
  

  CHAPTER One


  An “Island” of Their Own


  “

  

  I always thought of Hollywood like a principality of its own. It was like a sort of a Luxembourg or a Lichtenstein. And the people who ran it really had that attitude. They weren’t only running a studio; they were running a whole little world. Their power was absolutely enormous, and it wasn’t only the power to make movies or to anoint someone or make someone a movie star or pick an unknown director and make him famous overnight. They could cover up a murder. Buron Fitts, the district attorney, was completely in the pocket of the producers. You could literally have somebody killed, and it wouldn’t be in the papers. They ran this place.

  
   —writer Budd Schulberg, when speaking at a University of Southern California seminar on F. Scott Fitzgerald, many years after the moguls established their fiefdom




  ”


  The outlaws came first, riding in from the east by rail and by horseback. They were armed with revolvers, rifles, and motion picture cameras. They took up guerrilla positions amid the citrus groves, keeping tabs on their pursuers through messages that came by mail and telegraph.


  The good people of Hollywood tolerated the outlaws because the men who made a lam to the west knew to keep their distance. Hollywood, after all, was an idyllic development of homes built by good Christian Prohibitionists on acreage given away by Horace Henderson Wilcox and his wife, Daeida. The Wilcoxes had purchased the former Spanish land of Rancho La Brea back in 1886. Then they laid out a community for the righteous, giving every plot away for free, provided that the new residents also built a Methodist Church on each street. There was no drinking, of course, and there was no gambling, including in private homes. These were proper people, like-minded people, folks who observed the Sabbath as God intended. As for the name of the development, Hollywood, it honored a Midwestern friend of great piety whose Ohio estate was known by that name.


  There were neither movies nor moviemakers when Hollywood was planned. There were no actors or theaters in the area where a play could be seen. However, anyone familiar with the attitudes of the church could have predicted that the Wilcoxes would be hostile to anyone connected with such work. Nine years earlier, in 1877, the Methodist Episcopal Church became so concerned about the corrupting influence of plays—any play in any theater, presumably including Easter passion plays presented outside the church—that all members were ordered never to enter a theater or to see a play. The propriety of the subject matter and its presentation made no difference: Evil was present and the members were to avoid it.


  The outlaws did not care about Hollywood when they arrived in the Los Angeles area a decade or more later. They probably could not have afforded to live there had they chosen to do so.


  The outlaws might have liked to have committed a few “crimes” by making movies on their streets and in the minimal business district—a general store, a small hotel, and a barbershop—but there were other locations, equally interesting, all around. Besides, with the U.S. marshals regularly in pursuit, it mattered most that they had a clear escape route down to Mexico.


  The outlaws—counterculture artists and mechanical geeks—felt that the new movie cameras should be used by anyone interested in expressing himself and that the resulting product should be shared with any theater that would pay to use it. One man might have invented the equipment, and that man might have deserved royalties, but his power should have stopped there. At least, that was how outlaws saw the growing business of supplying movies—usually from sixty seconds to four or five minutes long—for the peep shows, the nickelodeons, and the cinematographs.


  The independent producers’ problems stemmed from controversial patent-law enforcement. Thomas Alva Edison invented the peephole kinetoscope, which he displayed in 1893 at the Columbian Exposition. A year earlier, he had created the kinetograph, the first camera that could take moving pictures, which were then viewed through a peephole. The concept was a popular one, and by January 1894 Edison was manufacturing his equipment in West Orange, New Jersey. The viewing machines were offered for sale at $250 each. The films to be shown on them were prepared and duplicated by employees of the Edison Manufacturing Company. Edison hoped that by patenting every aspect of the process, he could get rich controlling everything except who bought his equipment and where the films made by his businesses could be shown.


  With further refinements, increased production, and more aggressive selling, bars, restaurants, hotels, and other public locations were adding a variation of the kinetoscope parlor to entice more money from their customers. Projection equipment followed, further increasing revenue because several people could view the same film at the same time with a single machine in operation. All of this meant growing wealth for the inventor.


  Business rivals of Edison began making and marketing their own films, their actions allegedly violating the inventor’s patents. The legal battles proved expensive, and the largest rivals in the New York/New Jersey, Philadelphia, and Chicago areas decided to unite with Edison. Soon, a trust of nine production companies, the leading motion picture distributor, and Eastman Kodak, the major manufacturer of film stock, was created as the Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC). The MPPC dominated the industry, using its combined wealth to sue any independent who they claimed infringed on their patents and failed to pay licensing fees.


  The outlaws ignored the court actions as much as possible. They could not ignore, however, the goon squads sent to smash heads and equipment. Edison had a public image as an eccentric, benign, beloved genius making life better for Americans. He was also a ruthless, greedy businessman who sought total control of every aspect of the film industry, including the artists fascinated with making moving pictures.


  Finally, the cost of replacing equipment grew too great. Lawyers were fighting the court battles, and so long as the outlaws could avoid the U.S. marshals, they did not have to appear or risk arrest. They took their equipment and went to a region of the country where the sun shone an average of 355 days a year, the terrain was varied, the railroad brought supplies, mail warned of marshals’ arrival, and enough businesses existed for them to work. And when the worst occurred, when a telegram or letter alerted the men to yet another planned foray by the marshals, they packed everything they had and rode south into Mexico, where movie making was not an extraditable “crime.”


