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    Preface


    


    When the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company produced the first full-length film in Hollywood in 1913, they planted eager roots in a tumbleweed California town that was to grow into the movie capital of the world. Dubbed by his film contemporaries ‘The first gentleman of Hollywood’, Jesse L. Lasky was to become the spokesman for the industry. Yet with his quiet demeanor and gold pince-nez delicately balanced on the bridge of his fulsome nose, he didn’t seem to belong to the boisterous, earthy movie business that he’d helped to create. He was of pioneer stock, a second-generation Californian born in San Francisco in 1880. His roots stretched back to a grandfather who came across America in a covered wagon and a great-uncle who was a court musician to a Prussian king. Lasky began his show business career as a cornetist, and music was always close to his heart.


    He had become a successful New York producer with a string of theatrical and vaudeville companies touring the length of America when he turned his talents to making films. From all over America, young men and women flooded into this newly created mecca called Hollywood, hoping to find fame and fortune. From Europe came a torrent of talent whose lack of proper English was no barrier to success in this silent industry.


    As head of production, Lasky ‘discovered’ many talents in a seemingly endless stream, including Maurice Chevalier, Valentino, Ricardo Cortez, Nino Martini, Gary Cooper, Spencer Tracy, Clara Bow, and Joan Fontaine. Directors, writers, and designers of anything and everything; all were brought to his studio in an explosion of localized creativity. Lasky was to see the silent films he produced play an international role in changing the tastes, styles, and desires of millions of people across the barriers of language, bringing new visions, new thoughts, and ideas.


    Lasky’s adventurous private life was every bit as dynamic and challenging as those of the stars he fashioned. In 1927 he was the eighth wealthiest man in the movie capital, [1] but in a few short months he was forced out of the company, Paramount Pictures, which no longer bore his name. In the years that followed, he rose resilient as an independent, made and lost fortunes, and made them again. When his final credits rolled on January 13, 1958, Lasky had personally produced more than 1,000 films.


    Some of the day-to-day history of Lasky’s working and personal life from 1921 to 1949 was recorded in his letters to his eldest son, Jesse Jr. Early dispatches offered fatherly guidance. As Jesse Jr. grew older, Lasky shared his thoughts, and increasingly more of his studio problems with his son, exposing a private glimpse into the life style of the Lasky family through two world wars. But letters impart only a fleeting image of the people and the times — like the glance of a stranger through the window of a passing train. Many of the personal stories concerning the family were related to me by Jesse Jr.; his mother, Bessie; his brother, Bill; and his sister, Betty.


    This was indeed a family in films. Jesse Jr. became a top screen writer. Eight of his forty-eight screenplays were written for Lasky’s ex-partner, Cecil B. DeMille, including Samson and Delilah and The Ten Commandments (an all-time top ten box office hit).


    Like his father, Jesse was never daunted by obstacles. During the Second World War, he left Hollywood to serve as a first lieutenant, then captain in the American Signal Corps, where for three and a half years he wrote, produced, and was in charge of Army training films. He served under General MacArthur, heading a unit that filmed three U.S. landings in the South Pacific. Journals from his diary and letters offer a stunning record of a screenwriter/cum wartime film maker in the midst of battle.


    Jesse’s brother, William (Bill), was to become an assistant director and an animal trainer in the industry. His short film The Boy and the Eagle was an Academy Award nominee. His sister Betty, a Hollywood historian, wrote a definitive book on R.K.O. [2] His mother, Bessie, trying to stay away from the Hollywood scene, became a successful artist who, among her critical successes, painted all twenty-one of the historic California Missions, now housed in the L.A. County Art Museum’s History Collection. Bessie served as hostess to the talented and famous people in their thirty-room Santa Monica beach house, now a hotel.


    This book offers an intimate glimpse into this ingenious man’s triumphs and failures — and a rambling ride with the family who traveled with him. Jesse Jr. wrote in his own autobiography, ‘The past is an abandoned stage. Its players are dead. All that we’ve kept of it are echoes and images. Some perhaps worth saving.’ [3]


    (For clarity, I will refer to the father as Lasky and to the son as Jesse or Jess. Also, I shall not change spellings in the letters written by Lasky and others.)

  


  
    Scene One: 1880-1920


    


    Jesse L. Lasky’s love affair with show business began with his first cornet lesson at the age of nine and progressed to The Musical Laskys, a stage act with his younger sister Blanche.


    By the time he was 31, Jesse had given up performing and was successfully producing New York vaudeville shows and touring road companies. In 1911, his sister Blanche was working with him in the New York office of Jesse L. Lasky Productions.


    By the late 19th century, many Americans had begun drifting to Paris, London, Venice, and Rome, bringing home a taste for wine, antiques, and art. As the twentieth century began, Lasky was regularly traveling to Europe in search of talent for his shows. The entrepreneur had an eye for the unusual, the beautiful, the exceptional, the extraordinary, and was developing his own tastes and understanding of the wider world of culture. He’d been deeply impressed by the extravagant cabarets and music halls dotting foreign capitals, staged in elaborately baroque buildings. In Paris, the Folies-Bergère offered ravishing reviews, music, dancing, and amazing feats of daring and spectacular costumes. Lasky was surprised to see that this bountiful attraction was served up along with delicious gourmet foods and wines. Nothing like it existed anywhere in America, so the impresario decided he was going to offer New York the greatest, most lavish and spectacular entertainment they would ever see or taste. He would advertise it as ‘More Parisian than Paris!’


