridge, making gay boutonnieres, their adroit fingers manipulating tinsel and quivering fern—of the humid odor of freshly watered roses that affected me with a vague sadness—of melancholy Sundays and pale parents and their children escorting toy windmills and colored balloons over Westminster Bridge; and the maternal penny streamers that softly lowered their funnels as they glided under it. From such trivia, I believe my soul was born.”

But the poverty was scalding: “I didn’t feel the hurt so much as the humiliation. [My mother would] stagger from one side to the other as though she was drunk, but she was just weak.… All that is very vivid to me.… I suppose within three months we must have lived in four, five or six places. Then suddenly the pity of it—this poor woman with two children—from one room to another. One room…”

But all that began to recede slightly when, probably by his father’s arrangement, young Charlie became a show business professional with the Eight Lancashire Lads. He stayed with them until the end of 1900.

Within five years, Charlie Chaplin’s days of want would basically be over. In a deeper sense, they never ended.



THROUGHOUT THIS PERIOD, Chaplin’s father was in declining health due to alcoholism. He died in 1901 at St. Thomas Hospital at the age of thirty-seven. The funeral was fairly elaborate—a satin-lined oak casket, horse-drawn carriages, wreaths—with costs split between the Variety Artists’ Benevolent Fund and the deceased’s brother. Charles Chaplin was buried in an unmarked grave in the Tooting cemetery. Indifference breeds indifference—when Charlie and Syd Chaplin were both rich and famous, they never bothered to place a marker on the elder Chaplin’s grave.

Before show business beckoned, young Charlie subsisted on odd—very odd—jobs: glassblowing, making toy boats. With his mother in the madhouse and his brother (literally) at sea, Charlie took to working with a group of woodcutters and sleeping on the streets, to avoid having his landlady turn him in as an orphaned indigent. Clearly, he was determined to stay out of the workhouses by any means.

After Sydney returned from the sea, taking care of Charlie became a preoccupation, but the fact remains that it was a definitively grim childhood. A mother in the grip of profound mental and physical illness; an alcoholic father who drank himself to death; a child cast onto the streets, workhouses, and orphanages. Chaplin’s childhood defined “high-risk,” an environment calculated to breed sociopaths. The psychiatrist Stephen Weissman estimates that roughly 10 percent of such children manage to transcend environmental and emotional catastrophe and become successful adults. These are what is known as “invulnerables.”

Charlie Chaplin was an invulnerable all his long life. In youth and middle age, his memories of childhood poverty were predominantly of shame and grief, but in old age he permitted himself a touch of nostalgia’s amber glow. Sometimes the past came to him “like a dream. Buying lamp oil from two old ladies in a shack because it was a farthing cheaper. Falling into the Thames and being rescued by a big black retriever. Going up to Piccadilly, where every doorway seemed to lead to something charming.”

More typical was his memory of his mother’s friend Eva Lester, who had once been a star of the music halls. Eva Lester had descended into poverty and was a vagrant being tormented by street urchins when Hannah recognized her. Hannah drove the boys away and told her to go to the public baths to clean off and come back to the rooms in Kennington where Hannah, Charlie, and Syd were eking out their existence. Lester stayed for three days, sleeping on Syd’s fold-down bed. Hannah finally gave her two shillings and some old clothes. Chaplin was mortified by Lester’s degradation, not to mention her desperation, and of what could happen to even successful practitioners of his parents’ profession.

On May 9, 1903, Hannah was again adjudged insane and remanded back to Cane Hill. Her commitment papers contain testimony from her son Charlie: “Charles Chaplin, son… states she keeps on mentioning a lot of people who are dead and fancies she can see them looking out of the window.”

It was the same day that Sydney arrived at Southampton to take charge of his brother’s life. “If Sydney had not returned to London I might have become a thief in the London streets,” Chaplin mused. “I might have been buried in a pauper’s grave.”

Hannah would be released, but on March 6, 1905, she relapsed yet again, this time permanently. She would spend the rest of her life cared for by either institutions or her sons. Dr. Marcus Quarry, an attending physician at the Lambeth Infirmary, examined her and reported that she was “a lunatic and a proper person to be taken charge of and detained under care and treatment.… She is very strange in manner and quite incoherent. She dances, sings and cries by turns. She is indecent in conduct & conversation at times and again at times praying and saying she has been born again.”

