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  Frontispiece: Portrait of Lugosi from Universal Studios’ Edgar Allan Poe chiller, The Black Cat (1934).
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    For Mom and Pop

  


  Foreword


  
    

  


  I must have been about 11 on one Saturday afternoon in 1948 when my usual matinee gangBrian, his little tagalong brother Mike, his sister Sue, and a few otherswere off again. This time it was to the Ritz at Wilshire and La Brea, to see Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein. We loved them. But this particular Saturday resulted in much more than I had ever bargained for. We went for the first time to see Lugosi, and boy, was I hooked. I longed to see more. I was fascinated, enthralled … his hands, his voice, his gestures.


  In the early 1950s, Bela’s career was practically finished. There were few of his films on the limited television programming of the time, and next to nothing at the theaters. By the time we got into junior high, a small knot of other kids who had also been zappedDave Katzman, Norman Fist, Tony Kemp, and Mike Spencerand I got together to see everything we could get our eyes on. So, since we could not see enough of him on the screen, we started a project to meet him in person.


  Kemp had an uncle working on The Hollywood Reporter, and through him we were able to get a phone number that was supposed to have been Bela’s. After gathering much courage, and following a lot of “You make the call” … “No way, you do it” … “What am I gonna say?” … the call was made, only for us to be totally deflated. It was Lugosi’s nephew’s home. But, he was totally cooperative and gave us his uncle’s correct phone number. We couldn’t go through all that torment again, so we consulted with my grandmother, who wrote for The Pasadena Star. To her, it was no problem to call and ask Mr. Lugosi for an interview for her newspaper. But … deflated again. Lugosi advised her that he had recently been ill and was not giving interviews (this was at the time his fourth wife, Lillian, had just left him).


  More time … more gathering together of nerves … and Dave called, and I took the phone and said that we were a small group of fans. Lugosi quickly invited all of us to come on over to the apartment the following Saturday … a seemingly endless wait for the day that finally came. We put together our collections of stills and organized a million questions. We were all about 14 by then, and Norm’s indulgent mother drove us to the Baldwin Hills. In the hallway: “There it is, the door on the left” … “You knock” … “Hell no, you” … “Okay, we’ll knock together.” When the door opened, we were staring upward, mouths agape, and there he was … Lugosi.


  This initiated a three-year glory trail that took us on undreamed-of adventures: lifting Bela’s water bottles into his dispenser, lunching on stale toast and goulash, visiting Lake Elsinore and the set of You Asked for It, taking a midnight tour of former residences, instituting a new and official fan club, campaigning for Universal to refilm Dracula in 3-D, getting coached in Lugosi’s acting techniques, watching his films with him on television, organizing his desk and being paid for it with articles of clothing from his films, transcribing his “true story,” viewing Moby Dick at the Pantages.


  Through Bela I met Tor Johnson, John Carradine, Lon Chaney, Jr., Basil Rathbone, Mack Sennett, Jack Oakie, and many others. I ditched classes to visit the set of The Black Sleep, spent hours admiring Lugosi’s pipe collection, the summer cape, the winter cape, the Dracula ring, and the scrapbooks. I remember so well the unmade Ed Wood projects like The Vampire’s Tomb, reciting and recording scenes from Dracula, and visiting the Tarbox Theatre. There was Paul Marco and Eddie Wood and Forrest Ackerman and Hope Lugosi. There was scotch and beer and the unemployment office. And finally, there was his funeral. In addition to acting as a pallbearer, I tucked some of his “El-Stinko, El-Ropo” cigars into his pocket. We laughed and cried for three years. What adventures we had. What excitement. What a rare privilege.


  Forty years have passed since our friendship took place, and I try to recall and share those precious moments. It saddens me that so many details are gone, as I see what would have given Bela unbounded joy: a resurgence of interest in his work. Though I knew him as a close friend, I have read the Lugosi writings from a myriad of perhaps well-meaning critics, experts, and intellects who analyze and dissect Bela’s personal and public life. I have found some of their opinions annoying, and others quite interesting and thought-provoking. But to me, as an adolescent, he was an icon. Lugosi definitely remains one of a kind.


  I thought I knew so much about my friend through my own experiences and the things I’ve read, ranging from Lugosi’s own scrapbooks to magazines like Famous Monsters and all prior biographies. Yet in reading Rhodes’s work, I couldn’t put it down. There’s so much here that hasn’t been told yet. It even accompanied me to the bathtub. It’s a must for any Lugosi fan and also for any serious student of cinema history.


  
    F. Richard Sheffield

    León, Guanajuato, Mexico

    1995

  


  Preface and Acknowledgments


  
    

  


  Henry Miller once likened memories to images that have lost their vividness, “like time-bitten mummies caught in a quagmire.” Yet some of my early cinema memories, while fragmented, retain their strength. Three women, dressed in white and swaying at the command of a figure dressed in evening clothes and cape, illuminated on a small kitchen television as glowing jack-o’lanterns lit the neighborhood streets. Pudgy Lou Costello, shivering as the same actor arose from a coffin in McDougall’s House of Horrors into a Saturday morning television. Sunday afternoon with barbecue and Mom and Dad and The Wolf Man (1941). Images like this remain not merely as extensions of old nightmares, but they also spark the same intense curiosity that sends characters in such films through secret doors no one in his or her right mind would ever open.


  My oldest sister, Lee, once purchased a children’s paperback on horror films at a grade school book sale. Even though I could not yet understand the text, the photos etched themselves into my mind. Later, as I began to read, I discovered a slim volume on Dracula, replete with stills of Bela Lugosi. The name struck me as unforgettable, and my library card soon obtained for me not Dr. Seuss but volumes on vampire legends and horror stories. And, even if I became addicted to flashy science fiction films at the local theater, the black-and-white character of Universal’s horror films danced on in my dreams, strengthening their grasp.


  Scenes from White Zombie (1932) affected me the most, particularly the closing sequence when Lugosi introduced actor John Harron and me to the “angels of death.” Fortunately, after smuggling a copy of a Warren publication called Vampirella into the house, I discovered Famous Monsters of Filmland. The magazine’s mail-order outfit, Captain Company, allowed me to purchase various Lugosi materials thanks to Mom turning my coins into money orders. Yet, a culminating point in my move toward Lugosi research came through meeting the man behind Famous Monsters, Forrest J Ackerman.


  Just barely a teen, I once noticed a man and woman walk by my family in a Sheraton Hotel lobby. Though I knew of no reason why it would be him, I recognized the man as Ackerman. Seeing them again moments later convinced me; I literally chased after the duo, though an elevator door closed before I could board. Taking the next one up, I scanned several hallways, but to no avail. At the front desk, I managed to ask if “my friend Forry Ackerman” had arrived. Amazingly, Forry was soon on the house phone saying hello, and moments later he returned to the lobby to meet me. He really did become my friend after that evening, always encouraging me to do this kind of book.


  My enthusiasm for Lugosi then became not a kind of idolatry or even a fascination with the mythology of horror, but rather an embodiment of my interests in film history. If Francis Ford Coppola once likened Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula (1897) to the history of cinema, I believe much the same could be said of Lugosi. An investigation into his career yields insight into early narrative film, Germany’s Weimar period, and the transition the cinema made from the stage. Lugosi represents the genre-specific nature of the classical Hollywood paradigm, as well as the fickle qualities of the public that consumes it. The tragic aspects of his life and career highlight the inevitability of the star system: the dark spaces of silence between the frames.


  After meeting Ackerman, I began publishing a newsletter called The World of Bela Lugosi. Within a short time, subscriptions increased to something like 1,000, with such persons as Richard Sheffield, Carroll Borland, and others on the mailing list. Lugosi’s son endorsed the newsletter, which soon featured authors like Robert Bloch (of Psycho fame) and Gregory Mank. Important work in uncovering Lugosi films and unpublished photographs brought in subscribers from over eight countries, including numerous archives. When the newsletter ceased, I was somewhat saddened. After many address changes, I find it amazing to receive so much mail inquiring about the newsletter, though it’s unfortunate that several such letters have probably been returned to their writers.


  Even before the newsletter, I planned to write a book on Lugosi, receiving encouragement from many of his costars and acquaintances. The earliest incarnation would have been The Bela Lugosi Scrapbook, a place to deposit much rare information and photographs. Multiple ideas followed, until, years later, this volume became a reality. Various problems have blocked many planned Lugosi books from reaching print, ranging from stolen manuscripts, uninterested publishers, and tales as grisly as any horror story.


  My intentions for this volume, however, are clear. Rather than write a personal biography or narrative critical study, I hope to catalogue as much information on Lugosi’s career and life as feasible in one text. A biographical chapter and an essay on Lugosi’s image act as a foundation for the remaining empirical data. Furthermore, the chapters have been arranged so that the reader can dip into a specific area of interest without being encumbered by the entire work. Arrangement of information is chronological whenever possible to place the film, performance or written work within the context of his life. Just as I believe researchers will profit from the existence of such a text, I hope Lugosi collectors and students will find a book that compiles much needed information in one place, as well as previously unavailable data. From this can come not only a deeper empirical understanding of Lugosi, but also the ability better to analyze his life and career.


  The alert reader will note the spelling of Bela appears sometimes as “Béla.” Lugosi himself used the diacritical marking until the midforties, at which time he seemingly dropped it. This book adopts the same preferences. However, references to works are intended to reflect the spelling use in original titles, as are quotations from period publications.


  To avoid the plague of mistakes and misinformation that have marred many works in the horror genre, primary sources have been used to the greatest extent possible. Trade papers, magazines, newspapers, letters, fliers, posters, court records, films, radio shows, and every conceivable kind of original period source have been put to use. Furthermore, the memories of many who knew the actor professionally and privately also have become important to this work. The compilation of such data was possible only due to the great many wonderful people who freely gave of their time, their research, and their photos to help. Perhaps my only regret is that footnotes for every fact become nearly impossible, as they would double the length of an already massive volume.