    Back in New York shopping for the right theatre, he soon realized that there was no building large or grand enough to house such an extravaganza. He turned to his financial partner in the vaudeville circuit, Henry B. Harris, and together they raised the gigantic sum of $100,000 to build a shiny new theatre on 46th Street just off Broadway. Harris took care of the financial side; Lasky’s job was to oversee the creative side: design and construction, hire the talent, and mount the colossal review.


    In 1912 their newly-built Folies-Bergère Theatre boasted a champagne bar, a balcony promenade, an orchestra pit, and a wandering Gypsy Orchestra to serenade the diners. The theatre could also claim the first midnight performances in America. Of the two hundred artistes on the bill, many of them were to become future film stars, the sultrily curvaceous Mae West of ‘Come up and see me some time’ fame among them. One of the acts Lasky found in Berlin was The Pender Troupe — eight British acrobats on stilts, the youngest a ten-year old kid named Archie Leach. Years later, when Lasky and Cary Grant were both working at RKO, the actor reminded the producer that his stepladder to success began on 46th Street climbing up to his stilts.


    For the box office to break even, the review had to stay open with continuous performances from noon until dawn seven days a week. But on Sundays, stores and bars were not legally allowed to open and it was even illegal in New York to wear costumes on the stage on Sunday — so the theatre remained dark. At $2.50, the price of admission, including dinner, was fifty cents higher than the Ziegfeld Follies, considered the greatest musical variety show on Broadway. When the press doubted that the ‘extravaganza warranted the extravagance’ even with dinner thrown in, sales plummeted.


    Lasky was an innovator, but sometimes one can think too far outside the box. He and Harris realized they were putting on the largest, most expensive flop on Broadway. Years later, the showman wrote in his autobiography, [4] ‘I learned from experience that in show business it is never enough to be artistic. You have to be practical as well. Broadway is a lonely place when you’re broke.’


    Lasky believed there was something else you needed: a bit of good luck. But luck was certainly not with Henry B. Harris in London. Hearing the bad news, he hastened to return to New York on April 15, 1912. His ship was the Titanic.


    Two dynamics flowed in the Lasky blood: the spirit of adventure, certainly, and his abiding love of music. He was to take full advantage of both in his vastly productive life. When he was a young boy, his father Ike moved from San Francisco to the small town of San Jose, fifty miles down the coast, where he opened The Boston Shoe Bazaar. Ike was soon part owner of the San Jose Baseball Club, president of the Athletic Association, organizer of the Bicycle Club, a devotee of walking contests, and the best fly fisherman in the county — enthusiasms he passed on to his son, along with a vociferous appetite for adventure. Ike’s Boston Shoe Bazaar sounded up to the minute, but by the time his children were teenagers, Ike was in poor health and teetering on the brink of bankruptcy. Since Ike firmly believed that both his son and daughter had inherited musical talent, he always found that extra bit to pay for their music lessons. Grandfather Bernard passed on stories about his own father, who had been a musician in the court of a Prussian king. The young boy considered the stories just another of his grandfather’s babaminzas. [5] This tale was true. Lasky’s great-grandfather had been Béla Lasky, a composer and musician in the court of the Prussian House of Hohenzollern under Wilhelm II. Béla wrote operettas and his music was called, ‘incomparably amusing, bizarre’. ‘The Hot Heart’ was his best-known dramatic chanson — and there was a special significance to the year 1848. There was a revolution in Prussia and Béla made his way to Vienna where he became part of the flourishing Jewish Viennese cabaret scene. Grandfather Bernard came to America and kept traveling west.


    Since 1909, Lasky and his sister, Blanche, had been living in a rambling apartment in New York on 61st and Broadway ruled by their mother, Sarah. That summer the three took a short break at Long Lake in the Adirondacks. One afternoon they were enjoying a pleasant tea dance on the hotel terrace when the ebullient theatrical producer peered through his pince-nez at an ethereal young beauty seated nearby. She had dark auburn hair, gigantic brown eyes, and the sweet face and expression of an angel. Bessie Ginsberg, fresh out of the Boston Conservatory of Music where she was studying to be a concert pianist, was sitting with her mother and a would-be suitor, a Mr. Lewis from Gloversville, New York.


    Lasky was immediately smitten by the girl’s other-worldliness, a quality she retained in her seventies and eighties when I knew her and listened to her stories of the extraordinary life she had led. When their eyes met, Lasky excused himself from mother and sister, who watched with some surprise as he went over to ask the girl for a dance. With her mother’s approval, Bessie rose and placed her hand into his for the first time. On the dance floor, he invited her to climb the mountain with him the following day. Her mother agreed to allow such a ‘perilous’ adventure, and by the end of their hike, Jesse had asked Bessie to marry him.


    It seems to have been a ‘take it or leave it’ offer, because with his usual forthrightness, Lasky allowed the flustered young lady only until the following day to think it over and give him her answer. Bessie’s mother, wondering what was the rush, wisely sent for her husband, who arrived on the next train, leaving poor Mr. Lewis to beat a mournful retreat to Gloversville when Bessie told him she was to be married — even before she told her mother or Lasky.