The short version of all this is that until Charlie Chaplin became a star in the theater, his environment was definitively infirm, marked by alcoholism, mental illness, and sexually transmitted disease. Between heredity and the free and easy atmosphere of the music hall in which they grew up, it’s easy to see why sexual conflagration was a frequent feature of Charlie’s and Sydney’s lives.

The travails that Syd and Charlie went through as children formed a bond that never was broken, although Sydney would frequently complain about Charlie’s lack of response to his letters. “For one reason, I could not spell very well,” Charlie explained. “[But] one letter touched me deeply and drew me very close to him; he reproached me for not answering his letters and recalled the misery we had endured together which should unite us.… ‘Since Mother’s illness,’ wrote Sydney, ‘all we have in the world is each other. So you must write regularly and let me know that I have a brother.’ His letter was so moving that I replied immediately.… His letter cemented a brotherly love that has lasted throughout my life.”

Charlie Chaplin only had the equivalent of a haphazardly acquired fourth grade education, but his imperiled life was redeemed by a precociously natural talent for performance. A quick rise through the music halls, where he played with some of the era’s greatest stars—Dan Leno, Harry Lauder, Marie Lloyd—enabled him to learn the craft of show business while simultaneously getting a sense of its possibilities as an art.

Charlie eventually latched on to a job with William Gillette in his play Sherlock Holmes, which lasted for more than two years until 1906. That same year, Syd got a job with Fred Karno’s legendary comedy troupe.

Fred Karno was the music hall equivalent of Mack Sennett, a tough entrepreneur who mastered the business of manufacturing comedy on an industrial basis. As one theater historian has noted, “Fred Karno mass-produced comedy and sold it by the lorry load.” Karno and his staff designed programs of comic sketches that toured England and, eventually, America, with an interchangeable troupe of comics who were relentlessly drilled in the proper approach and timing.

Karno’s headquarters on Vaughan Road in Camberwell was as organized as a film studio. It consisted of three adjacent houses and a rehearsal room with a ceiling so high it could accommodate trapeze artists. By the time of Chaplin’s arrival, Karno was supervising eight to ten traveling troupes and making a great deal of money.

In January 1908, Sydney convinced Karno to give his little brother a tryout. Fred Karno remembered the day: “Syd arrived, accompanied by a young lad, very puny, pale and sad looking. He seemed undernourished and frightened, as though he expected me to raise my hand to hit him. Even his clothes were too small for him! I must say that at the first moment he seemed much too timid to do anything good on the stage, especially in the knockabout comedy shows that were my specialty. Still, I didn’t want to disappoint Sydney, so I took him on.”

Charlie signed his contract with Karno a month later. The contract specifies that he is a “Comedian Pantomimist” and paid him a weekly salary of £3, 10 shillings, with a second year payable at £4 a week.

From this point, the boys’ professional and personal lives began a slow but steady ascent. Charlie Chaplin was about to turn nineteen years old, and his days of financial want were over.



STAN LAUREL WORKED for several years as Chaplin’s understudy in the Karno troupe, and remembered that Charlie had a bad habit of drifting in a few minutes before a performance, thereby frustrating Laurel, who was just about to go on. “He always showed up just in the nick of time,” said Laurel, “smiling and unperturbed. His mind was usually a thousand miles away, dwelling in some land where the rest of us poor troupers could not follow.”

Laurel recalled, “Fred Karno didn’t teach Charlie and me all we know about comedy. He just taught us most of it. If I had to pick an adjective to fit Karno, it would be supple.… He was flexible in just about everything, and above all he taught us to be supple. Just as importantly he taught us to be precise. Out of all that endless rehearsal and performance came Charlie, the most supple and precise comedian of our time.”

Chaplin was extraordinarily shy and self-conscious throughout his life. He would remember, “I would go to the saloons where members of the company gathered, and watch them play billiards, but I always felt that my presence cramped their conversation, and they were quite obvious in making me feel so.”

Fred Karno was not given to sentimentality and said that, “[Chaplin] wasn’t very likeable. I’ve known him to go whole weeks without saying a word to anyone in the company. Occasionally he would be quite chatty, but on the whole he was dour and unsociable. He lived like a monk, had a horror of drink and put most of his salary in the bank as soon as he got it.”

Stan Laurel added, “To some of the company I know he appeared stand-offish and superior. He wasn’t, he wasn’t at all.… He is a very, very shy man. You could even say he was a desperately shy man.”