  The producers came next—men who either had worked with the Edison Trust until 1915, when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled against its patent claims, or came to the storytelling side of the industry in a roundabout manner. The latter consisted mostly of theater owners who decided they should be creating product, not just showing it, and men who were financial successes in other business and liked the idea of making movies. William Randolph Hearst, the enormously wealthy publishing magnate, was among the latter. Yet, whether the men came from money, like Hearst, or from poverty prior to entering businesses that brought them wealth, such as Sam Goldwyn, Adolph Zukor, Carl Laemmle, Louis B. Mayer, Marcus Loew, and brothers Joe and Nick Schenck, they wanted to create films that were sensitive to the working classes in America. They understood, often from personal experience, the tenement world, where hard-working families never had quite enough money to get ahead. Nineteenth-century New York City, for example, was notorious for providing immigrant housing that was constantly being divided. An apartment building’s original suites were divided into single-room apartments for families. Then, the room might be divided again, often by hanging a blanket as a partition, so that two families could share the quarters. Sanitation was limited. Disease was rampant. Violence was all-too familiar, both within the families living in overcrowded conditions and on the streets, where children fought one another to sell newspapers and work in physically demanding adult jobs that frequently left them crippled. Yet, despite the harsh conditions and the existence of numerous ethnic gangs, most of the people were honest, hard working, and concerned with finding a way to get ahead. They had no idea how others lived or what life was like in places other than the streets they walked and the villages from which they had emigrated. It was the new moving-picture experience that enabled them to escape for the first time in their lives. They embraced it and spent as much time as possible viewing the images that the wealthy and well educated scorned as a short-lived fad.


  The people lower on the socioeconomic ladder through the country embraced the nickelodeon. Through the moving pictures, short as they were, the audience entered the great museums of the world. They attended prize fights, watched auto races, witnessed an industrial fire, took a train through wilderness areas and into big cities, saw concerts, viewed the sights of Rome, London, and Paris, and witnessed the splendor of the mansions of the wealthy. The movies were crude by today’s standards and always in black and white, yet they had a reality to them that amazed the public and brought them back for more.


  One of the most famous shorts of those early years was a movie called The Kiss. It was exactly what the title indicated, a few seconds of a man kissing a woman. The public found it so real, they “knew” that an actor and an actress were behind the screen on which it was shown, and many viewers sneaked a look.


  There were shorts that told brief stories, the best known of those early days being The Great Train Robbery, and news films. These were the forerunners of the newsreels, which eventually provided the public with film footage of the major events of the day, from the crowning of the new Miss America to battle footage taken in the midst of whatever war was raging in an area of concern to the viewers. Newsreels continued well into the 1950s, always a staple of movies, along with a cartoon and previews of coming attractions. It was only when the public demanded greater immediacy that the newsreel concept was adapted to television and presented in the constantly repeated, constantly updated format that appears today on the Cable News Network’s Headline News. It was also the news footage that led amateur moviemaker William Randolph Hearst not only to start his own motion picture company but also to combine the movies and news with advertising.


  The movies created a national base of cultural literacy that had never before been possible. People who did not read English and who had possibly been illiterate in the languages of their countries of origin, shared with the educated elite the visual experience of travelogues, fashion trends, new inventions, and other topics that could be filmed. People in big cities and rural farming communities knew the same films, the same stories, and the same actors and actresses. The nickelodeons unified Americans and created a national experience in a way that nothing else would until the construction of the interstate highway system allowed Americans to visit all parts of the nation easily by car a half-century later.


  Statistics demonstrate the popularity of the nickelodeon. A 1907 study of New York City alone showed that two hundred thousand residents a day were spending the 5 cents needed to attend one of the movie houses. That figure doubled on Sunday, when most people had the day off from work.


  Three years later, in 1910, there were 10,000 places to see movies in communities across the United States, 407 in Chicago alone. Some were theaters built either for vaudeville or specifically to show the new movies. Many were makeshift locations, such as an unused back room in a general store, where a sheet was hung on the wall and chairs were borrowed from the local funeral home. All were open to the public, without the racial, ethnic, religious, or sexual strictures that existed everywhere from nightclubs to vaudeville houses to social clubs and restaurants. A woman could go to the nickelodeons without an escort, for example, a fact that lured many a tired shop girl at the end of her workday. Other public forms of entertainment, including some restaurants, required that a woman come only escorted by a man. Couples, families, and even unaccompanied children attended the nickelodeons.


  Perhaps most surprisingly in an era that would soon see the revival of the Ku Klux Klan, a black, an immigrant, or a Jew might find himself sitting side by side with a white person, who might otherwise avoid such contact. Almost every place that showed this new form of entertainment was more welcoming than most churches.