  I must thank the following persons for their important assistance: Jason Asenap, the late Robert Bloch, the late Carroll Borland, Tom Brannan, Conrad Brooks, Bart Bush, Dr. Juan Jose Camacho Romo, Mario Chacon, Spencer Christian, Cinema Collectors, Michael Copner, Lee and Tray Cox, Marc Cramer, Bill Crawshaw, Brad Crouch, Louise Currie, Cult Movies magazine, Rick Daub, Michael J. David, Marta Dobrovitz, Harald Dolezal, Geraldine Duclow, Rajnai Edit, Philip R. Evans, the late William K. Everson, Don Fellman, Filmfax magazine, Phillip Fortune, Alex Gordon, Richard Gordon, JoAnne Graham, Rudolph Grey, Gordon Guy, Jon Hand, Don Harrell, Dr. Tibor Herczeg, Roger Hurlburt, Ronnie L. James, the late Steve Jochsberger, John Johnson, John Jones, Bill Kaffenberger, Eugene Kirschenbaum, Dr. Andor C. Klay, Patric Knowles, Howard W. Koch, Leonard Kohl, the late Reginald Le Borg, Frank Liquori, Jim Lowder, the late Arthur Lubin, Bela G. Lugosi, Jim McNeely, Bob Madison, David Manners, Paul Marco, Shirley Michael, Peter Michaels, Nancy Moore, Barry Moreno, Dr. Michael Morrison, Dottie Nielsen, Gerard Noel, John Norris, Maila Nurmi, Jim Nye, Bill Obbaggy, Ted Okuda, László Ottovay, Sam Peeples, Bill Pirola, Wendy Michele Pugh, Joanna Rapf, Robert Rees, Lana Rhodes, Elizabeth Russell, Linda Ryan, Don G. Smith, Dr. John Springer, Billy C. Stagner, Bob Stovall, Vera Surányi, László Tábori, David Tambo, Brian Taves, Maurice Terenzio, Chris Todd, Johanne L. Tournier, Leonard A. Weisbeck, Sr., Mike Wilson, and Robert Wise.


  Also thanks must go to the following organizations and archives: The Hungarian Film Institute of Budapest, the Orságos Széchényi Könyvtár in Budapest, the Országos Színháztörténeti Múzeum és Intézet in Budapest, the Somogyi Könyvtár in Szeged, Hungary, the Bundesarchiv in Koblenz, Germany, the Alden Public Library of New York, the Ardmore Public Library of Oklahoma, the Bizzell Library at the University of Oklahoma, the Department of Special Collections/Davidson Library at the University of California in Santa Barbara, the Fayetteville Free Library of New York, the Free Library Theatre Collection of Philadelphia, the Lobero Theater of Santa Barbara, the Margaret Herrick Library in Los Angeles, the National Park Service at Ellis Island, the New Rochelle Public Library of New York, the New York City Public Library, the Norwich Public Library of New York, the Saratoga Springs Public Library of New York, the Trenton Public Library of New Jersey, the United States Department of the Interior, the University of California in Los Angeles, and the Yonkers Public Library of New York.


  I must also express tremendous gratitude to the following individuals who so freely gave of their time, friendship, and encouragement: Forrest J Ackerman, Buddy Barnett, Richard Bojarski, Robert Cremer, Michael Ferguson, Charles Heard, Gregory W. Mank, Jean-Claude Michel, Lynn Naron, Dennis Payne, Victor Pierce, David Skal, Mario Toland, Beth Waldrop, Tom Weaver, Glenn P. White, John Wooley, and Gregory Zatirka.


  In terms of numerous suggestions, proofreading, valuable clippings, and the contribution of an entire chapter (“Lugosi in Politics”), I sincerely thank Dr. Frank J. Dello Stritto. Few researchers or friends could ever surpass him or his work.


  For his unending encouragement, camaraderie, and the contribution of the foreword, I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to Richard Sheffield. He is one of the most unique individuals I have ever met, and I am particularly proud to call him my friend of over ten years. His confidence counted very strongly in the completion of this text.


  Finally, to Don and Phyllis Rhodes, my parents, I owe tremendous thanks, far beyond the mere dedication of this book.


  With regard to everyone who helped on the project, I sincerely hope the long struggle has proved worthwhile. “’Twas a good game, Hjalmar.”


  
    Gary Don Rhodes

    Norman, Oklahoma

    August 1995

  


  
    Lugosi. Horror. Box office. Fine. And I am horror.

  


  
    Bela Lugosi, 1939
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  I. LUGOSI, THE MAN


  
    

  


  1. A Biography


  During his Hollywood heyday, Bela Lugosi once asked, “Is it mad to tell deliberate lies to serve a purpose? Lies that do not harm anyone…? If so, then chalk this down on the ledger under ‘mad.’” Throughout the thirties and forties, studio publicists, fan magazines, and the actor himself certainly fabricated outlandish stories to reinvent his past. The cinema’s Dracula transformed himself into one of Hollywood’s most mysterious actors. Even after his death, many sources skewed the realities of his life and emphasized only his work in the horror film genre.


  Lugosi’s career itself spanned over 50 years, however, and represents a large body of work covering stage, vaudeville, screen, radio, and television. His personal life charted an adventure of several disparate episodes, canvassing some six countries, five marriages, and two world wars. The result provides a biography equal to that of any of the bizarre characters he portrayed. And, just as every film was bettered by his participation, so are audiences by experiencing them. Although a large number remain essentially poor cinema, the entire career presents a legacy of considerable worth thatlike his own lifedeserves further study.


  Béla Ferenc Dezsö Blaskó was born on October 20, 1882, in Hungary, and he remained profoundly Hungarian until his death. His hometown of Lugos, located in southern Hungary, was then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The town dates back to the fourteenth century, with a population of fewer that 16,000 during the actor’s youth. By the late nineteenth century, Lugos featured an active wine trade and was itself the territory of Greek and Latin bishops. The beautiful Olt River flowed nearby, and some 50-odd miles away stood the ruins ofVlad Tepes’s castle, the historic “Dracula” on whom Bram Stoker based his 1897 novel.


  Béla’s proud Magyar ancestors survived as farmers, with the name “Blaskó” recorded as early as 1627. His father, István, broke tradition to become a baker and later a banker. The family, in which Béla was the youngest son, held a respectable place in the small community. His three older siblings, László, Lajos, and sister Vilma, moved from childhood to respectable positions in life. Young Béla attended grammar school before entering the Hungarian State Superior Gymnasium in 1893. Just as István’s strictly run household disagreed with Béla, so did the strain of formal education. He trudged away from home one morning, never again returning to Lugos.


  “I was very unruly as a boy, very out of control,” Béla once confessed. “Like Jekyll and Hyde, except that I changed according to sex. I mean, with boys I was tough and brutal. But the minute I came into company with girls and women, I kissed their hands. I kissed their hands again. With boys, I say, I was a brute. With girls, I was a lamb. Not madness, that, I submit. Rather, I like to think, the warrior and lover which are in every man … for men, the kill; for women, the kiss.”


  Three hundred miles south, the mining town of Resita became Béla’s destination. He traveled much of the way on foot. To make ends meet, Lugosi labored in the mines, later commenting on the horror he felt deep beneath the earth’s surface. He also labored as a riveter and as a machinist’s apprentice, but he quickly desired work in the theater. To the touring groups that came to Resita, however, he seemed embarrassingly uneducated. “They tried to give me little parts in their plays, but I was so uneducated, so stupid, people just laughed at me,” Lugosi later recalled. “But I got the taste of the stage. I got, also, the rancid taste of humiliation.”


  In 1897 Lugosi again searched for something better. Traveling to Szabadka, he discovered his sister Vilma and his mother. They broke the news that István had died in 1894, shortly after losing the family savings in a financial venture. Feelings of renewed motivation caused Lugosi to enter school again in 1898, but he quit after just four months. Manual labor remained the only possibility, and for a time he sweated on a railroad. Vilma had married, and her husband eventually found work for Béla in the back of a theater chorus. Even though his lack of education remained a detriment, the 18-year-old departed with the theater company.


  At Szegedtheir next stopaudiences enthusiastically received Lugosi’s performances. Soon, the Academy of Performing Arts accepted him, which led to a role in Brigadier General Ocskay in August 1902. One day later, in a play called We’re Married, he billed himself with the last name “Lugosi,” referring to his town of origin. Subsequent appearances saw him use a variety of pseudonyms, from first names like “Géza” or “Dezsö” to last names such as “Lugossy.” Many plays followed in areas like Temesvar, Sibiu, and Kolozsvar. One of his more interesting roles came in 1903 with his interpretation of Gecko, Svengali’s servant, in Trilby.


  Lugosi’s steps become harder to trace from 1904 to 1909, though most likely he toured provincial areas in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. By 1910, the Szeged theater employed Lugosi in a variety of roles. Critics particularly noted his unusual approach to Shakespeare, as in his interpretation of Romeo, and Béla most certainly appealed to the area’s females. Among the other notable plays he appeared in during this period were Richard III, Hamlet, and The Taming of the Shrew. This led to work in Budapest’s Hungarian Theater during late 1911 and 1912. By January 1913 Lugosi performed as a member of Budapest’s National Theater, the most prestigious in Hungary.


  The National Theatre had no real stars, with its members doing everything from lead parts to off-stage voices. Cyrano de Bergerac, Goethe’s Faust, and more Shakespeare added to the actor’s résumé. Moreover, he appeared in the plays of Hungarian masters like Szigligeti and Jókai. Yet for reasons unknown Béla bowed out in June 1914 to enlist in the army. Fighting the Russians near the border in the Forty-third Division, Lugosi showed patriotism but also a dislike for military life.


  “There was a moment I could never forget,” he mentioned years later. “We were protecting a forest from the Russians. All of us were cowering beneath huge trees, each man beneath a tree. A young officer, incautious, went a little way out of cover and a bullet struck his breast. I forgot the Russians were firing from their line with machine guns. Not a selfless man, I had one selfless moment … I ran to him and gave him first aid. I came back to my tree and found that it had been blown to the heavens in heavy, crushing pieces. I became hysterical. I wept there on the forest floor, like a child … not from fear, not even from relief … from gratitude at how God had paid me back for having that good heart.”
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  Lugosi appears here during his tenure at the National Theatre in Hungary.



  By 1916 Lugosi had been discharged, supposedly convincing army physicians that he was mentally unstable. The National Theatre again welcomed him, though perhaps his most important role of the era became Jesus Christ in The Passion, which he created on the stages of Debrecen. Surviving photographs from the play reveal Lugosi as sympathetic, benevolent, and somewhat sad, resembling the solace and pathos of a religious icon. The role differed from the suave, aristocratic look he developed in Hungary, and certainly contrasts with his later Hollywood image.
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  Lugosi (third from right) engages in conversation with friends during his latter days in Hungary.