    That day the two families lunched together, after which, Bessie’s father took the vaudeville producer aside, eyeing him carefully. He was certainly well dressed, his suit tailor-made in London, his shoes of fine English leather, and he spoke like a gentleman. Mr. Ginsberg asked him why he wanted to marry his daughter on such short notice. We will never know Lasky’s reply, but the reasons were apparently satisfactory because Bessie’s father not only agreed, but offered his future son-in-law, ‘If you haven’t done anything about the ring, I can be of some help to you. I am in the diamond business.’ Presumably he got it for him wholesale.


    Although both families were Jewish, Bessie’s parents had sent her to be educated at a Catholic convent school. Being a second-generation Californian Jew with no particular religious training since not much was available in the West, Lasky’s beliefs leaned towards secular humanism. Jesse Jr. later said of this, ‘The Laskys were Jews by heritage rather than practice. Neither Bess nor Dad was religious in the church-going sense, perhaps because Dad’s pioneer forbearers had found no synagogues when their 19th century covered wagon reached California. My maternal grandfather, who had fled Russia in the 1880s because of religious persecution, sent both his daughters to be educated at the Sacred Heart Convent in Boston. My mother did not actually convert, yet she always felt deeply and mystically inclined to Catholicism.’


    Though they scarcely knew each other, Jesse and Bessie were married in Boston that December, 1909. Lasky’s obsession with work had allowed just time for a ‘getting to know you’ honeymoon before he deposited his new wife into the large family abode with his mother at the Pasadena Apartments in New York, while he and sister Blanche sailed merrily off to Europe in search of talent for their vaudeville circuits.


    Bessie felt like a guest in the house, and such was life for the next few years, with Sarah the dominating force demanding obedience. Because she didn’t approve of her new daughter-in-law playing the piano (it was too noisy), Bessie’s creative dreams of becoming a concert pianist transmogrified into the quieter endeavor of painting, and her creativity soon found a successful footing. When Bessie’s first baby was born, Sarah took over his rearing, having decided that Bessie was far too young to know what she was doing. After some hints, Bessie was allowed to choose the baby’s name: Jesse Louis Lasky Jr. To that radical choice, Sarah had no objection.


    Blanche soon found herself being courted by one of Bessie’s ex-suitors; his name was Sam Goldfish. He had been waiting in the wings for Bessie’s hand when this show business producer upstaged him. Bessie had turned Sam down because she found him ‘slightly uncouth’, although he always had plenty of money to spend and dressed in custom-made suits. Still, she invited him to her wedding and it was there that his eyes fell on the groom’s attractive sister.


    Sam was born Schmuel Gelbfisz in the Warsaw ghetto, possibly August 17, 1879 or 1882. When no more than a child, Schmuel was shipped to relatives in Birmingham, England. The British family supported him and helped him learn English — although he was never to have a refined command of the language. They also advised Anglicizing his name to Samuel Goldfish.


    In 1898, Sam took the first boat aiming for America, but it stopped in Nova Scotia, Canada instead. Eventually, he arrived in Gloversville, New York, the hub of the United States glove-making industry, and somehow, even with his bad English, he got a job as a salesman in a glove factory. By the time he met Blanche, through sheer drive and ambition Sam had become the number one glove salesman on the East Coast.


    When he proposed to Blanche, the offer of marriage to a successful businessman was tempting, because she wanted to get out of show business. But married or no, her brother insisted he still needed Blanche working with him, so she stayed on.


    Part of Sam’s attraction to Blanche had been Jesse Lasky, because Sam secretly wanted to get into show business. When he moved into the rambling Lasky apartment, Sam began trying to interest his new brother-in-law in producing the sort of thirty-second films that were being shown in New York City’s penny arcades. The first Kinetoscope Parlor [6] had opened in April, 1894 at 1155 Broadway where, for twenty-five cents a customer had access to five Kinetoscope machines and could view a film though each peep hole. True, some were as long as a minute, but Sam had done his homework and told Lasky, ‘There are healthy profits being made.’ It became a nagging theme song from Sam.


    ‘It’s just a peep show, Sam’, Lasky told him flatly. ‘I produce vaudeville.’


    Since the early nineteenth century, vaudeville had generated a foothold in America, catering to a middle-class, mixed-gender audience. The Keith circuit was the largest, but Jesse L. Lasky Productions were extremely successful. In a typical night’s entertainment, Lasky’s vaudeville companies could offer a variety of acts: dancers, acrobats, singers, and actors. Short plays and scenes from perhaps Shakespeare or a hit play were staged with or without music. No one could foresee that vaudeville would come to an end in the early 1930s — and it would be the movies that would kill it. [7]


    In France, back in 1895, the Lumiére brothers, Louis and Auguste, had patented a projector that turned viewing films from a mere peep hole view into a picture that moved across a screen — a screen that could be viewed by a roomful of people. That year, one and two-reelers (ten minutes a reel) were being made in New York by Vitagraph, Biograph, Edison, IMP, and in Philadelphia by the Lubin Manufacturing Company, and in Chicago by the Essanay and Selig companies, and a few others.


    Sam was persistent. ‘Moving pictures are going places’, he insisted.


    Lasky conceded there were possibilities. He had seen Edison’s The Great Train Robbery, filmed on the east coast in 1903 by ‘Broncho Billy’ Anderson. It was twelve minutes long and considered the best of the bunch. ‘But the best is not good enough, Sam’, Lasky told his persistent brother-in-law. ‘We call those pictures chasers because we use them to chase the audience out of the theatre before the next live vaudeville performance. Why, even Louis Lumiére himself has called the cinema an invention without a future.’