  Perhaps it was the sudden, widespread interest in the movies that caused a backlash against them. Perhaps it was a fear of the unknown. Perhaps it was the fact that the movies were so new that they were unpredictable. Would the stories uphold the values of the local religious community? Would the stories provide ideas that could be harmful to women or children or that would transgress the local standards of decency? And what should be done about the moviemakers who created scenes of great titillation prior to a properly moral ending? For example, was a graphic depiction of the seduction of Sampson by Delilah, with Delilah scantily clad and undulating in ways that made it clear she was not a nice girl, acceptable if Sampson, with the special strength God gave him, crushed her under the pillars he pulled down around himself. Certainly Cecil B. DeMille, one of the earliest directors, thought so, and his earliest Bible stories, shot during the silent film era, are examples of naughty eroticism justified by the revelers’ deaths at the end.


  The issue was a constant concern, though letters exchanged by some of the early screenwriters show that they saw the problem in a humorous light. They noted that villains were the only people in movies allowed to have fun. They could get into barroom brawls, commit adultery with a bevy of beautiful girls, drink as much booze as they liked, drive expensive cars, and live lives of overstated luxury, provided they died alone at the end of the film. The hero, by contrast, usually had few possessions, was often battered and beaten throughout the film, and, when he finally won the heroine, was allowed only a chaste kiss before the movie ended. In a morally uplifting movie, the bad guys had all the fun.


  Censorship issues were such that in 1907, the same year that some of the major studies of the industry were taking place, Chicago’s superintendent of police was required to spend time each week reviewing and approving the films the city’s theater managers wanted to show. Thirty years had passed since the Methodist Episcopal Church’s condemnation of all theaters, and a new generation was growing up with the movies as a routine choice for entertainment, but the theater owners were still constantly made aware of parental and community concerns.


  Regional and national groups worried about the impact the film industry might have on the morals of the public. Men such as Louis B. Mayer discovered that when they began opening their own theaters, they had to appear before such organizations as the Independent Order of B’rith Abraham, the Ladies Helping Hand Society, and individual churches whose congregations frequently walked by the area where the new theater was being opened. A new wave of church censorship began when Presbyterian minister Wilbur Crafts became the head of the International Reform Bureau tasked with censoring films. Catholic priests were also concerned, but it was not until the 1930s that a national effort was made to ensure the preservation of the moral purity of those who wanted to see this form of entertainment. The Legion of Decency was established to view the films, then list those that were appropriate for Catholic families and those that were not. This group proved more extreme than the Presbyterians when it stated that a good Catholic should not even go into a theater that was showing an approved film if it had previously shown unapproved films.


  Politicians became wary of films when they realized that many movies either ridiculed the excesses of those in power or created tragedies in which the working class was shown sympathetically. Early comedies often showed the wealthy as lecherous buffoons trying to seduce noble shop clerks and serving girls, then taking slapstick pratfalls as their comeuppances. Business leaders and politicians were corrupt, lecherous, and greedy. And the police either took bribes or stole fruit from pushcarts.


  There were pure entertainments, such as The Hold-up of the Rocky Mountain Express and the trick photography film Smashing a Jersey Mosquito, in which a mosquito grew to mammoth proportions and killed the man trying to swat it. There was the proper The Life of Christ from the Annunciation to the Ascension in 27 Beautiful Scenes (though some might have questioned whether it was meant to be accompanied by an all-girl orchestra) and the historical Bluebeard, the Man with Many Wives. More serious popular films dealt with the working-class struggle for dignity, such as The Molly Maguires, or The Labor Wars in the Coal Mines and Suffragettes’ Revenge.


  The movies came to dominate American popular culture with a speed that would not be exceeded until the end of the twentieth century, when the invention of the search engine, the inexpensive dial-up modem, and the affordable home computer made the Internet a vehicle for entertainment, not just business. A growing number of companies were creating product, and some of the men who owned the theaters, and who would soon become producers themselves, sought a way to ensure ever-larger amounts of business.


  Future moguls like Marcus Loew and Adolph Zukor decided to make the theaters destinations unto themselves. They created worlds of opulence that would make the laborer, the farmer, the shop girl, the store clerk, and other blue-collar Americans feel that, for the price of a movie, they could spend a few hours in surroundings only the wealthy had previously experienced. As Zukor, quoted in Neal Gabler’s An Empire of Their Own, said of the theater he built around what had once been a penny arcade,



   We had this empty floor over the arcade about forty feet by two hundred and fifty feet. We put in two hundred seats and then began to worry because it seemed like an awful lot, especially as most of our customers didn’t know what moving pictures were and were used to paying one cent, not five. So we put in it a wonderful glass staircase. Under the glass was a metal trough of running water, like a waterfall, with red, green, and blue lights shining through. We called it Crystal Hall, and people paid their five cents mainly on account of the staircase, not the movies. It was a big success.




  Other moguls emulated this action: The movie theater was often the most unusual building in smaller communities, as well as the first to have the new air conditioning installed to combat summer heat. The new theaters held anywhere from a few hundred to a thousand or more people, especially in cities like New York, where the Paramount and other theaters offered up to eight shows a day, with a singer, a comic, an orchestra, and a feature film, along with a newsreel and often a serial.


