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    Introduction


    


    My love of silent movies started back when I became aware of them in the late 1960s and 1970s with the viewing of several of producer Robert Youngson’s superb compilations on local New York television. I particularly remember seeing the first three of them a number of times; that is, The Golden Age of Comedy, When Comedy Was King, and Days of Thrills and Laughter. Although I spent endless hours discovering the vast world of movies on television, Youngson’s motion pictures stood out so much that they enthralled me. I became awestruck and appreciative of the sheer variety of superb comedy players that were around so long before I was born. I learned that his films revived interest in the silent film comedies.


    Fast forward forty years plus, and I am immersed in the world of researching and writing biographies of actors and actresses; including Shirley Booth, Huntz Hall, Kay Aldridge, Gale Gordon, and Leo Gorcey. As I sought a subject for my next biographical work. I wanted it to be about the one person that I really knew so little about but always wanted to know more about.


    So much has been, and continues to be, written about actors, actresses, and (thanks to the influence of the auteur theory) directors. As you know, if any particular persons seem totally forgotten, it has been the writers and producers. I knew once I started on my authorship of books that someday I wanted to tackle this project regardless of whether anyone else saw it as worthwhile. I also knew that my interest in and respect for Youngson never waned over the years, and I personally wanted to know what made him want to make his truly haunting compilations of bygone silent comedies.


    It seemed to be just a dream that might have been a possible project that someone would undertake. One day in 2015, something possessed me to look into the fantastic possibility of doing this study now so many years later. Happily, I discovered that Youngson’s widow Jeanne was alive and more than willing to help me.


    To my surprise, the opportunity to contact her appeared out of nowhere, with the help of Jean Shepherd’s biographer, Eugene Bergmann. To my delight, Youngson’s wife first replied to my query, saying, “This could be fun.” In short, Jeanne immediately answered my many questions and offered stories and facts about her nearly fifteen years of married life with Youngson. In no time my book was well off and running.


    I knew of film scholar William K. Everson’s tribute to Youngson, in which he best described him when he said, “Robert G. Youngson, who died in April of 1974 in his early fifties, was hardly a documentarian in the strictest sense of the word. While he did occasionally shoot new material, he worked mainly from existing material, and in exhuming the past, he preserved and recorded it with affection, accuracy and humor. He had a tremendous respect for the past — a respect tinged with but not dominated by nostalgia for it — and he hated with a vengeance those films that kidded and ridiculed the past for easy quick laughs.”


    The world that producer/writer Youngson sought to celebrate in seven of the eight compilations all share one thing, and that is, their insistent celebration of the silent film comedies and the comedians of 1920s. Most importantly, and often misunderstood, is his intelligent and humorous comments spoken over the film excerpts. This need for narration came from Youngson’s experience as a writer and producer of newsreel shorts in the 1940s and 1950s. Simply put, the narrations in his compilations gave him a chance to express his deep appreciation and familiarity of the era to the viewers.


    I had heard over the years, perhaps from diehard silent film purists that Youngson ruined the original films by cutting and splicing them for his compilations. However, that is nonsensical for if it was not for his compilations (especially the first few), viewers would not have come to discover and long for these forgotten comedies. That alone would rescue these talented comics/performers from obscurity. Youngson’s films reintroduced the public back in the late 1950s and 1960s to the silent comedies; these comics have had a new life. The result is that many other individuals have come to love them so much.


    Youngson’s compilations have been particularly instrumental in reviving interest in Laurel and Hardy; especially as far as making the world aware of their silent productions. So many people then first became aware of the team’s hidden comedy treasures.


    Everson: “Bob was undoubtedly responsible for the tremendous (and well-deserved) resurgence of interest in Laurel and Hardy in the 1950s; more importantly, his use of so much material, from original negatives then on the verge of decomposition, undoubtedly saved it.


    “The same can be said for so much of the great newsreel footage that he unearthed, much of which is amazing for its pictorial style and beauty as much as for its content. Once unearthed by Bob, it soon became absorbed into many standard libraries, anthologies, and TV documentaries. Even if his own use of it had been less than expert than it was, his salvaging of it would have been a major contribution.”


    Although none of Youngson’s compilations received awards, he did deserve recognition for at least one of his first three compilations. Earlier, two of his many short subjects garnered Academy Awards, as well as being nominated for three others. His skill developed with his work as a newsreel writer; the latter job acting as his training ground. Here I have steered clear of discussing this part of Youngson’s career in detail because it is esoteric, as well as the fact that those productions are not accessible to all but the film scholar seeing them at an archival center.


    I am grateful to Youngson for finding and bringing to his compilations so many memorable scenes; just a brief sampling of a few of my favorite selections from the first three films reveal his fine ability at sifting through literally thousands of films from that period to find some of the best silent comedy scenes ever made.


    For starters, in Youngson’s first compilation, The Golden Age of Comedy, there is excerpted the oyster stew gag (Wandering Willies) with the now-forgotten comedy great Billy Bevan that inspired sound comedians later, such as Lou Costello, to play the same gag. In fact, the often-overlooked Bevan receives attention in all of the first four compilations. Also, we meet the truly unforgettable Puzzums the Cat winning a game of checkers against Andy Clyde (His Unlucky Night), as well as the Cameo the Wonder Dog helping Bevan in a poker game and for contacting the police (Nip and Tuck).