  Perhaps it was those suave characteristics that attracted his first wife. On June 25, 1917, Béla married Ilona Szmik, the beautiful member of an upper-class Budapest family. Along with providing the wedding, Szmik’s father very possibly funded the couple’s honeymoon. Lugosi’s meager postmilitary salary also forced the duo to move into an apartment directly above the Szmiks, as well as to spend time at the family’s summer home. The extent of Lugosi’s affections for Ilona is unknown; when the time came, however, his own career and political beliefs proved more important.


  Also following the Great War, Béla’s friend Alfréd Deésy persuaded him to give movies a try. The Hungarian film industry was forging ahead, despite the fact that stage actors still looked down on the cinema. Receiving only minor roles at the National Theatre possibly convinced Lugosi to make the transition. In his films directed by Deésy, Béla chose the pseudonym Arisztid Olt, the last name derived from the Hungarian river. Milhály Kertészlater known in the United States as Michael Curtiz, the director of Casablanca (1943)helmed Lugosi’s other films, for which he used the name Béla Lugosi. Budapest’s Star Companywhose logo featured an ominous batreleased the Kertész-Lugosi films.


  Béla continued acting with the National Theatre into 1918 but became involved heavily with the status of Hungary’s cinema. Lugosi helped combine the Free Organization of Theater Employees and members of the film industry into the National Trade Union of Actors, and acted as its secretary; the group itself is generally considered the first film actors’ union. Lugosi not only made it a point to give speeches in favor of actors, he also wrote politically oriented articles for such theater journals as the Szinészek Lapja.
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  During his brief encounter with the German cinema, Lugosi (right) appeared as a hypnotist in 1919’s Slaven Fremdes Willens (Slave of a Foreign Will).



  Hungary itself was mired in major political problems following the end of World War I. A Communist regime headed by Béla Kun took control and received much support from Hungarian artists. Along with Kertész, Lászlo Vajda, and Sándor Korda, Lugosi was instrumental in Kun’s Hungarian Council’s Republic, which nationalized the country’s film industry. Romanians under Miklós Horthy soon deposed the Kun government, however, leaving its supporters to be purged or jailed. Lugosi, Kertész, Korda, Pal Lukács (Paul Lukas), and others appeared on the arrest list.


  “After the war, I participated in the revolution,” Béla said in 1932. “Later, I found myself on the wrong side.” He fled to Vienna in 1919, supposedly buried under a mound of straw in a cart. He then went to Germany, but, at the behest of her parents, his wife, Ilona, soon abandoned him. After she returned to Hungary, a telegram detailing her divorce proceedings arrived in Béla’s hands. Quickly, however, his romantic attentions diverted to German actress Violette Napierska, with whom he had a short-lived love affair.
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  Enjoying a meal at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel during the filming of The Black Camel (1931).



  Still marked by its defeat in the war, Germany’s artistic community strode ahead fervently. The German film industry rose in status to one of the best in the world. Expressionism influenced Weimar art, andwith The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919)the style took hold of the German cinema. Lugosi rapidly found work in Berlin, and even portrayed an eerie, Svengali-like hypnotist in Slave of a Foreign Will (1919).


  Lugosi also nabbed a part in F.W. Murnau’s unauthorized version of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Titled The Head of Janus (1920), the film also featured Conrad Veidt of Caligari fame. The subject matter and collaboration with the director foreshadowed Lugosi’s future ties to the horror genre. Murnau later gained immortality with Nosferatu (1922), his pirated, cinematic version of Bram Stoker’s Dracula.
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  Having fun in the thirties with two of his close friends, composer/musician Duci Kerekjarto (with violin) and possibly Manly P. Hall.
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  Lugosi on the MGM lot in 1935 with Jean Hersholt, Binnie Barnes, and (standing) Lee Tracy.



  Also curious was a two-part film based on James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking tales, in which Lugosi played the Native American Chingachgook. Had the actor decided to remain in Germany, he could possibly have become an important player in the film community there. Yet his relative success at finding work did not dissuade him from emigrating to the United States. From Germany Lugosi trekked to Italy. At Trieste he became third assistant engineer on a ship bound for New Orleans. Bad storms and a crew not in favor of Béla’s politics plagued the five-week voyage. The result found him greatly at odds with his fellow shipmates.


  “In a very heavy sea and storm, the cargo of the boat was floating in a terribly slanting position, which resulted in a delay in our scheduled arrival to New Orleans before Christmas,” Lugosi once recalled. “You can imagine spending unprepared, a Christmas Eve on a slanting, floating cargo boat. I locked myself in my cabin, and the rest is too personal to me to be given to the public.”


  Thanks to a sympathetic engineer who apparently helped fend off the actor’s newfound enemies, Béla arrived on American soil with his life. The Graf Tisza Istvan docked at New Orleans on December 4, 1920. He quickly disappeared from Louisiana, making his way to New York City. Hungarian Americans in the city helped prevent his possible deportation, and the United States lawfully admitted Lugosi the following March. This was early 1921, and Lugosi’s feelings about the United States strengthened to the extent that ten years later he officially became a citizen.


  The Hungarian theatrical community welcomed Lugosi to New York, and Béla soon organized several actors into a repertory company. He often both directed and acted in such efforts, which were staged in Hungarian. In addition, he quickly fell in love with another Ilona, this time an actress named von Montágh. Again, the marriage would not hold, lasting only a few years. Despite their shared profession, Lugosi’s growing success as an actor seemingly moved him away from her affections; few details are known of their relationship. By October 1924, however, Ilona’s attorney appeared before the court to enter her complaint, with the divorce finalized in February of the following year.


  Béla’s career definitely progressed in a more positive direction than his love life. In 1922 producer Henry Baron saw Lugosi in a Hungarian version of Madách’s The Tragedy of Man and decided the actor was perfect for a role in The Red Poppy, with Estelle Winwood. Although he basically could not speak English at the time, Béla learned his lines phonetically. A young Arthur Lubin, who later directed the Lugosi film Black Friday (1940), assisted the actor in this regard. Allegedly, at one point the Hungarian also enrolled in an English course at Columbia University.


  Though the play itself closed to poor notices, the exposure opened the door for Lugosi to his first American film, The Silent Command (1923). As would be the case with his later horror films, the spy tale used extreme closeups of Lugosi’s eyes for effect. With the silent film still in vogue, the actor’s lack of English skills was not a major handicap. After the production, the actor made several other film appearances at New York studios. Generally the parts were minor, but he took a sizable role in a drama titled The Midnight Girl (1925), with Lila Lee.


  During the twenties, Lugosi stayed very close to the Hungarian community in a section of New York City known as Yorkville. In addition to offering a living, breathing memory of his homeland, such camaraderie perhaps added a comfort lacking in his marriage. For example, he often frequented a Hungarian men’s club on Southern Boulevard and Prospect to play cards. Also, when he had nowhere specifically to go, Lugosi visited Nicholas Adler, occasionally even sleeping in the spare room at his friend’s shoe repair store. And, while publicity generally dropped European diacritical markings, the actor’s signature still bore the acute accent over the e in his given name.
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  The camera captures an image with a fellow actor and friend, cowboy star Buck Jones.



  The stage quickly offered more roles, such as a brief appearance in a Chicago production of The Werewolf, a farcical sex comedy. A year later Lugosi became the Apache for torrid love scenes in the lavish Arabesque. Newspapers sometimes referred to him as the “Hungarian Barrymore,” anddespite the poor reviews thrown at such playscritics usually singled out Lugosi’s unique qualities. To an extent, Lugosi’s publicity resembled the image he fashioned of his Hungarian career: suave and romantic parts in important productions.
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  Though posed by an automobile, Lugosi neither drove nor held a driver’s license.



  In 1926 Hungary itself offered a general amnesty to exiled citizens, allowing Lugosi to return at will. However, he apparently did not consider the option, later even taking a special course to help pass the citizenship exam. Lugosi submitted a Declaration of Intent to become a U.S. citizen in 1928 and became officially naturalized on June 26, 1931. Apparently, he did not even consider returning to his homeland; America, on the other hand, soon extended even greater career possibilities.


  By 1927 a producer named Horace Liveright considered the potential profits from an American theatrical run of the vampire play Dracula. A version starring Raymond Huntley as the vampire proved strong box office in Great Britain. As preparations were made for a Broadway run, however, Huntley decided against taking the role because of its small salary. By chance, Liveright heard of the dark, handsome Hungarian and, convinced of his possibilities, cast Lugosi as Dracula. The actor almost turned down the role due to the vampire’s lack of dialogue.


  Rehearsals began, and Lugosi soon etched his way forever into history, culture, and nightmares. Unlike the prior depictions of Stoker’s novel or the London stage, Lugosi became a handsome, alluring, and sexually charged vampire. His slicked hair, aristocratic features, and thick accent created an indelible image. After 33 weeks on Broadway, Dracula toured the West Coast with success in 1928 and 1929. Audiences lined up in both Los Angeles and San Francisco to experience the well-touted thriller.


  “It is a marvelous play. We keep nurses and physicians in the theatre every night … for the people in the audience who faint,” Lugosi told the Los Angeles Times. “Only one thing I fear, that after I play this Dracula some more, I become too like him in myself. But, you understand, I am not really bad character in this role. It is a curse upon me. I am to be pitied, not condemned. I am vampire because I must….”
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  With an available mike to provide some audio commentary, Lugosi appears at one of his beloved soccer games. This one is presumably from the midthirties.



  Movie studios took notice of Dracula’s stage success, with Universal considering it a potential vehicle for their cameras. Meanwhile, Lugosi became better known and attracted as many female spectators as he frightened. The Hamilton Deane and John Balderston stage adaptation itself did not feature a predominantly large part for the vampire. However, Lugosi’s dark and unique personality generally moved the spotlight to his role.


  Dracula’s appearance in Los Angeles also opened other opportunities at film studios for the Hungarian. If not yet a star to the entire nation, he certainly attracted the attentions of actress Clara Bow. The “It Girl” became a fan after seeing Dracula in 1928, inviting Lugosi home after briefly meeting him backstage with Jack Oakie. He later stayed a weekend at her Malibu cottage, and the two developed a passionate yet brief love affair. Bow apparently left a strong impression on the Hungarian, as for years he kept a large, nude painting of her.


  “Women wrote me letters. Ah, what letters they wrote me,” Lugosi recalled. “Young girls. Women from seventeen to thirty. Letters of a horrible hunger. Asking me if I cared only for maiden’s blood. Asking me if I had done the play because I was in reality that sort of Thing. The women of America are unsatisfied, famished, craving sensation, even though it be death draining the red blood of life. It is women who love horror. Shudder and cling and cryand always willing to come back for more.”