Warming to the subject, Laurel went on. “People through the years have talked about how eccentric he became. He was a very eccentric person then. He was very moody and often very shabby in appearance. Then suddenly he would astonish us all by getting dressed to kill. It seemed that every once in a while he would get an urge to look very smart. At these times he would wear a derby hat (an expensive one), gloves, smart suit, fancy vest, two-tone side button shoes, and carry a cane.”

The cane would disappear except when he was working, but the button shoes would remain for decades, causing no end of odd looks in casual California.

Chaplin had no illusions about the quality of Karno’s shows. “All of the pieces we did, as I remember them, were cruel and boisterous, filled with acrobatic humor and low, knockabout comedy. Each man working for Karno had to have perfect timing, and to know the peculiarities of everyone else in the cast so that we could collectively achieve a tempo.… It took about a year for an actor to get the repertoire of a dozen shows down pat. Karno required us to know a number of parts so that the players could be interchanged. When one left the company it was like taking a screw or a pin out of a very delicate piece of machinery.”

Chaplin came to America for the first time in 1910 after re-upping with Karno for three years. By this time, he was a star in a successful touring show—in the third year of his contract, his salary would rise to £15 a week.

His initial reaction to New York City was loneliness, but that changed as he walked down Broadway for the first time. “As I walked along Broadway it began to light up with myriads of colored electric bulbs and sparkled like a brilliant jewel. And in the warm night my attitude changed and the meaning of America came to me: the tall skyscrapers, the brilliant, gay lights, the thrilling display of advertisements stirred me with hope and a sense of adventure. ‘This is it,’ I said to myself. ‘This is where I belong.’ ”

Over the next few years he grew familiar with all the corners of what would become his adopted country. “Such cities as Cleveland, St. Louis, Minneapolis, St. Paul, Kansas City, Denver, Butte, Billings, throbbed with the dynamism of the future, and I was imbued with it.”

Chaplin’s shyness made making friends difficult. For female companionship, he and four or five others would go to the red-light districts. “Sometimes we won the affection of the madam of a [bordello] and she would close up the ‘joint’ for the night and we would take over. Occasionally some of the girls fell for the actors and would follow them to the next town.”

That was Chaplin’s story in 1964. Groucho Marx, who knew Chaplin more than fifty years before that, had an alternate view of a young man quite different from the one portrayed in his memoir. Marx saw Chaplin in vaudeville and told his brothers that he was “the greatest comedian I’d ever seen” and held to that opinion for the rest of his life.

“We were in Salt Lake City,” remembered Groucho, “and we [all] went to a whorehouse. Chaplin was so shy. The Madame of the whorehouse had a dog. And [Chaplin] sat on the floor and played with the dog all evening. He was too shy to take a girl to bed.…

“Five years later I came out to see him and he was living in a home like Mary Pickford.… He invited the boys up to dinner with him. And he had a girl with him. And he was always fucking. Fucked every leading lady—like Chico. Edna Purviance was her name. I tried to fuck her too. But she was with Chaplin.… The world went crazy about this guy.”

This sounds like an old vaudevillian spinning fanciful anecdotes, but the author and documentarian Robert Bader did his due diligence. The Marx Brothers were playing in Salt Lake City from November 12 to November 18, 1913. Chaplin, along with the Karno troupe, was there the week ending November 8. Sunday was the 9th, and because of Blue Laws vaudeville theaters were dark on Sunday. Performers traditionally used Sundays to do laundry, relax for a few hours, then catch a train for their next booking.

The Marx Brothers rolled into Salt Lake City on November 9, even though they wouldn’t start performing for a few days. Chaplin and Karno’s “Night in a London Club” troupe didn’t open their next engagement in Colorado Springs till Monday, November 10. Since everybody had some time on their hands on a slow Sunday, Chaplin went to the whorehouse with the Marxes on Sunday the 9th, then caught a train to Colorado Springs.

His lack of interest in the girls might have been due to preoccupation, not shyness. On September 25, Chaplin had signed a contract with Mack Sennett’s Keystone company in Edendale, California. His last engagement with the Karno company was on November 29, 1913, in Kansas City.