    The argument continued for weeks until Lasky later recalled, facing Sam across his desk, ‘I’ve been a showman all my life, Sam, and I’m definitely not interested in making one or two-reelers with a couple of comedians clowning about — or filming a train crash with no story involved. The actors can’t talk. They can’t sing! Story is everything. And you can’t tell a story in two reels.’


    Still Sam persisted. Determination had got him to be the company’s top glove salesman, and he had a brother-in-law who was the country’s top vaudeville producer. If he could only convince Lasky to make films, he was sure he could sell them a lot faster than gloves.


    Lasky weighed the competition. What if Lumiére was wrong and Sam was right? There had to be something more to this new entertainment. Just recently he had made friends with a balding young actor/writer, Cecil Blount DeMille, whose older brother, William, was a famous Broadway playwright with five shows running on Broadway. Lasky wanted to hire William to write an operetta for vaudeville based on an idea he had, called ‘California’, but William was busy and their agent (also their mother) talked him into hiring Cecil instead.


    DeMille knew Lasky’s reputation for producing short musical plays in vaudeville: ‘…always well constructed, well cast, well mounted, well directed. There was a definite Lasky touch, a Lasky finish and polish about his productions that made them unique’, DeMille later wrote. ‘The world was new to him every morning. For Jesse, life was a sparkling road full of unknown curves, ‘round any one of which might lie untold adventure.’ It was an accurate assessment of Lasky’s character. [8]


    Lasky and DeMille successfully co-directed the operetta ‘California’ and the two men became great friends, sharing a spirit for challenge. Lasky confided that he had decided to produce a moving picture with Sam, asserting that he had seen what was on offer and if, with his experience, he couldn’t produce a better picture, he shouldn’t be in show business. Stories interested him more than the actors, he explained. One could always get actors. First, he’d need a story — like a stage play with a beginning, middle, and end, and a one-hour play would require at least six ten-minute reels of film stock.


    The more they talked about it, the more it began to seem possible. His growing enthusiasm enlisted Cecil into the enterprise.


    The newly formed Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company featured Lasky as president (in charge of creative talent and decisions), DeMille, director-general (to direct the movie), and Goldfish, general manager (to sell it). Now, all that Lasky had to do was to find the vehicle and a star name that could draw an audience.


    Stopping by the theatrical Lamb’s Club on 44th Street with Cecil, Lasky was greeted by Dustin Farnum, the current Broadway matinee idol. Since their film would be silent, they would need actors whose faces could convey emotions without words, and certainly the handsome Farnum would be a perfect choice. The producer proposed the idea to him of starring in a sixty-minute film, the subject not yet chosen, but it would be a play, preferably something current. The actor’s glance settled on playwright Edwin Milton Royle sitting across the room, whose current Broadway hit, The Squaw Man, mixed the Wild West with Manhattan drawing rooms.


    ‘You get Royle to sell you his play, and I’ll join you’, the actor announced.


    A hit play and a star? How could they go wrong?


    With some effort, Lasky acquired the rights from Royle, but it left him with little finance. He offered the actor one fourth of the new company in lieu of salary. Farnum was tempted but not best pleased when told he would be traveling with two directors and a camera out to Flagstaff, Arizona where some one-reelers had already been shot, and where they could film this story with authentic outdoor backgrounds. For accepting such a daring expedition, the matinee idol refused the proffered shares and demanded $5,000 hard cash before he would set a well-shod foot on the train. Lasky could see that financing this project wasn’t going to be easy, but Sam was resilient and certainly had a magic touch for raising the extra cash.


    Five men headed west to Flagstaff: Farnum, his dresser Fred Kley, DeMille, Alfred Gandolfi, a cameraman, and Oscan Apfel, a director who had already shot some one-reelers and who had been hired not to direct, but to teach DeMille the intricacies of the camera. Lasky remained in his Broadway office to keep an eye on his current theatrical productions, with Blanche at his side. Sam, too, remained in New York to raise more money and sell the movie rights. He had quickly learned the ropes of how to book a film. It meant selling the states’ rights to each specific territory. A small state got one print; a larger state got two. New England got four or five. A flat sum was paid for each print, and the buyer could re-run his nitrate copy until it went up in flames (which some frequently did). Sam was so good at selling that soon he had $60,000 worth of contracts for a motion picture that wasn’t yet made, by a company that had never made one before. The partners were on their way.


    Cecil had been gone for two weeks and Lasky and Goldfish hadn’t heard from him. But the telegram that finally reached the worried producer’s hand was not sent from Flagstaff. It read:


    


    FLAGSTAFF NO GOOD FOR OUR PURPOSE. HAVE PROCEEDED TO CALIFORNIA. WANT AUTHORITY TO RENT BARN IN A PLACE CALLED HOLLYWOOD FOR $75 A MONTH. REGARDS TO SAM. CECIL.


    


    Lasky tried to calm a furious Goldfish, who wanted to order the would-be filmmakers back to New York where he could keep a parsimonious eye on them. But finally, Sam agreed to let them stay, and two-thirds of the company wired back to the wandering one-third:


    


    AUTHORIZE YOU TO RENT BARN BUT ON MONTH-TO-MONTH BASIS. DON’T MAKE ANY LONG COMMITMENT. REGARDS. JESSE AND SAM.