  On another occasion, Lugosi defined the fan letters that came from masculine members of the audience. “Most of the men who write are either astrologers or spiritualists,” he explained. “They try to catch me up on theories.” No doubt many of the men at theaters witnessed and admired in Lugosi a unique presence.


  While touring the West Coast, Lugosi found company with various Hungarians of note in the film community. During the 1928 Dracula in Los Angeles, for example, he spent his spare time with such Hungarians as Lya de Putti, Vilma Banky, Victor Varconi, Alexander Korda, and Michael Curtiz. Movie studios also took notice, and Lugosi appeared in several films, including Prisoners, a part-talkie based on Ferenc Molnár’s novel.


  In 1929 Lugosi appeared in a sound mystery film called The Thirteenth Chair. Tod Browning, whose flair for atmosphere and the unusual had led him to collaborate with Lon Chaney on a series of classic silents, directed the film. The movie marked a starting place for Lugosi in the Hollywood mystery genre and also his first meeting with Browning, who later directed the cinematic version of Dracula (1931). The director claimed Lugosi as a major discovery for the screen.


  “Would you like to know what I have found is the best way for my work toward perfecting a characterization since I have been in this country?” Lugosi asked a reporter in the late twenties. “I first get a part in my own Hungarian, thinking it out as though I were going to act it in my native tongue … you see? I study it and seek to perfect it as though I were going to act it in Budapest for Hungarian audiences. Then, when I begin to feel quite at home in it, I begin to concentrate on the English diction, so that I may speak the part as it should be spoken for the American audiences.”


  Also in 1929, Lugosi married for a third time. The year before he confessed to a reporter that, as a bachelor, he was “open for business.” His new bride, Beatrice Woodruff Weeks of San Francisco, came from an upper-class background, as had Ilona Szmik. “It is a true romance,” Lugosi told a reporter from the San Francisco Examiner. “I fell in love with Beatrice Weeks at first sight.” His infatuation with her took place initially in San Francisco during 1928. Though it was not a completely spur-of-the-moment romance and wedding, the two were certainly ill-acquainted when they married.


  Weeks, age 32, fit the mold of a liberated flapper with a taste for bootleg liquor. If Ilona Szmik’s actions had been ruled by her parents, it was the Roaring Twenties that set the stage for Weeks. The actor, on the other hand, was obviously not used to such strong individuality in his mates. The entire marriage, which began on July 27, 1929, lasted only three days. Weeks obtained an official divorce in Reno later that year, claiming to a scandal sheet that her husband maintained barbaric habits and once even slapped her in the face with a lamb chop. She also blamed Clara Bow for the breakup of the marriage. Lugosi himself believed Weeks to be too much the modern woman for his tastes; he did, however, maintain limited contact with her following the divorce.


  Shortly after the couple’s breakup, the stock market crashed and America’s economy crumbled. The Great Depression also hit the film studios hard, and Universal was no exception. Like the other movie manufacturers, the studio needed box office success more than ever. The sound era had already been ushered into theaters with The Jazz Singer (1927), thus making the possibilities of turning Dracula into celluloid more feasible. While scandal sheets wrote of his divorce, one movie magazine claimed Béla was already being considered for the Universal’s “Super-Production” of the Bram Stoker novel.


  Lugosi himself told reporters that Dracula would make a great film, just as he saw “talking pictures” to be a great opportunity for stage actors. He lauded the technical progress of American cinema and spoke of the doom awaiting many silent screen stars. “I like your California,” he told reporters in 1928, “and who knowsI may go into pictures here.”


  Conversely, Lugosi told reporter Fred Johnson the following year that the future held no hope for the “audibles.” Taking the same stand as Charlie Chaplin, he now claimed talkies were merely a novelty. “There won’t be a permanent compromise between the stage and screen,” he said. “The stage will not only survive, but will increase its appeal. The flesh and blood actor will become more popularthe talking pictures already have whetted the desire to see and hear him on the stage. We will continue to have picturessilent ones, likelyand the radio will carry the dialogue of the world’s best actors in broadcasting of plays. If this doesn’t satisfy, those who are within reach of legitimate theaters will have the enjoyment of the best of drama.”


  Even more confusing is an interview printed the day after Johnson’s. “The screen will learn to draw on the vast fund of stage technique perfected through the centuries, and when it has learned this, talking pictures will become as great a medium as the stage,” the actor proclaimed. Either some of Lugosi’s interviewers misinterpreted his feelings on the monumental subject, or the actor was simply mired in the same confusion as much of the industry.


  Dracula (1931) itself proved to be something entirely new to the American cinemagoers. Most of the U.S. horror movies of the twenties centered around deformities rather than incarnates of evil. The famed Lon Chaney, Sr., was the standard-bearer of this cinema, portraying the unfortunate Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923), The Phantom of the Opera (1925), and many others. A film of Dracula for American cinemagoers, with its European setting, sexual undercurrents, and the sheer, bloodthirsty terror embodied in a suave aristocrat made for not just a powerful idea but an indelible image.


  Universal certainly considered Lon Chaney, Sr., for the lead, though he died in 1930 from throat cancer. Others, like William Courtenay, Ian Keith, Conrad Veidt, and Paul Muni, were also strong possibilities. Lugosi was in the group as well, but not at all the foremost choice. At one point, Universal telegrammed the actor’s representatives that they simply were not interested. Lugosi actively lobbied for the part, however, even to the extent of acting as a liaison between Universal and Stoker’s widow in negotiating the rights for the story. Eventually, the studio offered the actor a contract.


  Universal released the finished film to several key cities in February 1931 as “The Strangest Passion the World Has Ever Known.” Reviews were generally good, andwith the exception of a few audience members finding it too chillingthe public loved it. Lugosi’s name suddenly appeared almost everywhere, with fan letters coming in far greater numbers than ever before. He arose as Hollywood’s mystery man … a masculine version of Garbo, only darker in personality. Many journalists made comparisons to the late Lon Chaney and often hyped Lugosi’s birthplace, which had been so close to Transylvania.


  When asked if he was a vampire himself, or if he believed in them, Lugosi responded, “I answer them both in the same way. I say I have never met a vampire personally, but I don’t know what might happen tomorrow; this saves me from lying and it does not give away my trade secrets.”


  On another occasion, he recalled for columnist Hedda Hopper the shooting of Dracula through an anecdote. “This may sound like a publicity story,” Lugosi began, “but during the making of Dracula, I had an infected finger and when the doctor cut it and it bled a little, I fainted and couldn’t go back to being Dracula for two days.”


  Film publications definitely capitalized on Lugosi’s persona as a horror star. One author, Gladys Hall, wrote a series of articles on Lugosi, building an image of him that was at least as bizarre as the cinema vampire. Such writings presented fascinating stories, but were on the whole biographically inaccurate. Yet in retrospect these tales give an important clue as to how the public must have perceived Lugosi at the height of his fame.


  Lugosi’s sleek, handsome look embodied audiences’ image of the Count, with his aristocratic manners and evening dress. Important also was the accent Lugosi brought to the part. In 1929 he said of his voice, “Some tell me in Hollywood, ‘you lose your accent, you have many parts.’ Others say to me, ‘you lose your accent and you will be without a part.’ I do not know what to do. Then I meet my fiancée [Beatrice Weeks]. She love the accent. So I will keep it!” Long after Weeks became part of Lugosi’s past, the accent remained. Years later, during a theatrical appearance in Tovarich, Gregory Ratoff even hopped into an orchestra pit to instruct Lugosi on controlling an accent. While the accent in his voice never disappeared, the actor’s custom of placing an acute accent over the e in his first name ceased by the forties.


  Even before the film version of Dracula, Lugosi understood Hollywood’s habit of typing actors. “On the continent,” he explained in the late twenties, “an actor gets no encouragement to proceed with his career unless he is really talented. There he is not chosen as a particular type and doomed to continue as that for all his professional career. He gains attention because he can create types instead of merely being types. Therefore he is versatile, and almost equally artistic in a variety of dramatic expressions. American acting would be better if it submitted to some such requirements. I don’t speak, of course, of the John Barrymores and the Holbrook Blinns and others of the really foremost actors. They are not merely national. Like all great artists, they belong to the world.”


  Universal Studios made a fortune as a result of Dracula, though of course Lugosi never received more than his initial $3,500 salary. With its success, they grew anxious to place their new “Chaney” into more horror film productions. Universal considered a remake of The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923), but instead chose Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein as the next chiller. The French director Robert Florey received the project, with Lugosi slated to portray the monster. Florey did much important work on the script and even shot test footage of the Hungarian. However, Lugosi disliked the heavy makeup and the character’s lack of dialogue. Historians often view the actor’s reluctance to portray the monster as the greatest mistake of his Hollywood career. As a result of his decision, Lugosi soon became adrift within the same cinema genre he helped spark.


  Universal later handed Frankenstein to director James Whale and transferred Florey to a film version of Poe’s Murders in the Rue Morgue. The studio soon transferred Lugosi to the Rue Morgue set as well. An unknown William Henry Prattunder the pseudonym Boris Karloffessayed the role of the monster as a sympathetic but terrifying creature. Released in December 1931, Whale’s film became an enormous success and created Lugosi’s greatest rival. Karloff’s box office appeal rapidly eclipsed Lugosi’s, much to the latter’s chagrin. “You see,” Lugosi reminisced in his later years, “I created a Frankenstein monster for myself.”


  His business decisions after the success of Dracula also proved less fortunate. The habit of becoming involved in secondary roles or headlining B movies eventually took its toll on Lugosi’s luminary status. Curiously, the trade publication Variety actually lauded him in May 1933, claiming, “In the past four years and two months, Bela Lugosi has landed fifteen parts as a freelance agent.”


  Even so, Lugosi’s business sense developed into the enemy of his earnings. By October 1932, he filed for bankruptcy. The mounting debts included old rent, a year’s salary for his maid, and hundreds of dollars owed to various stores. Legally, it took Lugosi some two years to finalize the paperwork. The problem, however, remained. Lugosi’s tendency to spend large sums of money rapidlyembracing the belief that tomorrow would “take care of itself”continually problematized his finances. The cause of such difficulties was not outright foolishness, however. If Lugosi enjoyed living extravagantly, it merely helped make him happy. Good times with the best of everything gnawed at his earnings and paved the way for perpetual financial troubles.