    In Youngson’s second compilation, When Comedy Was King, there is some fine moments of survival for the lovers Fatty Arbuckle and Mabel Normand (Fatty and Mabel Adrift); and, of course, the famous “Phantom Kiss.” Here Arbuckle tenderly offered what we see as a silhouetted kiss to the sleeping Normand. In addition, there is Harry Langdon acting terrified in a supposed haunted house (His First 100 Years), and Snub Pollard’s unusual inventions to make his life easy (It’s A Gift).


    In his third compilation, Days of Thrills and Laughter, again we see the cute and funny Cameo the Wonder Dog. He drinks hard cider and smokes. Besides, this time he beats Ben Turpin playing a game of checkers (Asleep at the Switch), as well as such amazing fast-paced footage of comedian Monte Banks on a moving train (Play Safe).


    In short, Youngson’s passionate love of the silent comedies led to his making of films that made audiences aware of the existence of these forgotten shorts. Youngson’s compilations opened a completely new world for them. Whether he did it for a love that he himself had of that era, and/or a belief that audiences would enjoy them, it did not matter. He managed to make it possible for millions to see these gems.


    I am truly appreciative of the fact that he took the chance and went forward with his dream, even when big studios expressed disinterest, for it meant that we now have forever a group of films that unforgettably capture a world that is no longer imaginable. When I told Jeanne of the proposed title to this book, she acknowledged that it truly is a vanished world.

  


  
     


    


    Part One


    Robert Youngson’s Life

  


  
    1. The Curtain Rises on the Star


    


    “There was a time when you could stand outside any movie theater in the land and hear peals of laughter coming through the doors. It was the day of visual comedy, now a forgotten art. Along the way we’ve lost laughter and something is lacking in our lives.”


    


    Robert Youngson quoted by Hedda Hopper, May 24, 1960


    


    The family tree of Robert George Youngson (hereinafter referred to as Youngson or as Bob) can be easily traced back to his grandfather George Neils Youngson (1864-1930) married to Cora Belle Hill (1870-1952). The couple gave birth to five children; Isaac Hill Youngson (February 21, 1891- January 8, 1967), George N. Youngson, Jr. (1894-1985), Helen Marie Youngson (1896-1976), Harriet Ruth Youngson (1896-1957?), and Jane Alice Youngson (1911-1995).


    Youngson’s father Isaac was the oldest child of his parents George and Cora. At 24 years-old, Isaac Hill Youngson, known first by the nickname of “Ike” and later as “Jack,” was born in Nebraska in the town of Minden in Kearney County. Later, he would see his name credited in his son’s films as “I. Hill Youngson.” Jack would marry the 22-year old Caroline Deringer (1893-1961), referred to simply as “Carrie,” on March 25, 1915. The couple moved shortly thereafter to Sussex, New Jersey, where they gave birth to Robert George Youngson on November 27, 1917.


    His closest and dearest survivor, his wife Jeanne Keyes forty years after his untimely passing, best tells the story of Youngson. Unless otherwise noted, the following is the story from her memories of Bob using her own words.


    For starters, Jeanne reminded me, “My mom’s name is Margaret, which is my first name, but I’ve always been called Jeanne.”


    Youngson’s parents were born and raised in a small city in Nebraska. Jeanne: “Minden, maybe. His mother came from a well-to-do family and they went to Europe when she was young. His father was Ike Youngson and when Carrie started going with him, did not like the name “Ike” — and renamed him Jack. How or why they came to Brooklyn — who knows? Maybe they just wanted to get outta Nebraska. They were Protestants but I never knew them to go to church.


    “I believe his family had been in Nebraska forever. No English background at all.


    Youngson — the name is Danish which means that Ike or Jack’s family had probably came from there.


    First off, “Everyone called him Bob,” noted Jeanne. “Bob was the apple of his parents’ eyes from birth. [His sister] Daris (Tonini) told me the reason she married young was to get out of the house since Bob was ‘The Star.’


    Jeanne explained: “The fact is that He must have had a wonderful childhood. Even at his father’s funeral Bob’s sister Daris came from California, and at the funeral also told my sister the reason she married at 18 was to get out of the house as she was a third class citizen and Bob was a god. As far as Bob’s sister, Jeanne acknowledged there was “a couple of year’s difference, I’d guess. She ran hot and cold.


    “His dad Jack wore Bob’s new shoes to break them in so they wouldn’t hurt his feet. And one of his dad’s favorite stories was how, when Bob was at Harvard, he got other guys to wait on him; [he was] a real Tom Sawyer figure. I gathered that he went to school to please his folks, but his heart was always in movies.”


    What is obvious then is the likely answer to the question of why Youngson made films compiling comedy footage from 1920s films. As Youngson reached the age of thirteen by 1930, his pre-adolescent years were lived in the 1920’s. Since he had a very pleasant childhood, he obviously wanted to revisit it somehow.