  The serial itself was an innovation embraced by William Randolph Hearst as his way of ensuring a continued viewing audience. The theaters were draws. The quality of the movies would bring in the public. And the popularity of a star could increase box-office receipts. But nothing overcame a potential downturn in attendance (due to the occasional second-rate feature film or out-of-favor star) like a “cliff-hanger” serial.


  Hearst’s idea was to do what became a twenty-episode serial called The Perils of Pauline. The title, one of the best known of all the early movies, was all he had developed when he turned to Morrill Goddard, the Sunday Supplement editor of Hearst’s New York Journal, to arrange a meeting between Hearst and Morrill’s brother, Charles, a successful playwright. Charles was to create twenty separate, interconnected stories, each of which would be complete but also end with the start of a new adventure. Each ending was to be a cliff-hanger; that could mean that the star was literally hanging from a cliff, perhaps her grip slipping and certain death waiting below. Or she might be in a run-away balloon, kidnapped by villains about to tie her to a railroad track, lost in a jungle, or otherwise in a situation “impossible” to escape. The audience would be so involved with the adventure, horrified by the fate awaiting Pauline and eager to see if this time she would actually escape, that they would return the following week to see the new episode that would resolve the problem, take her on a new adventure, and then leave her dangling again. And in case such excitement was not compelling enough, Hearst newspapers all ran a contest in which the reader who could predict what would happen to enable Pauline to live one more week would receive a $1,000 prize.


  Pearl White, the actress who played Pauline Marvin, was perfect for the role, a fact recognized only in hindsight. She was a delightful woman who could charm both reporters when appearing in person and audiences when projected on the screen. She was originally a circus performer, then she worked as a stewardess on an ocean liner traveling to and from Cuba. She had been a café entertainer and made both one- and two-reel films. She was physically able to handle the rigors of the role, and her life experiences, all provided to the press, indicated that she, too, had a love of adventure. She was the perfect, independent woman at a time when the Victorian era constrained women from having, at least for a time, active, productive lives that did not include marriage.


  The character Charles Goddard created was not unlike the daughters of some wealthy New Yorkers, who demonstrated for the right to vote and sought such adventures as working for the Fred Harvey Corporation as tour guides at the Grand Canyon. Pauline Marvin is the ward of wealthy automobile manufacturer Stanford Marvin, a man who feels Pauline should marry his son, Harry. The youth is fine, up-standing, intelligent, and rich—a great catch for any woman.


  Pauline agrees with Stanford’s appraisal of his son, but she wants to be a writer, and in order for her to have the adventures she will write about, romance will have to wait. She also makes certain that Stanford understands how good a writer she is by pulling out Cosmopolitan magazine to show him, in close-up, her article (with the magazine name prominent) and her byline. She is not planning to travel unprepared. She has already mastered her craft well enough to sell to the best.


  Cosmopolitan is used once again as the camera moves in for a closeup of an illustration of an ocean liner burning in the water. Then, the movie seems to burst from the illustration, with Pauline on the ship embarking on her first perilous adventure.


  The sales of Cosmopolitan were said to have dramatically increased with the showing of The Perils of Pauline. Both Pearl White and the magazine became instant symbols of independent young womanhood. It went unsaid by Hearst that he owned Cosmopolitan and was drumming up as much crossover publicity as he could. At the urging of Carl Florian Zittel, his New York Journal drama editor, Hearst invented the use of product placement in his films. Always one to think big, that first “product” was a popular New York amusement park.


  Zittel had come to his job with Hearst from a mixed background that included work in his family’s real estate business, retail business promotion, and writing for the New York Morning Telegraph, where former Dodge City sheriff William “Bat” Masterson, by then a sports and feature writer, sometimes had a shoot-out with an old enemy who tracked him to the big city. Zittel made a deal with Hearst that allowed him to publicize private clients, provided he used the Hearst papers. This often led to multiple payoffs: Zittel, an editorial writer trusted for his accurate portrayal of local, regional, national, and world events, received his salary for turning out a column praising whatever client he was promoting in the Journal or another Hearst paper. So long as the client benefited through an increase in business, there were no complaints.


  In 1909, two years after joining the Journal, Zittel was hired by Nicholas Schenck to find new ways to promote the Palisades Amusement Park, which he co-owned with his brother, Joseph, and other investors. It was a seemingly minor side venture, though that would change over time.


  The Schenck brothers were born in the village of Rybinsk on the Volga River. They arrived in the United States in 1893, living in a Lower East Side tenement. The brothers went to work selling newspapers, then running errands for a drugstore. They saved their money, bought the drugstore, and then looked for other businesses.


  They found their next commercial venture by chance. During the hot summer days, the Schenck brothers joined other Manhattan residents in taking the trolley to Fort George in the northern part of Manhattan Island. It was a popular recreation area, and the Schencks realized that on any given day thousands of people waited for the return trolley. They opened a beer concession, then added vaudeville acts.