    


    Lasky publicly asserted that the reason the filmmakers passed up Flagstaff was because the weather was bad and there would be no facilities for processing the film. I’ve read reports that they got back on the train because of a thunderstorm and/or that DeMille had heard that in California one-reelers were being made to take advantage of cheap labor and constant sunlight. The director noted in his biography that they left Flagstaff because the scenery was all wrong for the story. Jesse Jr. told me that according to his father, DeMille and the others proceeded to Hollywood because when they got off the train at Flagstaff, there was a cattlemen/sheep men range war going on. Bullets were flying and they wanted to shoot a film, not be shot at. Whichever account is true, when the would-be filmmakers disembarked for the second time, they found themselves in a tiny orange grove among pepper trees in a village called Hollywood. Here, they set up business in a barn with a camera and a crate full of stock footage and plenty of vitamin C growing around them.


    The barn at Selma Avenue and Vine Street was hastily converted. Horse stalls were turned into dressing rooms, offices, and a projection room. A small wooden platform was built outside as an open stage. Shooting on The Squaw Man began on December 29th, 1913, and took eighteen days. Cecil installed an office for Lasky next to his, and when the producer finally arrived he found a sign identifying the barn as The Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company. His fingers may have been crossed, but Lasky had faith in Cecil. Sam, although he had been able to convince the states’ rights buyers of the company’s solidity, still did not have the courage to quit selling gloves.


    Cecil’s sartorial style consisted of wearing puttees and riding boots. It was no affectation, just sensible protection against rattlesnakes and cactus when scouting locations on horseback. A cap with visor worn backwards made it easier sighting into a camera and kept the heat off the back of one’s neck; cameramen had been doing it since 1903. This theatrically macho image quickly identified who was the director on his set, and while DeMille may have been on a steep learning curve, he was already leaps ahead of Apfel. News traveled fast that a new company was filming in California. The Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC), which had initially been formed by Thomas Edison and Biograph, sent spies out to see if the Lasky Company was using illegal cameras or infringing on any of Edison’s patents. [9]


    This Trust monopoly was protected by one of Edison’s patents for which it charged a license fee of two dollars a week — which was bringing in $1 million a year. When a new indie filmmaker ignored paying, the Trust was not above hiring thugs to put the offender out of business by stealing the films, wrecking illegal cameras, or burning down a studio. During those early days, Cecil was actually shot at by ‘outriders’ from the Trust, and a gun on his hip became part of his regular attire.


    Although Lasky’s company had an approved camera, they were doing something else that worried the Patents Trust just slightly. They were shooting a six-reel movie. Several had been filmed on the east coast, but the status quo was one or two-reelers, and the monopoly was concerned that a film of such length might mean less screenings — or even drive people away.


    It was outdoor work on sets with no ceilings, so shooting stopped when the sun went behind a cloud. The actors rushed back the minute the sun returned, which earned them the nickname of ‘The Sun Worshippers’. As if lighting were not enough of a problem, cold weather caused tiny flashes of static electricity inside the cameras that could ruin the film. It was chilly when they began shooting The Squaw Man in December and January, and the actors had to avoid steamy breath when they mouthed their lines. By the following July in the California heat, the overdressed company would be filming The Call of the North [10] using salt for snow. Lasky chose that story because he had a soft spot for Alaska. As a youth, he’d joined the rush to Nome in search of gold. He didn’t find gold and had supported himself by shooting ptarmigan to sell to the gold hunters and playing his cornet in the local bar, thereby feeding stomachs and souls. In those youthful days, he’d also gone to Honolulu with his cornet, where he became the first white leader of ‘The Royal Hawaiian Band’.


    Now, in Hollywood in early 1914, the momentous day arrived. DeMille and Apfel had finished editing and the film was finally in the can. Cecil planned a gala event and Lasky ‘trained’ out from New York for the screening of The Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company’s first film. He arrived in time to have pictures taken, one of the new film producer in front of the two-ton Ford truck portable generator Cecil had rented. Lasky wrote in his biography, ‘I guess it was the first picture ever taken of a movie mogul’s arrival in Hollywood.’ Lasky slept that night at Cecil’s modest rented house in Cahuenga Canyon, but the howling coyotes kept him awake.


    The next day was the screening for executives (that meant himself and DeMille) and the entire cast and crew. Everyone was present including the girl, Red Wing. DeMille had cast her in preference to a trained actress because he wanted a real ‘Indian’ to play the part. The room was crowded. Everyone had ‘dressed up’ to show that this was no ordinary event. The lights in the makeshift projection room dimmed. The title began on the screen — and then disaster struck the first feature length film ever made in Hollywood. [11] The film started crawling up the screen until the picture finally disappeared over the top of the frame. They tried everything to correct the problem with no success. DeMille sent the audience home, while he, Apfel, and Lasky studied the situation. Had they been sabotaged by one of the MPPC men?


    What then? The projector looked okay. The film stock looked okay. Sadly, they sent Sam a message that they were facing complete ruin. Lasky got on the next train back to New York in the morning, hoping to make enough money with his vaudeville business to pay off some of their debts. But resourceful Sam sent DeMille a reply. He’d discovered there was one man who knew everything about film stock, Sigmund ‘Pop’ Lubin of the Lubin Manufacturing Company, the best laboratory for optical equipment in the country. So Cecil hopped on the next train with the ‘creeping’ film and Lasky met him in Chicago. Together, they took the film to ‘Pop’ Lubin in Philadelphia.