  Despite his lack of formal education, he also read voraciously, placing tremendous emphasis on knowledge. Cinema newsreels and travelogues fascinated Lugosi, and he found time to peruse several newspapers each day, his favorite being the liberal Los Angeles Daily News. The actor devoured a multitude of magazines as well, subscribing to Reader’s Digest, The Nation, The New Republic, The New Masses, In Fact, Forum, and some 12 Hungarian publications. Among others, he occasionally even wrote articles for the Magyar Jovó.


  “Knowledge is a never-ending fount,” he maintained. “I have mastered many interesting courses of progress … spiritually, economically, physically. There isn’t a city or hamlet in any country in the world that I cannot immediately placeits environs, its people, its habit, industries, and policies. When there is an outbreak in China,” he continued, “I can readily trace the source through my researches. There is no fascination like that. To keep one’s fingers on the many threads oflife like a great harp and follow their many vibrations … that is my greatestjoy.”


  In 1932 Universal released Florey’s Murders in the Rue Morgue after much cutting. The end product became inferior to both Dracula and Frankenstein. Yet, in this instance, Florey cannot necessarily be blamed. He successfully fought for period costumes and Expressionist sets. As with Dracula (1931) and many of Lugosi’s “classics,” however, Rue Morgue remains flawed. Despite such problems, his characterization of the mad Dr. Mirakle retains much strength.


  More important to the Lugosi canon is White Zombie (1932), a low-budget film made by the Halperin brothers. Though Lugosi later regretted accepting a tiny salary for what became a hit film, White Zombie offers one of the finest playgrounds for his acting style. Lugosi’s strong presence, combined with what occasionally bordered on overacting, needed freedom in dreamlike settings that allowed villains to dress in black, represent complete evil, and thus act as the antithesis of all that is “normal.” A stark, fairy-tale mood still surrounds this minor classic of the cinema. White Zombie is thus one of his best films, containing scenes allegedly directed by Lugosi himself.


  In addition to film work in 1932, he also appeared in a stage production of Murdered Alive. The tale gave Lugosi the opportunity not only to act, but also to exploit his talent as a sculptor. The plot called for a clay likeness of his head, so producer Arthur Collins commissioned Lugosi to sculpt it himself. At that time, the actor’s sculptures attracted interest at various exhibitions. “I have seriously studied sculpture, not only for its own sake, but because it teaches many things about posture and line when applied to stage technique,” Lugosi explained to a journalist. “With a knowledge of sculpture an actor can put his personality across the footlights without saying a word.”


  Lugosi also attested to the importance of the arts in his acting: “Dancing is another art which helps the actor to acquire ease and the grace of manner which is so essential upon the stage. Speech should be musical, and the more an actor knows about singing, the better will he be able to apply its principles to the speaking voice. Of course a knowledge of painting helps an actor in many ways, as proper color schemes for costumes and makeup are so essential in adding a touch of reality to his interpretation.”


  The following year, on January 31, Béla wed 20-year-old Lillian Arch, a bookkeeper. The duo eloped to Las Vegas, where they were married by Judge William E. Orr. Lugosi gave his residence as San Bernardino and attempted to conceal his identity; Lillian claimed to be 21. Despite three decades separating their ages, Lillian endured as his bride for some 20 years; the marriage became the most successful marriage of the actor’s life. Lugosi’s intense love for her seems clear, even if he persisted with his dominating, Old World attitudes toward women. His jealousy aggravated other difficulties and slowly caused the marriage to disintegrate.


  Lugosi discussed her by mentioning, “I pick out everything my wife wears. I like to see her in simple things. I don’t like exotic things on women. When we were first married, I stopped my wife from using makeup. I did it, she will tell you, very gradually and very delicately.”


  His film releases of 1933 included Paramount’s Island of Lost Souls, a gruesome story based on an H.G. Wells novel. In it, Lugosi wore heavy makeup and spoke few lines, playing a Frankenstein-style monster with even less screen time. The film remains one of the most grisly movies produced in Depression-era Hollywood. No doubt Lugosi preferred International House (1933), a comedy featuring W.C. Fields, George Burns, Gracie Allen, and Rudy Vallee. Yet he wasted much talent on childish serials and lampooning his own image with Betty Boop, helping decrease his credibility as a serious, versatile actor.


  At the same time, Universal Studios planned various films for Lugosi, many to costar Boris Karloff. The first of these became The Black Cat (1934), which had little to do with Edgar Allan Poe or black cats. Lugosi’s character was essentially a “good guy” juxtaposed against Karloff’s devil-worshipping villain. The sadistic tale came to life in an ultramodern setting; the overt Bauhaus style complements the odd but classic horror film.


  On June 5, 1934, Variety announced that Lugosi had signed with Universal for an additional film, as well as an option for three more. While preparing for more “KARLOFF and Bela LUGOSI” films (as the screen billing read), Lugosi worked in numerous movies at several other studios. More B films like Monogram’s The Mysterious Mr. Wong (1935) soon made their way into the Lugosi filmography. If such movies were themselves inconsequential, together they slowly helped build an image of an essentially B actor.


  In 1935 Lugosi also reunited with director Tod Browning for a remake of Browning’s London After Midnight (1927). The exotic Carroll Borlanda young friend of Lugosi’splayed his vampire daughter in the new version. The two had very limited dialogue, and a “cheat” ending exposed them for fake children of the night. Additionally, fear of censorship caused an incestuous relationship between the two characters to fall onto the cutting room floor. Nevertheless, Lugosi’s last film under Browning’s direction teems with an atmosphere equal to that in their earlier collaboration on Dracula (1931).


  The same year Lugosi accepted a special honor from Los Angeles: a commission as reserve captain in the Los Angeles Police. Department Mayor Shaw commended Lugosi’s “splendid leadership of Los Angeles’ colony of Hungarians.” The actor also received a badge that represented his “civic mindedness.” His overall commitment to the Hungarian community of California proved very strong, with the actor not just an “easy touch” for a friend in need, but also a standard-bearer for the culture and rights of his fellow Hungarians.


  Lugosi also believed strongly in the opinions and rights of lower-echelon crew members. He often cited the “working men” as his friends, overcoming racial barriers to befriend African American actors like Clarence Muse. In 1933 his dedication to the craft of acting even swept him into the struggle for a Hollywood film union. Along with Boris Karloff, James Gleason, Ralph Morgan, and several others, he founded the Screen Actor’s Guild. For the most part, however, his work remained anonymous; perhaps experiences in Hungary with the National Trade Union of Actors and the Horthy regime plagued his memories to the extent that he kept a low profile.


  However, Lugosi’s unexpected interest in a dude ranch did not go unnoticed by the press. As well as mentioning the idea on a personal information form in 1935, Lugosi purchased some property near Hangtown for that purpose. His friend and fellow actor Buck Jones, who also owned land in that area, helped select the site. Though the idea of a “Lugosi ranch” never came to fruition, it seemed a far cry from the usual “haunt” of a screen menace.


  Universal soon unleashed the villain to pair with Karloff again in The Raven (1935), and, though it had little resemblance to Poe, the film captures a number of Lugosi’s most overt emotions and gestures. While less stylish than The Black Cat (1934), The Raven genuinely becomes a tour de force for the Hungarian. However, Karloff still received top billing on the credits, and Variety offered his name that year as a Universal “contract star.” The studio considered Lugosi a mere “featured player,” with his Hollywood status showing further disintegration.


  Following Poe, Lugosi sailed on July 5, 1935, for England and The Mystery of the Mary Celeste. Lugosi’s first British film offered the part of a haggard seaman, a great departure from his average Hollywood roles. Lugosi believed it to be a “wonderful story” and enjoyed his stay in England. “They pay all the money in the world in London,” he exclaimed. “I don’t get half as much in Hollywood.”


  Despite his glowing comments, Lugosi rejected a contract for additional work in the country. Staying in Britain meant his four beloved dogs faced a six-month quarantine; he refused to be parted from them. The actor and wife Lillian also planned to visit Hungary during their stay overseas. However, studio commitments in Hollywood forced him to cancel the trip. Though he definitely had other opportunities to visit his homeland, Lugosi never did. Perhaps he feared that too many changes had occurred. Budapest remained important in his memories; he did not want to ruin it by seeing the city’s and country’s changes.


  After returning to American soil, he rushed to the West Coast for the next “KARLOFF and Bela LUGOSI” film. The Invisible Ray (1936), however, resulted in more of a Karloff film than a team effort. The story created a sympathetic but decidedly supporting part for Lugosi. This juxtaposition of status is most obvious in movie posters for the film in which the Karloff name towers greatly over the “…and Bela Lugosi.” While trying to capitalize financially on Lugosi’s association with horror, Universal considered Karloff the true star.


  The same year also brought sequels to both Dracula (1931) and White Zombie (1936), but neither included Lugosi. Instead, a wax bust and dummy took his place for Dracula’s Daughter (1936). Lugosi was a headstrong, multitalented individual who wanted to branch into areas other than tales of terror. Yet as he found himself unable to escape the clutches of horror, he must also have realized what situations like The Invisible Ray and Dracula’s Daughter meant. His status within the genre eroded, while other roles outside horror seemed almost impossible to obtain.


  “I am definitely typed, doomed to be an exponent of evil, but I want sympathetic roles,” Béla once said. “Then perhaps parents would tell their offspring, ‘Eat your spinach and you’ll grow up to be a nice man like Béla Lugosi.’ As it is, they threaten the children with me instead of the bogey-man.” He mentioned on another occasion, “This typing is overdone. I can play varied roles, but whenever some nasty man is wanted to romp through a picture with a wicked expression and numerous lethal devices, Lugosi is suggested. Why, they even wanted to cast me as the Big Bad Wolf in The Three Little Pigs!”


  As with his days in the Hungarian community of New York when he produced plays out of his own tenacity, Béla hoped to form his own production company. While common years later, the practice was almost unknown in the thirties. Lugosi planned Cagliostro as the first venture of the fledgling operation, hoping with each project to establish roles better suited to his talents. But, a lack of financing caused this idea eventually to fall apart. Another opportunity to escape typecasting evaporated.


  Meanwhile, pressbooks for The Invisible Ray and other films referred to Lugosi as “the only star in Hollywood who does not own an automobile.” Though somewhat inaccurate (he owned a car, but only Lillian drove), such publicity attempted to set him apart from the average cinema actor. “I take no part in the so-called night life of Hollywood,” Lugosi proclaimed. “Life is too grim and cruel to permit such frittering away of time that might be better spent in its rebuffs.”