  The Schenck operation grew annually and was noticed by Marcus Loew. When the brothers told him of their desire to open a larger amusement location to be called Paradise Park, where the relatively new Ferris wheel and other rides could be enjoyed, Loew advanced them the money. The New York Journal began to editorialize about the wonderful changes that had come to the amusement park under the Schenck operation. Then, in 1911, the brothers also bought Palisade Amusement Park, the largest amusement park on the East Coast, and made $80,000 in profit that year. In 1913, looking to increase exposure even more, Zittel and Hearst used the product placement idea in The Perils of Pauline. During one of Pauline’s adventures, the villain colludes with an amusement park worker to sabotage a balloon on which Pauline is riding. The camera takes different close-ups of the park’s gateway sign, which reads, “THE SCHENCK BROS.—PALISADE AMUSEMENT PARK.” Zittel and the New York Journal both profited greatly as a result.


  The more the producers experimented with ways to increase boxoffice receipts and their income from movies, product placements, and other ventures, the more important the stars became. Just as many people snuck a peak behind the screen, convinced they would spot the actors performing The Kiss, so they believed that the actors were exactly like their screen characters. An actor who played roles in which he was the noble, monogamous, true love of the heroine could never be shown at home if home was littered with empty whiskey bottles, failed marriages, neglected children, and a temper that caused him periodically to smash whatever personal object his latest love treasured most. An actress known behind the scenes for providing doses of sexually transmitted diseases to every man working on every picture in which she appeared might have to be pictured as the daughter of a minister, dedicated to missionary work among the poor, and too busy to try to find Mr. Right. Otherwise, audiences would hate such people and refuse to pay to see them in their newest pictures.


  Many magazine publishers were protective of the motion picture industry because they owed their existence to the public’s fascination with films, actors, and production. In 1915, Motion Picture went so far as to declare that movie actors were as good and upright as the average reader, something the writer could not say for theater people. The article writer noted that theater people lived by night and slept during the day, clear proof that they were likely to be disreputable. Stage shows were performed in the evening. Then, the actors often had to get out of makeup and costume, eat, and travel to the next town; thus, men and women were together in close quarters at an hour when decent people were in bed. The publication never told of scandalous activities among the stage actors and actresses, but the implication was clear that such unnatural living led to all manner of outrages. Exactly how stage people were morally repugnant was left to the imaginations of the readers.


  The Motion Picture article made clear that movie actors, by contrast, were decent people with no need to travel, except with their spouses, presumably on vacations. They lived in the cities where the studios were located, were good neighbors, and kept regular hours since they worked during the day. They were as moral and as integral to the success of their communities as the banker, the baker, the school teacher, and other upright citizens. The public could be proud to live among movie actors. And to add to the wholesome image, many columnists refused to answer questions about an actor’s love life and marital history because decent, monogamous people didn’t need their fans intruding on their healthy private lives.


  The trouble was that none of the producers—neither the outlaws nor the new moguls—had considered what would happen when the success or failure of a movie depended on how the public viewed the “real lives” of the actors. The New York media was not concerned with the business of Hollywood, and most of the writers were as willing to talk about a scandal as they were to talk about the quiet home life of a popular actor. The only exceptions were with the papers controlled by Hearst since his investments in Hollywood made him sensitive to the need to protect his investment.


  The West Coast was different. When the moguls moved west to take advantage of the sun and cheap land, thousands of people—actors, extras, technicians, and the like—were beholden to them for work. Thus, it was not long before the moguls controlled Los Angeles in ways organized criminals would take a half-century to imagine. And even then, they would only envision part of the picture.



  

  CHAPTER Two


  Lawdy, Lawdy, They Got Bawdy!


  It was the irony of the New York theater business that both the promoters and the reformers focused on whatever was being presented, from stage shows in the nineteenth century to movies at the start of the twentieth. Few members of the public bothered to mention how many New York theaters were constructed so that audience members could engage in participatory theatrics of their own. This was because the business of theaters, whether showing the classics to an audience of educated swells or contemporary comedies appealing to people with all levels of education and financial success, included the toleration (some say promotion) of what might best be called “illicit activity.”


  The entertainment industry’s open secret was the result of the corruption of the political leadership of the city in the form of Tammany Hall, the name for the group of powerful men who controlled the city’s government. Vice was the key to political power, whether it be to achieve office or to stay in power.


  Young men of integrity and promise were scouted by politicians and hired by a district leader just before Election Day. They would be handed the forms needed to register voters, men who would show up at the polls, identify themselves by name, and cast a ballot. Each new voter would be registered for more than one voting location, and to keep things honest, each man would be given a different name for each location. The moment the polls opened, Joe Smith might cast his vote, then walk to the next location and cast his vote as Joe O’Malley, then move on to where Joe Reilly voted, then vote as Joe Mantino, and so on. Each man would vote early and often, and no one could say that the same man voted more than once . . . at least not under the same name.


  The pay for the young men who arranged for the voters to be registered was $2 per vote cast. Many had worked in the rough-and-tumble world of newspaper circulation, and the $2 for each vote equaled pay for a week’s worth of loading newspapers onto delivery vehicles. This was also a far better deal than existed in the neighboring Boston, Massachusetts, where a candidate or his representative stood on the steps of each polling place and gave each voter a cigar wrapped in a dollar bill. One of the candidate’s men was inside to make certain that the prepaid vote was properly cast.