    ‘There’s nothing wrong with your film. We’ll fix it’, Lubin told them. The answer was simple. The film stock Lasky had purchased in New York and sent west with Cecil, was Eastman perforated positive stock, sprocketed at 64 holes to the foot, punched along one edge of the film stock. In California, to save money, he’d hand punched which spaced his sprocket holes at 65 holes to the foot, not realizing it would make a difference. Naturally they did not match up, and the film couldn’t run on his projector, which was geared for 64 holes. DeMille was learning how to be a director, but he hadn’t learned about sprocket holes. The Lubin technicians pasted a thin strip of film over the edge of the negative, covering the 65-inch holes, and re-perforated it to 64 holes. No problem. The filmmakers were able to take their baby to New York for an invitational screening. The date was February 17, 1914, the place, the Longacre Theatre, and the sour-faced states’ rights men declared The Squaw Man a hit.


    


    (You can possibly watch some of the original The Squaw Man on the Internet: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XDjT_T_s5DQ)


    


    The film was released through William W. Hodkinson’s distribution company, Paramount Pictures. But the founding fathers of an industry did not see it as a pioneering achievement or a turning point in screen history. What they saw was that the states’ rights rentals organized by Goldfish were going to double their investment. The partners had no difficulty in agreeing. ‘Let’s make some more movies, quick!’


    The day after The Squaw Man’s screening, another filmmaker working in New York, Adolph Zukor, sent his congratulations to Lasky. The two men hadn’t met, but Lasky had visited Zukor’s Penny Arcade with Sam, where the public spent ten million pennies in the first year it opened. Zukor had added to his stockpile of product by importing foreign made films, among them the French four-reeler, Queen Elizabeth, starring the celebrated French actress, Sarah Bernhardt, and the Dutch actor, Lou Tellegen. Zukor’s Famous Players production company was partnered with theatrical producer Daniel Frohman. Their motto was Famous Players in Famous Plays. Their first feature, The Prisoner of Zenda, filmed in New York and starring Broadway actor, James K. Hackett, had been released on February 18, 1913. By May 1914, Zukor and Lasky had signed separate five-year agreements with the Paramount distributors. Lasky considered Zukor an inspirational force and was intent on meeting his rival.


    After The Squaw Man’s successful release in New York, Lasky returned to Hollywood to evaluate the studio and enlarge the facilities. He was quick to buy for The Lasky Company, the land surrounding the barn. They chopped down the orange and lemon groves in order to build several more outdoor stages. Now they could shoot three or four films at a time.


    That first year the company produced twenty-one films, and during the process, Cecil B. DeMille altered the parameters of filmic artistry. Having mastered the fundamentals, he proved to be a groundbreaking director. Admittedly there was a lot of ground to break, experimenting with so many new techniques. As his shooting schedules stretched from three — to four — to eight weeks, so did the quality of his films. And so did the budgets.


    Lasky’s search for talent led him back to more Broadway actors. Broadway star Robert Edison did not frown on motion pictures and starred in The Call of the North. Edison’s ‘Walk of Fame’ star is on the east side of the 1600 block on Vine Street.


    One of Lasky’s most interesting casting choices was a star of the Metropolitan Opera House, Geraldine Farrar, a lyric soprano with ample vocal skills and dramatic flair. She had starred at all the great opera houses around the world and had sung with Enrico Caruso, the greatest Italian operatic tenor. But recently she had been having some vocal problems and jumped at Lasky’s offer to play the cigar-rolling siren in a silent version of Carmen. Although no longer at the height of her glamorous image, she hardly looked like an overripe female opera singer. Farrar was slim and graceful and had great dramatic flair and expression.


    DeMille was impressed with her acting, and when the film came out, Goldfish was impressed that Carmen was breaking all records and was Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play


    Company’s biggest moneymaker. [12] The distinguished opera singer’s appearance in a silent film might have been called a publicity stunt, but her performance was electric.


    Discussing it from a historical perspective, critic Richard Dyer wrote in the Boston Globe that ‘Farrar has a real screen face that the camera loves — alluring, vital, and in every moment expressive. Her face tells the story, and you can’t take your eyes off her.’ In short, she possessed star quality. [13] Dyer had coined an image one would hear many times about actors. The camera loves her (him).


    DeMille advised Farrar to cut her motion picture teeth on her next film, Maria Rosa, and she did. In it, her co-star was Lou Tellegen, the handsome Dutch actor who had created this same role on the stage and had starred with and toured opposite Sarah Bernhardt in the French four-reeler that Zukor had released. When Maria Rosa opened at the Strand, the New York Times said it was ‘as good as, if not better than Carmen.’ Seeing Farrar’s twin successes, serious theatre performers and other opera stars were no longer reluctant to appear in the movies.


    


    (Carmen has been shown on the Internet: [14] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oDE0tyZso1g)


    


    A few months after the film opened in New York, Farrar invited Lasky and Bessie to an intimate dinner party where she and Lou Tellegen announced their engagement. To keep his star happy, Lasky offered Tellegen more work at the studio as an actor and let him try his hand at directing.