  Lugosi automatically distanced himself from others with such comments as these: “I am a stern taskmaster over myself, disciplining my mind no less than my body. Often I take long hikes through the hills before dawn, and each day I walk between five and ten miles. My only meal of the day that is worthy of the name is evening dinner, at which I eat one pound of meat, either boiled or broiled, green vegetables and fruit. My morning and noon meals consist only of fruit and vegetable juices, and I eat no starchy food whatsoever.”


  Greater career problems arose when Universal Studios and others halted production of horror movies following Great Britain’s ban on such films. The United States had often seen various moral and religious groups cry out against the sinister cinema of Lugosi, Karloff, and others, but studio revenue had never been hurt by such minor protests. The British government’s involvement posed a more frightening threat to Hollywood than any role Lugosi ever portrayed.


  By May 1936 horror films found themselves disappearing from Universal’s production schedule, with the London representative for the studio warning executives to avoid potential conflict with the British censors. England’s prohibition meant the loss of important overseas ticket sales, with Universal believing that profits within the United States alone would not make such films worthwhile. Actors like Karloff moved to character roles in other genres, but Lugosi was left with almost no work. Universal brought an end to his option with Postal Inspector (1936), a relatively uninteresting crime story that praised the U.S. Postal system.


  A West Coast stage version of Tovarich in 1937 encouraged the actor, who received strong reviews in his nonhorror part. The Tanforan racetrack even named one horse race after Lugosi while he was appearing in San Francisco, with the Hungarian consul and “distinguished members of the colony” honoring Lugosi in the same city. The Federation of American-Hungarian Societies turned out en masse when Tovarich played Los Angeles, with the actor no doubt pleased by the attention from his fellow countrymen.


  To help stave off unemployment, Lugosi’s agency published advertisements informing producers who thought Lugosi’s name meant horror that they were in “error.” And, as far as his popularity went, the program for Tovarich claimed that Lugosi held the “distinguished reputation of having one of the largest fan followings of most actors … he receives from four to eight and twelve dozen fan letters two and three times a day….” Unfortunately, the fan mail numbered less than claimed; what little did arrive at studios apparently did not impress them.


  “I wouldn’t expect them to remember I played a Spanish lover in The Red Poppy in New York fifteen years ago, or everything from Hamlet to Lilliom in Budapest … comedy, tragedy, tragi-comedy … everything old Polonius named,” Lugosi told the San Francisco Call-Bulletin. “But perhaps after Tovarich, they’ll call me for something half-way civilized … no Draculas, White Zombies, Chandus, or ‘Mysterious Mr. Wongs’ I hope.”


  The phone, however, stopped ringing entirely. Horror remained taboo, and Tovarich inspired no real succession of offers. “Why is Bela Lugosi jobless?” movie columnists asked, as Lugosi himself certainly must have. Except for a Ralph Byrd serial, no work came as the calendar moved toward 1938. Financial strain haunted him even more when Lillian gave birth to their son, Bela G. Lugosi, on January 5, 1938. Actor’s Relief helped pay for the birth, further shattering the Hungarian’s pride.


  Columnist Louella Parsons mentioned that “one of the largest auto service concerns in Hollywood and one to whom the industry has paid thousands threatened to take the unpaid tires from [Lugosi’s] car … he was in a state of near collapse expecting the child to be born and no way to get the expectant mother to the hospital.” Parsons, however, heightened the drama; even with tires, Lugosi did not have a license to drive. Ironically, 1938 also became the first year The World Almanac listed him as a film star.


  “Horror, to me, is sitting, as I sat, night and day, day and night, by the telephone, thinking, ‘Now comes the call … now … now … now!’ Horror, to me, is knowing that if the call did not come, there would not be food in the ice-box, nor light nor heat nor a place for my unborn baby to lay his head, nor a roof over the head of his mother. There is no agony like it,” Lugosi commented after his period of unemployment lifted.


  Yet Béla’s career resumed life not due to a new and groundbreaking role but rather because of a prior performance. An autumn 1938 rerelease of Dracula and Frankenstein caused long lines and crowded theaters. The inspired reissue began at Beverly Hills’ Regina Theatre in August. Packed crowds watched the films until 6:00 A.M. the following morning, with audience members driving from as far as San Diego, Fresno, and Stockton to experience the chills.
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  In the early forties, Lugosi and his fourth wife, Lillian, look to see some unknown scenery.



  Lugosi soon made live appearances at the Regina, and Universal began sending innumerable prints to other theaters. New York’s Rialto experienced its best business in a year with Dracula and Frankenstein, which also resulted in the second-best opening in that theater’s history. Sensational ticket sales occurred across the country, with several thousand would-be patrons in Salt Lake City breaking through police lines, smashing a box office, and bending the front doors in order to witness the horror.


  “One day, I drive past and see my name and big lines of people all around,” Lugosi happily proclaimed. “I wonder what [it] is [they are] giving away to people … maybe bacon or vegetables. But it is the comeback of horror, and I come back.”


  Universal Studios finally realized how much money could be mined from horror in the United States alone. Trades in October 1938 announced that the studio whisked Son of Frankenstein into production with Basil Rathbone, Boris Karloff, and Lugosi. Despite the success Lugosi achieved through the revival of Dracula, however, the studio took advantage of the actor’s situation and signed him to a meager salary, intending to keep him on the lot as little as possible.


  He took a relatively small part as the broken-necked Ygor, an evil associate of the Frankenstein Monster. Director Rowland V. Lee allowed Lugosi to develop the character on his own, with the part gradually becoming larger and larger. Very unlike his usual aristocratic and sophisticated appearance, Lugosi’s Ygor remains a testament to the versatility many critics claim he lacked. For once, Lugosi successfully moved away from his Dracula image. By January 18, 1939, Universal signed him to a new, five-year contract.


  Less than three hours after inking the document, Béla bought back his six beloved dogs. He had been forced to sell the malamutes during his dry period. Furthermore, as a show of his goodwill, Lugosi deposited $1,000 during July into a bank fund to repay an anonymous donor of that same sum. This came after Lugosi attempted for two months to find his temporary benefactor.


  “It all happens, you see, when the baby comes,” Béla explained to inquirers about his comeback. “It is like the proverb the peasants have in Hungary … God makes a place in the pasture for the new lamb. Now we have a small house. I do not have to telephone from room to room to find out where’s my wife. Not if I had millions would I go back to the old way.”


  With demand for him rising, Lugosi replaced Peter Lorre as a foil for the zany Ritz Brothers in The Gorilla, and sailed for England in late March 1939 for a grisly dual role in The Dark Eyes of London. Returning to the United States at the end of April sent him quickly back to Universal, where he tried to destroy the world in The Phantom Creeps serial. He also happily accepted a dramatic part opposite Greta Garbo in MGM’s Ninotchka. Though Lugosi’s part as a Russian was minor, it pleased him to appear in a romantic comedy.


  “It took Mr. Lubitsch just ten minutes to change the whole course of my screen existence,” the actor said of his film with Garbo. “I think Ninotchka will show producers that I can play straight characters acceptably and thus take me out of the rut of horror into which I’ve been typed. Not that I’m ungrateful to Dracula and the rest. But the trouble is that horror pictures go in waves and the actor in them has a couple of years of idleness between the waves. Right now they are in the ascendant and I’m in demand. But when producers decide it’s time to stop horror for awhile, nobody ever thinks of poor Lugosi as a business man, a lawyer, or even a janitor in a picture.”


  During 1939 Lugosi also stayed for a time in New York to guest star on a couple of radio broadcasts, with reporters chasing after him for interviews. “I go back to Hollywood,” he told the journalists. “Here is too dear to stay. I live at this hotel for bluff’s sake … to impress you boys from the press. But, God, how it costs! Every time I drink a glass of water, there goes another quarter!”


  The forties started with Lugosi climbing further back into the spotlight. Although nabbing more and more film roles, however, he usually found himself playing either supporting parts at the majors or leads at poverty row studios like Monogram. Moreover, despite his enthusiasm over Ninotchka, Lugosi remained in horror films. The genre refused to release its grip on his career. The decade began with the last Karloff-Lugosi teaming at Universal, Black Friday, but casting changes left Lugosi with a minor part. Béla was ill-suited for his part as a gangster, but he received much attention in newspapers and fan magazines for supposedly being hypnotized to act out a death scene more effectively.


  The actor’s impatience for work generally meant he frequently changed agents. Though he may have received poor advice from some, the flux in representation itself caused problems. In 1938, for example, the William Stephens, Inc., Agency represented Lugosi; for 1939 the Hollam Cooley Agency handled him; and by 1942 the William Morris Agency assumed the responsibility. The following year he again moved, this time to the Kline-Howard Agency.


  Béla hoped to play the lead in 1941’s The Wolf Man, but instead Universal gave the actor a token role as a gypsy. Lon Chaney, Jr.bearing the name of his famed fathertook the title role and quickly arose as the new horror sensation of World War II cinema. Lugosi shared screen time with him again in Ghost of Frankenstein (1942), as well as Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943). In the former, Bela reprised his role as Ygor; in the latter, he portrayed the role he had turned down 12 years earlier: the Frankenstein Monster. Shadows of Mary Shelley’s creature no doubt haunted Lugosi’s ego as he mechanically stalked and terrified villagers on Universal’s back lot.
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  Lugosi in a snapshot with Sterling Holloway and Paulette Goddard. Presumably this photograph is from their coinciding appearance on a 1944 episode of radio’s Command Performance.



  While portraying the monster, Lugosi collapsed on the set under Jack Pierce’s 35-pound makeup. Physicians ordered him home to recover, though they noted the cause as merely “exhaustion.” In addition to such outward incidents, Lugosi’s age itself began to show more and more in his appearance. The years of struggle subtly emerged in his face, with the battles of life and career far from complete.


  Some of his most commonly viewed films of the early forties remain the low-budget efforts he made for the B studios of Hollywood. Lugosi the mad scientist created The Devil Bat (1941) at PRC for instance, though the nocturnal flyer looked more Sears and Roebuck than hell spawned. Regardless, Lugosi’s performance in the film won a gold medal from the “Chicago Horror Club.” The organization included experts and authorities studying fear psychology and suggestive effects on the mind. Lugosi had previously received three other commendations from them, setting a new record for the group.


  Also, a production unit under Sam Katzman at Monogram Studios churned out nine Lugosi films, all bearing a distinctly B appearance. For better or worse, Béla met the East Side Kids in Spooks Run Wild (1941) and Ghosts on the Loose (1943). Furthermore, he was The Invisible Ghost (1941), one of the diabolical Black Dragons (1942), the unfortunate Ape Man (1943), and the diabolical Voodoo Man (1944).