  The youths looking to move up in politics went from registering voters to buying or opening a saloon. Each saloon was a gathering place for politicians and potential supporters. The saloon keeper could influence his clientele, arrange for meetings with politicians and candidates, spy on the actions of those who might be challenging the status quo, and act as a conduit for payoffs. It was not unusual for quantities of money meant as kickbacks, extortion payments, or bribes to pass through the saloons favored by the men of Tammany Hall. In return, many of the men who became politically powerful were elevated to their positions as a reward for how they ran their saloon activities.


  Exposés of corruption were rare because most of the newsmen were sympathetic to the system, even as it spilled over into the theater world. The newsmen found nothing wrong with drinking, gambling, and indulging in sexual activity with a willing professional woman. If these vices—which, though illegal, were certainly not hurtful in the manner of muggings, robberies, and crimes of violence—were being encouraged in a saloon and its backroom, where was the harm? And if the saloon keeper was also a bit of a philanthropist, perhaps supporting soup kitchens for the unemployed, clothing drives for the unfortunate, and the like, there certainly was no reason to hurt him.


  With such attitudes in place, Tammany Hall encouraged the construction and operation of theaters throughout the city such that prurient activities could be handled discretely and thus tolerated.


  Single men and women, strangers to one another, were allowed to sit together in the theater, an arrangement not approved by various clubs and saloons in the more respectable areas of the city. Liquor was sold during performances, and drinking was permitted among the audience.


  The theaters themselves were designed for three tiers of audience, each scrupulously separated from the others so that, if anyone had a complaint, he obviously had chosen to go to the wrong location. The best seats in the house were for watching plays while being seen. This was the area known as the dress circle, where men and women both wore formal clothing and were chauffeured in style. They were usually connected with Tammany Hall, and they were always pleased to know that if a play was about contemporary politics and Tammany Hall was mentioned, it would be with respect.


  The second tier of seats was for families. They were less expensive, and the people who attended wore proper business attire, though not the formal wear of the dress circle. Children might be present, making the night on the town too expensive to purchase better seats.


  The third and highest tier, sometimes accessed from a different part of the building than the dress circle and the family level, was for prostitutes and their customers. There would usually be a private bar in the back of the third tier exclusively for the use of the ladies and gentlemen at that level. And there would always be hotels of different quality nearby for extra entertainment after the show.


  The third tier was not the raucous place of the Bowery theaters. The men and women would dress properly for a night on the town, wearing anything from formal to proper business attire. Ideally, if the audiences from different tiers mingled during the intermission, wives and prostitutes could not be differentiated one from another. However, such intermingling was avoided by placing a bar at the back of the third tier and encouraging professional women who would be meeting their “dates” at the theater to arrive an hour early. This was an especially important rule for women who came alone or with their coworkers from the brothel, and made their business arrangements after they were at the theater.


  Men who came to the theater with prostitutes on their arms were not restricted to an early arrival. They mingled with everyone and often sat in the dress circle. Anything else they were inclined to do was enjoyed in one of the hotels or brothels nearby.


  Once the show was underway, the third tier, like movie theater balconies a few decades later, might be the site of foreplay. Let the action on stage draw the audience’s attention, and couples in the darker sections of the third tier would likely treat each other as teenagers might in similar circumstances.


  A reform movement had been taking place when the stage shows were mostly replaced by movies in many of the theaters. The third tier and the private liquor arrangements were no longer considered proper. Instead, only the highest priced, most sophisticated, and most beautiful of the “professional women” could attend the shows with their escorts for the evening. A slightly less desirable woman, though still better than a street-walking prostitute, would be allowed to use either the actors’ dressing rooms or the large room where outdoor scenery flats were stored. These were painted trees, flowers, and grass used as backdrops and stored until needed on stage. Their presence resulted in the location being called the Green Room. Years later, when television shows had no need to store “green” scenery but did need a place to store guests, the room in which they were placed, although it contained chairs, tables, a monitor, and other amenities, was again called the Green Room. Guests and scenery had both become the backdrop to enhance the show’s stars.


  The other term that we use today that evolved from such practices, behind the scenes, referred to activity that was a hidden part of what was obviously a more interesting story than the publicly viewed production. Back then, it also meant engaging in paid sex. Today, it refers to any secret machinations, legal or otherwise.


  The gang leaders who oversaw prostitution in their territory thus looked upon the theaters as no different from hotels, apartments, and brothels. They were a part of the business: overhead as opposed to potential moneymakers in their own right. These leaders focused on the sex business. They did not try to learn the business of the movies. This decision would cost them dearly as movies changed the entertainment scene of America.


  The Really Bad Guys Were Clueless


  The moviemakers took over the streets of New York almost as quickly as their product changed the theaters; yet, the bad guys still did not understand the potential for ill-gotten gains. The moviemakers were proud that their full-length films were often “authentic” depictions of the city at its grittiest as well as at its best, or so the producers often claimed. In truth, they were constantly looking to find light and save money. They could do both by creating stories that took place in open areas or in locations wired for high-powered lights. They could also save by using real people in their films, limiting the number of actors. The problem came because, like the concept of the contemporary docudrama, reality was bent to fit a story that might have nothing to do with the way life happened on the streets. And sometimes the results were unexpectedly humorous, at least in hindsight.