    Those were heady days. Farrar’s films were bringing in money for the studio and DeMille knew how to spend it. With his growing taste for spectacle, he gave up all attempts to perform his duties as inspector general overseeing the entire studio output. He insisted his concentration must be on his own films. For The Woman God Forgot (about Cortez’s conquest of Mexico in the 16th century), DeMille built a 200-foot high pyramid stretching 2 square miles. He also constructed a gigantic garden with a pool including several thousand rare waterfowl (enclosed in wire fencing to prevent the birds escaping). In the evolving DeMille style, the prince’s nymph attendants arose splashing from the pool amid the flutter of birds. Filming the ‘big attack’ scene took 1,000 extras led by Farrar as Montezuma’s daughter. DeMille directed all six pictures that Geraldine Farrar made for the studio. One of them was Joan The Woman, in which she played Joan of Arc. DeMille’s attempt for authenticity was expensive. He was using solid-built sets instead of backdrops, and he had a suit of armor made to measure for his Joan. When they finally clamped it on the singer, she couldn’t move. DeMille, who called her Gerry, described her as ‘a sardine in a can’, so a second suit was commissioned, not quite so form fitting.


    Lasky wrote in his autobiography that 30 years later he was grateful for that suit when he was making The Miracle of the Bells with the Italian star (Alida) Valli. He discovered that suits of armor for women don’t even exist in museums. Unable to find one, he called Cecil, whom he knew always kept unusual artifacts from his films. He still had it; so the suit that Valli wore in Miracle of the Bells was the same one worn by Geraldine Farrar in Joan the Woman.


    Dustin Farnum was also being kept busy at the studio. He appeared in The Virginian, sorry indeed, that he had not accepted one quarter of the company in lieu of salary. That $5,000 would have been worth $2,000,000 in a few short years. Seeking to improve the quality of his company’s product, Lasky brought to Hollywood the Broadway designer, Wilfred Buckland, who was famous for lighting the stage triumphs of the most famous stage producer, David Belasco. Buckland introduced interior lighting to DeMille’s films, for which the director invested a princely sum on a black velvet backdrop to film his night scenes for the film version of his brother William’s hit Broadway play, The Warrens of Virginia.


    


    (You can watch Joan the Woman on the Internet: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zUNhZ-RqsOo)


    


    With this costly velvet cloth blacking out sunlight, Cecil was able to film interior night scenes and light them with sun reflectors, making him the first director to vary light intensity in a scene. Another Buckland ‘first’ was building architectural settings, vastly expanding the visual limitations of the stage. No longer was sharpness of detail the criteria, Cecil was now able to create startling effects of highlight and shadow. The result was an unexpected explosion of fury from New York. Sam insisted that he couldn’t sell a film if half the actors’ faces were hidden in shadow. ‘Why pay the going rate for an actor and then photograph only half of him?’ he complained in a cable.


    Cecil’s response was, ‘Tell him to sell it as Rembrandt lighting.’ And Sam did.


    Business was now booming with more filmmakers pouring into Hollywood — and more films required more talent and more scripts. Lasky employed three more directors for their lower budget films, and for an average cost of $5,000, the producer found he could buy the screen rights to books and plays directly from the writers. He made sure his company owned the rights to produce as many versions of a book or play as they could possibly want. DeMille filmed three versions of The Squaw Man, the second in 1918 starring Elliott Dexter and the third in 1931, which was shot with sound.


    The flickers were becoming respectable. In 1915, the Lasky Company released 36 pictures. One of them, The Cheat, written by Hector Turnbull and Jeanie Macpherson (actress-turned-writer and DeMille’s current amour) starred Sessue Hayakawa as the Japanese villain and was an instant success. For the 1918 reissue with Hayakawa, the villain’s nationality was changed to Burmese to satisfy objections by the Japanese Association of Southern California. Years later, Hayakawa was to star in Bridge on the River Kwai, recapturing his nationality and theatrical villainy.


    


    (The Cheat on the Internet: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-eExydVWC00)


    


    Other feature-length films were being scheduled at four or five reels, but in the following year (1915) the filmmaker D.W. Griffith made his infamously racist twelve-reel epic about the Civil War. The Birth of a Nation made an estimated $30,000,000 at the box office. One of Griffith’s stars not in that film, Blanche Sweet, earlier had given a stunning performance in Judith of Bethulia. When DeMille and Lasky found out that Griffith had no contractual hold over Sweet, they were quick to offer her a contract. She became one of the Lasky company’s most important early stars, and that year she appeared in seven pictures.


    Certain now that Hollywood was to be their permanent home, in 1914 Lasky sent for his extended family: Bessie, Jesse Jr., and mother, Sarah. Blanche had already come out to join Sam, now well out of selling gloves and firmly ensconced in Hollywood. Lasky temporarily housed the family at the Hollywood Hotel — the only hotel in town.


    By the time he’d produced The Squaw Man, Lasky had been married to Bessie for nearly four years and was father of three-year old Jesse L. Lasky Jr. Bessie had seen more of Lasky’s mother Sarah than she had of her husband, and found her marriage a mixed blessing. At last reunited with her husband, she saw a chance to escape the tyranny of a strict mother-in-law, and confidentially asked Cecil’s help to find her a house too small to include relatives. The director-general graciously turned over his little cottage in Cahuenga Canyon to the couple and their son while he, wife Constance, and daughter Cecilia moved to a larger house nearby, so after five years of marriage, Bessie finally had her little family to herself.