  For the premiere of The Invisible Ghost (1941), Lugosi took part in a live spook show at a Chicago theater. A cast of 33 performed on the stage, with Lugosi shrugging his shoulders to a reporter later that year and moaning, “It’s a living.” The Monogram films usually themselves offered Lugosi in mad scientist roles, with occasional overtones of Dracula. In addition to continuing his horror image, they associated him more and more with B productions. However, if critics and adults generally labeled these movies as juvenile, the youth population embraced the call. A stage tour in 1944, for example, found children rushing en masse to see the actor perform live.


  During World War II, Lugosi also spent much time selling war bonds, rallying for the safety of his homeland, and even giving blood to help in the war effort. On one occasion, he organized 10,000 Hungarians in the Los Angeles area at the American-Hungarian Defense Federation. With his assistance, the event raised $65,000 in war bonds, $1,600 for the Red Cross, and enough donations to purchase and equip an ambulance for the U.S. forces. Lugosi also became a figurehead president for the Hungarian-American Council for Democracy, though critics of the group later exposed its Communist affiliations.


  Like other horror film stars, Lugosi also took to the road for numerous vaudeville tours, usually excerpting scenes from Dracula. Wife Lillian often portrayed the female victim in order to save money. In a more legitimate setting, Lugosi donned the cape for a revival of the full-length play Dracula in 1943, though the actor heard few gasps. Critics noticed that some patrons tittered at scenes that years before caused shudders. Despite a few successful performances, the tour of Eastern cities proved an overall disappointment.
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  The actor with his son, Bela Jr., and his wife, Lillian, in the mid to late forties.



  Furthermore, Lon Chaney, Jr., received the lead role in Son of Dracula (1943), playing the vampire that Lugosi popularized over a decade before. As with Dracula’s Daughter (1936), Universal Studios denied the actor a chance to perform what was in many ways his own creation. Lugosi did take top billing at Columbia in Return of the Vampire (1943). Although not the bona fide Bram Stoker creation, the part of Armand Tesla became a nearDracula characterization.


  Lugosi achieved greater success on the stage in Arsenic and Old Lace. He portrayed the murderous Jonathan Brewster, a part that Boris Karloff created in the highly successful Broadway run. After assuming the role for a 1943 West Coast version, Lugosi took to the road for a successful tour through the Midwest and East. Many reviewers believed his interpretation of the role to be highly original and even superior to Karloff’s.


  Various radio shows also kept the actor’s horror image in place. Lugosi made guest appearances on dramas such as Suspense, comedies like The Fred Allen Show, and Mail Callstyle programs dedicated to the armed forces. Among these was an attempt at his own radio series in 1944, Mystery House. While radio waves carried his unique and often spellbinding voice into the homes of America, Lugosi sometimes performed his parts in a stilted, uninspired manner. Reading a script cold did not suit his talents, nor did the ad-libbing of comedians.
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  Lillian and Bela at an unknown event during the latter stage of their marriage.



  Yet Lugosi didn’t particularly enjoy doing radio shows, signing autographs, or posing for photographs. He was much more content to support his beloved Hungarian soccer teams. The Magyar Athletic Club soccer team found great assistance from the actor, and the Bela Lugosi Trophy held a high place on their mantel. Lugosi also served for a time as honorary president of the Los Angeles Soccer League, occasionally kicking out the first balls at Loyola Stadium.
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  Bela and an unknown acquaintance during the fifties.



  Lugosi also greatly loved music, with his favorite songs including “Rhapsody in Blue” and “The Girl with the Blue Eyes.” A lover of many kinds of music, Bela was particularly fond of Hungarian melodies. His affinity for music led him to close friendships with pianist Ervin Nyiregyhazi and violinist and composer Duci Kerekjarto, as well as to haunting Hollywood-area restaurants like the Little Gypsy to hear the music.


  His stamp collection, beginning as a result of his wife’s saving them from postmarked envelopes, also occupied his free time. At one point, his collection supposedly numbered over 150,000. Lillian mentioned to reporters that Béla once frantically rushed to finish a set of Hungarian stamps, after friend Manly Hall had already beaten him. While visiting Boston in 1944, Lugosi told reporters he intended to visit all 18 stamp dealers in the city. He also mentioned that whenever he got some unexpected money, half of it went to war bonds, with the remainder going to the “soundest investment” he knew of: philately.


  “Stamp collecting is a hobby which may cost you as much as ten percent of your investment,” Lugosi explained. “You can always sell your stamps with not more than a ten percent loss. Sometimes you can even make money.” Unfortunately, when he finally sold his collection, he lost much more than 10 percent.


  Béla’s great love of Hungarian food and imported sulphur water also remained fixed in the memories of his friends. Along with food, he appreciated fine tobacco. His pipe smoking resulted in a large collection, though if he couldn’t fit his thumb into the bowl of a pipe it usually became a gift for someone else. The actor also adored good cigars, though when money became scarce he resorted to a cheap brand he called “El-Stinko, El-Ropos.”


  The company of fellow Hungarians meant a great deal to Lugosi as well. Along with the Hungarian musicians and actors he knew, friends like Willi Szittja, Joe Pasternak, and others helped revive fond memories of his homeland. The wine, Hungarian food, music, dancing, and talk often lasted late into the night. Lugosi’s parties generally included those from the Hungarian community rather than the usual big-name stars. Friends remember Lugosi at such gatherings with fellow countrymen like Louis Sass and writers László Bus and László Fodor. Occasionally, Michael Curtiz and the Korda brothers also became guests. The typical Hollywood parties, however, still held no appeal for him.


  “No, life is too short for that,” he would say. “I wouldn’t waste my time. There’s so many interesting and wonderful things in the world that a man could achieve and experience. Besides, I don’t even know how to play the … what do you call it? … the ukelele. I guess I’m pretty much of a lone wolf.”


  At any rate, Lugosi’s relationship with Lillian had clearly declined by this point, as newspapers featured such headlines as WIFE SUES THE MONSTER. She even left him, temporarily moving with Bela Jr. to her sister’s home in Los Angeles. The separation occurred in August 1944, though by the second week of March 1945 Lillian asked for a dismissal of her divorce charges. The couple reunited, though the separation certainly reflects her complaints that he was too jealous and controlling.


  “The Monster,” meanwhile, continued to frighten theatergoers. In fact, the overall popularity of horror films during World War II surprised many studios. Crowds lined up for such entertainment, though a war-torn England cast a critical eye on the genre. Many Lugosi films received “H” certificates in England, limiting the viewings of such films to persons aged 16 and above. Son of Frankenstein, The Gorilla, Ghost of Frankenstein, Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man, The Ape Man, Voodoo Man, and The Corpse Vanishes fell into this category. Moreover, films like Bowery at Midnight met severe trimming at the hands of British censors.


  Béla’s comments in regard to this phenomenon remained much the same as they had always been. “I’d like to be liked,” he confessed in 1944. But, horror remained the dragon on his doorstep, never loosening its hold on his career. More than many other performers of his day, he faced extreme typecasting and was essentially stranded within a genre that itself had ups and downs.


  When asked if he scared Bela Jr. with his screen tactics, Lugosi responded, “How could I? He sees me in my underwear, and how can a man have any dignity in his underwear?” For his son, Béla did hope he would choose a career other than entertainment. “Acting is too hazardous a career. The income is uncertain and it is one field in which very few succeed. I would prefer to see Bela Jr. in chemistry or electrical engineering.” As a child, the younger Lugosi spent much of his time in military schools before becoming a strong student and an important member of the swimming team at a Hollywood-area high school in the fifties.


  By the end of World War II, the entertainment business sagged and studios produced fewer horror films. In 1945 Lugosi starred with Ian Keith in an ill-fated play called No Traveler Returns, which found trouble with critics and audiences in both San Francisco and Seattle. Essentially for name value RKO added the Hungarian to the cast of The Body Snatcher (1945), which headlined Boris Karloff. Their last film together could be more accurately described as a Karloff film that only incidentally included the Lugosi. The screen domination of his British counterpart became more complete than ever before. Those on the set later cited Béla’s poor health, which forced him to spend much of his time on a dressing room daybed.


  In 1947 Lugosi appeared on theater screens in only one film release, Scared to Death, a wretched effort notable for being the only chiller he made in color. Its incoherent plot still leaves viewers mystified. Director Christy Cabanne earlier achieved fame during the silent film era; he and star Lugosi shared a sole commonality. Both seemed to be period pieces, the fading remains of prior successes.


  Lugosi did find himself among Three Indelicate Ladies in the brief Off Broadway effort, portraying an Irish-flavored character, Francis O’Rourke (aka “Turk the Jerk”). Though the play carved out little success, Lugosi’s stay in Massachusetts gave him the opportunity to lecture college students at Boston University on abnormal psychology and criminology.


  As an attempt to better his waning career, Lugosi signed a contract with Don Marlowe, based on the latter’s promise of several important projects. These included a British stage tour of Dracula, a CBS program called The Bela Lugosi Show, a role in MGM’s Inner Sanctum, and a proposed Invisible Man film at Universal. None of these finally became Lugosi projects, though Marlowe did engineer a short roadshow version of Poe’s The Tell-Tale Heart. The actor spent much time in the latter part of the decade at minor theaters, either performing in second-rate “spook shows” or appearing in quick, summer stock versions of Dracula and Arsenic and Old Lace. Trade publications generally ignored such efforts. Bela no longer stirred the same excitement or ignited coverage in fan magazines. Though the residue of horror remained, widespread attention slipped through his fingers.


  Perhaps the most memorable work Marlowe arranged for Lugosi resulted in his second and final appearance as Count Dracula in a feature-length film. Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948) found him again at Universal Studios, this time in a spoof of the horror genre. Although showing his years more than he had 17 years before in the original Dracula (1931), Lugosi remained a suave and aristocratic vampire. Anddespite the comedythe monsters played their parts straight, with Bela’s Dracula even making some impressively animated man-to-bat transformations.


  The film received good reviews, as did Lugosi. While searching the floor for a missing shirt stud, Lugosi looked up to a reporter long enough to express his gratitude to Universal. A certain sadness hovers over such comments, however, as the studio that built Lugosi into a star in 1931 spent the following years of his life taking advantage of him or outright forgetting his existence.