    Jeanne knew that Bob’s parents (Jack and Carrie) had treated him quite well as a child. Jeanne: “I guess we’d all be nostalgic for our childhood eras if we were treated royally, especially to the exclusion of a sibling.”


    Interestingly Youngson was born on November 27, 1917, and he shares the same day of birth as film critic, novelist, film scriptwriter, and poet James Agee (1909). Another connection between the two men is that Agee most importantly revived the public’s nostalgic interest and discussion of silent film comedy with his famous 1949 Life essay, “Comedy’s Greatest Era.” Eight years later, Youngson’s film, The Golden Age of Comedy, would likewise cause an unparalleled interest in silent film comedy entailing six more feature-length compilations focused on showing the actual clips from the silent films.


    In addition, Agee’s influence on Youngson is clearly evident when Youngson’s narration in several of the compilations uses lines from Agee’s famous essay, at least once crediting him directly, but at other times merely appropriating Agee’s actual words.


    Though there are many differences between the two men, some additional similarities seem startling. Although Youngson did not have Agee’s struggles with alcohol and tobacco, Youngson did have another struggle just as serious and dangerous. That is, he struggled with an obesity problem most of his adult life, which he truly seemed to ignore in one way or another.


    An essay on Agee by critic Erling Larsen offers a simple description of Agee’s attitude towards himself that clearly applies to Youngson as well. Larsen: “…he abused his body rather than took care of it.”


    Also true is that both Agee and Youngson died prematurely and, in a way, tragically due to ongoing health problems. Neither reached normal old age or even came close to retirement age. Agee had suffered heart attacks several times, and he died in a taxicab of a heart attack while heading to his doctor on May 16, 1955. Agee was six months short of his 46th birthday.


    Youngson died comatose in the hospital after enduring some serious complications due to his obesity and advanced diabetes. He was seven months shy of his 57th birthday when he departed on April 15, 1974.


    What is more important than the fact that they both shared short lives is that Larsen’s conclusion about Agee strikingly applies to Youngson. Larsen: “…it seems clear that Agee did during his life what he wanted to…And the work produced during this life proves that he must have achieved some ‘genuine happiness.’ ” Indeed Youngson loved nothing more than watching and making movies and the fact that he indulged so much in overeating as if it did not truly matter indicates he did so because he lived and thrived in a perpetual state of “genuine happiness.”


    He was doing what he always wanted to do — watch and make films. His seeming neglect of his own mortality and his insistently fearless pursuit of living his life to the fullest and satisfying his enormous appetite left him in a terrible vulnerability to an irreversible fact. It serves as a lesson for all of us. Inevitably, it is certain fact that unresolved obesity will shorten one’s lifespan regardless of how good you are or how wonderful your contribution to humanity is.

  


  
    2. Bob on the Shorts


    


    “There was a period of time in which there was a feeling that silent films had no commercial value whatsoever. If I may be immodest, I think I had more to do with disproving that than anyone else. It was heartbreaking, there were so many films I wanted to get from the Warner library which had completely been destroyed.”


    


    Robert Youngson, 1971 Interview, Film Fan Monthly


    


    In a rare 1971 interview with a fanzine called Film Fan Monthly (FFM), edited by Leonard Maltin, Youngson answered questions in his New York apartment, surrounded by movie items, including his two Academy Awards. What we are fortunate to have is Youngson’s own words preserved which best tell of how he came to be the producer and writer of newsreel and movie shorts for Warner-Pathé.


    Maltin recalled, “I didn’t know Bob well…I believe I met him through our mutual friend, the film historian and teacher William K. Everson. When I approached him about conducting an interview, he couldn’t have been more gracious or welcoming. He lived in an enormous apartment at — I think — #1 Fifth Avenue near Washington Square, if my memory isn’t failing me completely. Whenever I visited there was a fellow there helping him out named Al, who turned out to be Alfred Dahlem. He’s credited on most of the features, but I never really knew if he was Bob’s helper, housekeeper, or jack of all trades.”


    The FFM interview began by asking Youngson to pinpoint his initial interest in movies. Youngson responded: “Oh, it began when I was a child. I always had a tremendous interest in motion picture history, and the motion picture past. Back when I was a kid, we didn’t have the Museum of Modern Art, and we didn’t have any place to see old films, really. I used to rent films from Willoughby’s, which had a film rental library. They had a lot of good things. Very good old silent comedies and beautiful prints. That’s where I got to see my first old films. Unfortunately, none of my friends had the slightest interest in old silent movies. So I would have to figure out all ways of enticing them over to my place to see these old movies. It was sort of a lonely hobby.


    “How it ever started I don’t know, except that the interest was there from the very beginning, sort of inborn. It wasn’t fanned by anybody because there was no one to fan it at that time. Then shortly thereafter the Museum of Modern Art began operation, and it was just wonderful; they had all original prints — Griffith had donated all his original prints and Fairbanks. Most of those old original prints, I believe, are now all hypoed and gone, and they show reproductions, which are not the same because you don’t have your tints and your tones. These being prints owned by the people who made the films, they were perfect.”
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