After he signed the Sennett contract, Chaplin wrote his brother in an exultant mood:


“Oh.” Sid I can see you!! Beaming now as you read this, those sparkling eyes of yours scanning this scribble and wondering what [is] coming next. I’ll tell you how the land lies. I have had an offer from a moving picture company for quite a long time, but I did not want to tell you until the whole thing was confirmed and it practically is settled now.… I don’t know whether you have seen any Keystone pictures but they are very funny. They also have some nice girls etc..… Just think Sid, 35 pounds per week is not [to] be laugh[ed] at and I only want to work about five years at that and then we are independent for life. I shall save like a son of a gun.… Hoping you are in good health and Mother improving also I would love her and you to be over hear. [sic] Well we may someday when I get in right.

Love to Minnie

And yourself

Your loving Brother,

Charlie



The contract with Keystone ran for one calendar year, and mandated a weekly salary of $150, about twice what he was making from Karno. Interestingly, there is another surviving draft of the contract containing a provision stating that he could be released from his contract with one week’s notice, but it was unsigned. Chaplin held out for the security of a full year no-cut contract and got it.

Charlie Chaplin was going into the movies.




CHAPTER 2

On December 16, 1913, Charlie Chaplin went to work at the Keystone studio. He was twenty-four years old.

As shy as he was with women, Chaplin was the antithesis when it came to his work. Almost immediately he began arguing with directors and pressed Sennett to let him direct his own pictures. “The average actor… is just an actor,” Sennett would remember. “When it’s quitting time, he’s through.… [But] Chaplin used to fairly sweat if he thought he hadn’t done a thing as well as he should have… and when the time came that he could see the film of the day’s work, he was always there, whereas most of the others in the picture would never come around. And if anything in the run didn’t please him, he’d click his tongue or snap his fingers and twist and squirm. ‘Now, why did I do that, that way?’ he’d say.”

Within three years, Charlie Chaplin would be besieged by twin cascades of fame and money, a response motivated by his creation of the Tramp in the first month of his Keystone contract. It remains the most stunning rise of any twentieth-century performer. As Charlie’s friend Max Eastman wrote, “this little modest actor of one role, his birth timed and his genius cut and trimmed to fit a new kind of entertainment, became in three short years known and loved by more men, and more races and classes of men, than anyone, even the great religious leaders, ever had been before.”

Chaplin’s life informed his work to a startling degree. “I didn’t have to read books to know that the theme of life is conflict and pain,” he wrote. “Instinctively, all my clowning was based on this.” In the beginning, the Tramp, a makeup he created on the spur of the moment after Sennett told him to put on a funny costume, was a creature from the id—anarchy set loose amidst social regimentation. As the critic Dave Kehr noted, the early Chaplin films are allegorical—and probably unintentional—versions of the Progressive movement that was happening all around the young comedian. He was the little guy, living in the slums and fighting for survival against the system represented by cops and other authority figures. But Chaplin gradually added colors to the character—the Tramp’s aggression was gradually muted. Violence would be replaced by indignation, lechery with courtliness.

From comedies about pursuit—women, money, work, status—Chaplin’s work soon settled into a narrative groove in which his character rescues women—often deeply damaged, sometimes just desperate. This describes every Chaplin feature from The Kid in 1921 to Limelight in 1952. Chaplin coped with his inability to help a mother who was beyond help by perpetually imagining himself as a chivalrous adult saving a woman in perilous circumstances.

The central pressure point of Chaplin’s life was the fact that he became rich and famous by continually reimmersing himself in his memories of poverty and deprivation. For Charlie Chaplin, there was no escape.

One day in the late 1920s Chaplin was having lunch in Venice, California, with a coworker. “You’ve always had all you wanted to eat, I suppose, haven’t you?” Chaplin inquired.

“Yes, thank goodness. I’ve never gone hungry.”

“It’s funny, but every once in a while when I sit down for a meal I think how marvelous it is not to have to consider price. An ordinary middleclass family, I suppose, must look at the price list, don’t you think?”

This set Chaplin off on a soliloquy about his diet as a child. “My memory is so clear of the days when meat once a week was a luxury. On Sundays we had meat. And what meat! If we were lucky, it was four-penny ends, which were the odds and ends of all first-class cuts, made into stew for the family. And if we were not so lucky, it was thrup-penny ends, which were ends of the meat which were a little rancid.

“On other days we had potatoes and greens, or bread and drippings—do you know what drippings are? They’re the odds and ends of fat off meat which have solidified. They’re used like butter. Very good, too, with salt!”

Over time, Chaplin thought long and hard about his creation. He would muse that “[The Tramp isn’t] a character. He seems to be more of a symbol… more Shakespearian than Dickensian. Dickens
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