  Big Brother was a good example. The writer had an idea for a story that would take place in a large, well-lighted, popular dance hall near Harlem. There was adequate power for the large carbon arc lights, called broads, needed to boost the interior light to the approximate strength of daylight in order for the film to capture an evening scene.


  The story involved two different gangs attending the dance with their girlfriends. Since the Gas House Gang and the Hudson Dusters were near at hand, the producer went to the leaders of each and offered them money to appear in the dance scene. They all agreed, even though the gangs were normally mortal enemies. This was business, and they both wanted the money that came from pretending they would routinely share an evening in such a manner.


  This does not mean that the gangs fully trusted the situation. The boys went armed, with a few carrying revolvers. They slipped their weapons to their girlfriends before they went inside, where the New York Police Department’s Hard-Arm Squad awaited them. The Hard-Arm Squad was a group of tough guys experienced with violence and comfortable handling any situation that threatened to get out of hand without the use of excessive force. They searched each male, never thinking that one of the girlfriends might be holding a weapon. Young ladies simply didn’t travel armed in those days, and even if one did, no gentlemen—and the Hard-Arm Squad’s members were certainly that, albeit on the level of Neanderthals—would ever search one.


  The camera was placed in position (film companies used one camera in one position in order to save the cost of multiple cameras simultaneously shooting film from different angles to be spliced together into the final movie as would happen later). The cameraman studied the lighting, then requested that the scrims, called “silks,” be removed in order to provide better light.


  The scrims were translucent cloth covers that softened the light and made it even. They also cut the brightness just enough that they had to be removed when the goal was to illuminate a large area adequately.


  On the day of the dance-hall scene, the cameraman ordered the lighting crew to remove the scrims by shouting a command in technical jargon that had a quite different meaning in the street slang of the gangs: “Take the silks off the broads.”


  With the shout, the lighting techs removed the scrims, and the male gang members started taking the clothing (silks) off their girlfriends (broads). The girls panicked and started running. The boys, mindful that they were being paid, ran after them, bumping into rivals, throwing punches, and if they could catch their girlfriends, getting the weapons the girls had secreted as the fight became more important than the movie.


  The Hard-Arm Squad waded into the fray, not caring who was struck or how badly he or she was hurt. Their job was to stop the battle, whatever the cost to the others. And when they were done, when peace was restored, seemingly every ambulance in the area was busy making trips from the dance hall to the hospital, then back to the dance hall to pick up another battered gang member.


  All the while, the cameraman kept cranking the film through. The screenwriter would later rewrite the script to fit the events that occurred. And all of it would be promoted as portraying the true story of the raw underbelly of the city’s gangs, even though the fight never would have happened had the deal not been made.


  Some of the smaller street gangs might be used in the movies, and the city streets, many of which were controlled by one ethnic youth gang or another, were commonly filmed. But the gangs themselves, especially the larger ones, which were the forerunners of the organized-crime families that would evolve over the next few years, had no use for the movies. They could make no money. You couldn’t threaten to destroy a production company’s business when all they had to do was pick up their equipment and move into another gang’s territory. As for beatings and other forms of violence, even those companies willing to work with the Edison Trust employed men who had had run-ins with the goons to act as field enforcers. One had to be tough to make movies in New York, and taking on tough guys whose business they didn’t understand, whose income didn’t come immediately, and who asked for no favors seemed like a waste of time. This was especially true for the Five Pointers, the gang that trained two of the most vicious and successful gangsters of that era.


  Charlie and Al


  Alphonse Capone and Salvatore Lucania didn’t know from movies growing up on the streets of New York, didn’t know from nickelodeons and the cinematograph. Not that they didn’t hear about them. They could see them on what seemed like every street corner. But they were bimbooms as kids, looking to join the Five Pointers when they were teens, and the Five Pointers thought the movies were brought to their neighborhood to destroy the bad character they had carefully nurtured. If you went to the movies, and probably some of them did from time to time, you didn’t talk about it, didn’t see it as anything other than satisfying your curiosity.


  The gangs of New York staked out their territories long before Salvatore and Alphonse were born. The Five Pointers, fifteen hundred men strong, dominated an area that included the Bowery live-theater district which, when Alphonse and Salvatore were in diapers, had ninety-nine different entertainment establishments, eighty-four of which were declared dangerously disreputable by the police. And the police force at that time—between the end of the nineteenth and start of the twentieth centuries—was arguably one of the most corrupt in the city’s history.


  Charles Dickens wrote of the area in his American Notes: “Let us go on again, and plunge into the Five Points. This is the place; these narrow ways diverging to the right and left, and reeking everywhere with dirt and filth. . . . Debauchery has made the very houses prematurely old.” The theater was an escape from such a place, and many of the plays put on in the different locations were considered “Bowery plays,” a type of noisy, violent melodrama unique to the area. Shows such as The Boy Detective and Si Slocum do not sound provocative or inappropriate for “nice” audiences when we hear the titles today, and the Bowery theaters entertained families in the more respectable dress circle seats. But when first performed, these plays often incited the moral indignation that occasionally greets R-rated material today. And though families did attend, the more common audience at the end of the nineteenth century, as noted by an author who visited the
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  Afterword


  It was the late 1960s when Detective Douglas Reid of the New York Police Department was working surveillance on the organized criminals controlling heroin importation into New York and New Jersey as part of what was then the international drug-smuggling problem known as the French Connection.