    But another marriage was not moonlight and roses. In 1915, Blanche divorced Sam. Shocking though divorce was at the time, it came as no surprise to the family.


    All had borne witness to Sam’s volatile temper. Blanche and Sam had been married for five years and had a daughter, Ruth, when she hired a private detective to follow the gossip. It seemed Sam’s growing appetite for eager young girls hoping to break into films was casting new meaning to the word ‘couch’. Blanche sued and was granted a divorce, but contrary to all reason, Sam’s response was to claim that Ruth was not his daughter. Outraged, Blanche changed her daughter’s name to Lasky. it was a position Sam maintained and had no further contact with Ruth until late in his life, when he recanted.


    Though Sam was now no longer a brother-in-law, it was business as usual at the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company. But the producer was worried about his other partner. Just when things at the studio were booming, Cecil was thinking of quitting the movie business. He’d been learning to fly so he could join up as a pilot and get himself into the war raging in Europe. America did not enter World War I until April of 1917, by which time Cecil had been taking flying lessons for over a year. Lasky, who shared his spirit of derring-do on land, had never been in a plane and was impressed with Cecil’s fearless attitude. Over several highballs, he told his partner, ‘Cecil, we’ve been through a lot of adventures together, and I want to have my first plane ride when you make your first solo flight.’


    It might have been the gin talking because Lasky forgot all about his promise until a few months later when Cecil called from the flying field on what is now Wilshire Boulevard, and commanded in his most imperious manner, ‘Jesse, I’m ready to solo. Be here after lunch!’


    Lasky lost his appetite, but he drove to the field in his new pearl grey Packard Special — which Cecil referred to as the ‘Corona-Corona’ because of its extra long cigar-like wheelbase. Actor/director Rex Ingram had designed it for the producer, copying a racing car belonging to a famous racer, Ralph de Palma. Lasky recalled, ‘It could climb hills only by backing up them, but it looked great.’


    The day was extremely windy and Lasky hoped it might be a good reason for Cecil to postpone the flight. But the director handed him a leather jacket, a helmet, and goggles, and assured him that it was much easier for a beginner to take off into a strong wind. Lasky climbed into the forward cockpit as instructed and gripped the sides in silent terror. DeMille took off smoothly, and just as they were sailing along with the wind roaring in Lasky’s ears and he was beginning to relax, Cecil shouted something he couldn’t hear. Then the motor cut out!


    That year DeMille was 34, Lasky was 35, and all he could think of was how the headlines would handle their deaths. But Cecil had only been trying to warn his partner that he was about to execute some aerial acrobatics — which he did with a great display of virtuosity and eventually making a perfect landing. Lasky found his knees a trifle weak as he climbed out and handed back his goggles. He never admitted it to Cecil, but it was years before he could go up in a plane after that initiation.


    On the East Coast, Adolph Zukor was regularly producing his own pictures, and whenever Lasky was in New York, the friendly rivals arranged to lunch. Lasky viewed his opponent with great respect. Zukor was small of stature but his competitor began to think of him as a titan when he expounded astute theories about the budding motion picture business. The two men came from very different backgrounds: Lasky, with grandfather Bernard who had crossed the plains in a covered wagon in 1848 — and Adolph Zukor, who was born in Ricse, Hungary in 1873. Zukor had been orphaned at seven and sent to live with his uncle, Kalman Liebermann; a rabbi who hoped the young lad would follow his example. But Zukor had other worlds to conquer and made his way to America. At an early age he entered the fur trade and soon made sufficient money to turn his talents to more trendy exploits. In 1903 he bought his first nickelodeon, thereby propelling himself into the film/entertainment business. He soon became a partner and treasurer of Marcus Loew’s mushrooming chain of movie theatres.


    It was not long before more up-and-coming film producers were joining the westward stampede. Palpably aware that they were selling their pictures to the same states’ rights men for distribution, Zukor and Lasky wisely concluded that rather than compete for distribution, they should team up to fight off the encroaching opposition, so in 1916 the two men merged companies to form Famous Players-Lasky Corporation. The newly formed corporation soon bought out the Paramount distribution company from Hodkinson, making them the largest motion picture company of the silent film era, now able to distribute their own films and control where and when they were booked into theatres.


    Famous Players-Lasky Corporation was to go through a few company titles: Paramount Publix Corporation (Paramount Pictures and Publix Theaters) before eventually deciding on Paramount Pictures. Lasky’s title appeared on the stationary variously as ‘Vice President’, ‘First Vice President’, or ‘Office of Jesse L. Lasky, Vice President in charge of Production’. Adolph Zukor remained in New York as Vice President in charge of Distribution and Finance. Although Lasky was constantly traveling between the West Coast and New York, his main office was now in Hollywood in charge of the creative side of production, finding stories, directors, and actors who could capture the imagination of the public without the spoken word. As soon as the war was over he began traveling regularly to Europe again and got into the habit of writing letters home. But Jesse was still too young to be the recipient.
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      The Feature Play Company.
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      Blanche and Lasky in Vaudeville.
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      The Newlyweds.
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      Lasky, Demille, Goldfish.
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      The Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company.
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      Lasky’s first look at The Studio
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      The portable generator.
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