  Reid and several other men were stationed in an apartment across the street from where a major drug importer and several bodyguards were living. Reid and his men took turns surveilling, sleeping, and enjoying television. They had binoculars with cameras attached, cameras with telephoto lenses, and other surveillance equipment. But many hours were spent in boredom, the men not watching the entrance and having only old movies and television shows to enjoy. Over time, as the detective shifts changed, cops went from watching television to watching the bad guys.


  Reid said that they noticed that the gangsters were watching the same movies they were—films about the mob. Then, in the morning, the real gangsters would imitate whatever the “reel” gangsters had done in the film. Reid said,



   We had this lieutenant stop by one day early, and he asked, “How’s it going?”


  I told him we knew the bad guys so well, we knew what they’d do before they did it.


  The Lieu thought we were putting him on. It was early in the morning, and we knew this one guy always went out at eight, so we told him to watch through the binoculars.


  I told him, “He’s going to come out wearing a trench coat and a hat. He’s going to pause under the awning and lift his collar over his neck. Then, he’s going to look left, then right, then left, put his hands in his pocket and walk down the street.”




  So, the guy comes out, pauses, lifts his collar, looks the way I said, and walks down the street. The Lieutenant was amazed. “You really know these bad guys, Reid,” said the Lieu. It was the same thing the guy did in the movie. They were watching television to learn how to be gangsters. We just saw the same movie.



  

  A Note on Resources


  Ihave inadvertently been researching this book for more than twenty years. Having an aversion to holding a real job, I have written for newspapers and magazines for forty-five years and have been an author since my first book was published in 1969. Along the way, I have received an unusual degree of training, from graduating from the Suburban Police Academy of the Law-Medicine Center of Case Western Reserve University to having Detective Doug Reid arrange for me to meet the key witness in the French Connection case, Jaime Cohen, in his home. Cohen was living under the Federal Witness Protection Program, and when I was called by Reid, I only knew that I was to bring my tape recorder and plenty of batteries and tape. Writing about the Mafia/teamsters connection with Allen Friedman, I was introduced to such Damon Runyon–esque characters as “Runt” and “The Jew Boy,” men who linked together such seemingly disparate groups as the Mayfield Road Gang, the Purple Gang, the Jewish Combination, the mob leaders at Lucky Luciano’s 1928 meeting in Cleveland, Meyer Lansky, and the men who participated in the moves on both Hollywood vice and the eventual creation of Las Vegas.


  I have interviewed Gambino family members, actors, actresses, producers, directors, and backstage personnel. MGM’s Sam Marx talked with me about everything from how when he directed The Thin Man movies for MGM, it was the first time a dog—Asta, the beloved pet of detectives Nick and Nora Charles in the stories—had gone to the bathroom essentially on camera, to what really happened to Thelma Todd. I interviewed Fred Otash for a book that was completed in rough-draft form at the time of his death and Chauncey Holt, Meyer Lansky’s accountant and the man who had “talks” with Ben Siegel on behalf of the East Coast mob. I spent a week interviewing comedian and Rat Pack member Joey Bishop and was amused to watch actress Angie Dickinson compare her legs to those of Peter Lawford’s widow, Patricia S. Lawford, before repositioning our chairs so that when I looked at Angie, Patricia was outside both my direct and peripheral vision. (Opinion: Angie had better legs, both women had equally sized egos.) And there was Leon Schwab, the surviving brother of the drugstore family, who was thrilled to have someone run him down at his daughter’s home, not long before his death as it turned out, to talk on the telephone about a past mostly forgotten by others.


  Nick Sevano, one of Frank Sinatra’s managers and the man who booked clubs owned by the Chicago and New York mobs, talked about payments and skimmings and how entertainers succeeded in the 1940s and 1950s when organized crime impacted on show business.


  Always, the subject of organized crime arose. Always, we went off on a tangent during the interviews so I could be educated in the world of nightclubs, where men like Tommy Dorsey would receive a check over the table so the IRS would be happy and cash under the table. I learned about the drug business and the recording industry and, most importantly, about how everything kept coming back to Hollywood. Always, there were references to the mob and the moguls, and though the mob has a history of causing deaths by unnatural causes, the venom, the bemusement, and the fear were always reserved for the moguls. The stories about the men who ran the studios and the history of the relationship between organized crime and the movie business made me want to tell a story not previously told.


  As the years passed, filing cabinets filled, cassette tapes numbered into the hundreds, notebooks filled shelf after shelf, and I kept thinking about the Hollywood stories that had never been told. Some I discussed during occasional appearances on E! Entertainment, but most were in my files, not between the covers of a single book. Finally, using old interviews and new; the voices of the long dead and the elderly but healthy; and government files acquired either as public records, such as the U.S. Senate (Kefauver) hearings into organized crime, or through Freedom of Information Act requests, I have written the story of the time when the mob tried to take over Hollywood but was not corrupt enough to succeed.
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