  Unfortunately, Lugosi’s career continued to decline even after the fun with Bud and Lou. Vaudeville still opened its arms occasionally, with Bela hitting such spots as Detroit, Miami, and Atlantic City. During 1950 Bela did many live appearances in small theaters along the eastern seaboard, with screenings of his earlier Monogram films accompanying the act. Though this generated badly needed revenue, the circumstances themselves were miserable. Disrespectful audiences occasionally heckled the actor, who certainly understood firsthand the deteriorating nature of his career.


  Despite harder times and combating what he termed the “Dracula curse,” Lugosi remained true to his old interests and friends. In 1949, for example, he spent a week in Syracuse with actor Paul Lukas. The same year, Bela contemplated a vacation to Hungary, but for reasons unknown it didn’t materialize. He still maintained contact with his sister, and enjoyed dining at Hungarian restaurants and visiting such hotels as New York’s Gotham and Drake with fellow countrymen. Lugosi’s charm and personality even took him to a 1947 cocktail party aboard a Chinese junk to swap “believe it or not” stories with Robert L. Ripley.


  Bela also continued to watch photographers to correct their angles of him, as well as to keep them from snapping pictures while he wore his glasses. One of his favorites in the profession was Gabriel D. Hackett, whom he said always caught his best side. Hackett and Lugosi met as early as 1928 and remained friends for many years. The two often spoke of a mutual interest: photography.


  His sporadic television guest appearances began in the late forties as well. For instance, he appeared with cape in hand opposite Milton Berle, and had a dramatic role on Suspense, which had made the move from radio to television. In the fifties, Bela was also a guest on a few more programs, such as The Red Skelton Show and You Asked for It. As with his radio work, however, the popular medium gave him few opportunities and showed him to be less than adept at dealing with unexpected diversions from the written script.


  In the summer of 1950, he nabbed an important role in Fritz Rotter’s play The Devil Also Dreams, which made only a handful of performances before folding. The comedy gave Lugosi the chance to play an ex-actor turned butler, whose big scene allowed him to discuss his days as a great actor who believes Shakespeare to be much richer in its Hungarian translation. His character proceeded to quote a short passage in his native language, which echoed the real-life tragedies of Lugosi’s own career and virtually put them on display before a live audience.


  Though certainly aware of whatever parallels existed between himself and the character, Bela was simply overjoyed to appear in a comedy. “Having threatened people for the last 23 years,” Lugosi smiled, “I’m having the best time of my life making people laugh.” Unfortunately, the play’s run ended abruptly and the laughs ceased.


  Bela’s career continued to sink, but a young Richard Gordon began a sincere effort to assist him as an official manager. Gordon arranged a 1951 British tour of the stage Dracula, with Lugosi and his wife sailing on the Mauritania in April. Bela performed a modernized version of the play, with Dracula now traveling by plane instead of ship to London. Many newspapers rushed to interview Lugosi, with several of them commenting on Lillian’s nickname for him, “Bel.” Yet, despite some encouraging reviews, the tour became financially unsuccessful.


  “I look in the mirror and say to myself, ‘Can it be that you once played Romeo?’ Always it is the same,” he explained to author Harry Ludlam before one of the British performances. “When a film company is in the red they come to me and say, ‘Okay, so we make a horror film.’ And so that is what we do. It is what I always do.”


  The same strategy was employed to raise money for the broke actor. The result, Mother Riley Meets the Vampire, covered the cost of the Lugosis’ return voyage to the United States, but the film itself found no real audience. In it, the actor appeared opposite Arthur Lucan, a female impersonator. Mother Riley has moments of true comedy, buteven under several title changesit never received any lengthy American distribution. By December 12, 1951, the Lugosis finally arrived back in New York City.


  Journalists did herald a reissue of the 1931 Dracula, with newspaper interviewers finding time to ask the aging horror star if anyone scared him. The response brought Margaret O’Brien’s name at the top of the list. “Child actors!” Bela continued, “No actor can compete with them. Put down Zsa Zsa Gabor, too. She’s a publicity stealer from the rest of us Hungarian actors.” The list further included wife Lillian (“She’s not afraid of me … I do what she says”), Hopalong Cassidy (“He’s trying to get me to ride a horse”), newspaper interviewers, and Mae West.


  As the Red Scare and McCarthyism cast a dark shadow over the fifties, several persons called into question Lugosi’s patriotism. He certainly donated to various Hungarian causes during World War II, some of which were actually fronts for Communist organizations. Moreover, the young Lugosi had supported a Communist regime under Béla Kun in Hungary following World War I. Newspapers like the New York Daily News strongly accused Lugosi of Communist sympathies; the result of these few inquiries made the actor voice his love of democracy and the United States in Hungarian publications. Lugosi also requested that his friend Andor C. Klay facilitate an appearance for him before the House Committee on Un-American Activities. Though he never finally spoke before the congressional group, his printed statementsalong with the fact that his career simply did not merit much of a spotlight at the timekept this from becoming a more heated issue.


  “I herewith emphatically state that I am not now, nor have I ever been, a member of the Communist Party,” Lugosi wrote. “I have never attended any Communist meetingsI have never entertained at a Communist gatheringI have never donated one cent to any Communist cause.”


  Though he loudly proclaimed his patriotism, the status of his film career caused little noise. Titles like Bela Lugosi Meets a Brooklyn Gorilla (1952) exemplify the C and D grade films in which he appeared. Lugosi also became acquainted with Edward D. Wood, Jr., a hopeful but hopelessly untalented filmmaker who employed him for the very bizarre Glen or Glenda (1953).


  Wood had long been a fan of Lugosi’s and genuinely wished to help his career. The other side of the coin was that Lugosi knew Wood might get him film work and was thus amicable. Glen or Glenda itself dealt with transvestism and medical sex changes, with Lugosi appearing as a sort of omniscient narrator who spouted bits of odd dialogue. A live appearance at the premiere of The House of Wax (1953) with an “ape” on a leash added to the perception of Lugosi as a mere caricature of his former persona.


  Besides financial problems, Bela again faced divorce in 1953 from his fourth wife, Lillian, who took with her Bela Jr. Lugosi was devastated by the loss, though there is little doubt that his jealous, domineering nature slowly ruined the 20-year marriage. Profoundly hurt by the divorce, he tried to convince her to return. His suicide attempt reportedly occurred that year as well, though Lugosi later laughed it off to the press as a publicity stunt. Photographs of the actor with a police officer from the alleged event remain.


  “I had a very young wife … she was thirty years younger than I,” he later mentioned, “and she felt that perhaps she had a right to be happy and not be chained to an old man.” He offered such words for public consumption; his letters to Lillian expressed a deep sense of pain.


  The actor’s alcoholism was also a factor in the decline of his marriage to Lillian, though he in fact became a member of Alcoholics Anonymous. Lugosi sincerely appreciated their help, and even friends who did not drink recall his prompting them to attend the meetings with him. Despite his attempts to control the habit, he continued to drink heavily, usually keeping a bottle of scotch on his nightstand.


  In late October 1953 Lugosi moved to an apartment and sold many of his possessions at a public auction. When asked by a reporter what he intended to do for Halloween that year, he responded, “I have no plans. I told my agent to find me a TV job, but I haven’t heard from him. I’m open to suggestions … if there’s money involved.” Bela was on the stage again in January 1954 in St. Louis, appearing in yet another version of Arsenic and Old Lace. The next month, he went to Las Vegas’s Silver Slipper for The Bela Lugosi Revue. Getting favorable notices, the show lampooned Lugosi’s horror image. Large crowds appeared, with the Las Vegas Sun printing many of the actor’s words of wisdom. The attention and success must have placed a glimmer of hope in Lugosi’s eyes. Many have suggested, however, that the show placed more strain on the actor’s health than he could bear.


  Ed Wood, wholeheartedly attempting to find work for the actor, arranged the Las Vegas appearance. His other ideas included a radio show called The Terror, another roadshow version of Dracula, a Lugosi comic book, and numerous film plans. As with Don Marlowe’s failed attempts, none of these projects materialized.


  In April 1955 Lugosi came forward with another serious personal problem. He shocked many with headlines telling of his plea for drug rehabilitation. Lugosi’s move in this direction was voluntary, coming after a private sanitarium advised him to obtain help. Friend Manly Hall accompanied him to the Los Angeles County General Hospital where he requested assistance.


  “I don’t have a dime left,” Lugosi said at the hospital. “I am dependent on my friends for food and a small old-age pension. I am anxious to rehabilitate myself and decided this was the only way to do it.”


  Judge Ware, after ordering the terms of Lugosi’s rehabilitation on April 22, commended the actor for his courageous effort. The hearing itself took place at the hospital, necessitated by Lugosi’s poor health. Newspapers quickly printed innumerable stories referring to “Dracula” as a narcotics fiend. The real story, however, was far different. Lugosi actually had become addicted to prescribed painkillers.


  “Shooting pains in my legs back in the days when I was making horror films made a medical addict out of me,” he told the press. “I started using morphine under doctor’s care. I knew after a time it was getting out of control.” He also spoke of other painkillers like Demerol and methadone. In one interview, Lugosi made clear that he “didn’t buy it on the black market.”


  “There was one period, a few years ago, when I quit,” he continued. “My wife, Lillian, who divorced me in 1953, got me to quit. She gave me the shots. And she weaned me. Finally, I got only the bare needle. A fake shot, that’s all. I was done with it. Then she left me. She took our son. He was my flesh. I went back on the drugs. My heart was broken.”


  He stayed for three months of rehabilitation at the Metropolitan State Hospital in Norwalk under the care of Dr. Nicholas Langer. On August 3, 1955, the board of directors released the actor, claiming he passed a staff examination “with flying colors.” The hospital also mentioned that Lugosi would remain under the jurisdiction and supervision of the Department of Mental Health for one year.


  “It’s a terrible ordeal to go through withdrawal,” Lugosi told an interviewer. “It’s the greatest pain in the world. I became a new man … a new lease on life. I’m cured. I feel like a million dollars.” When another reporter asked about his age, Lugosi fudged, with a twinkle in his eye. “Well, let’s say 63. After all, Jack Benny is only 39.”


  While in the hospital, Lugosi heard from friends and fans across the globe. Fellow Hungarians like Joe Pasternak and Paul Lukas offered their support. Frank Sinatra also a sent a word of encouragement, even including a monetary gift. During this period, Ed Wood helped put together a benefit premiere of Lugosi’s film Bride of the Atom at the Paramount Hollywood Theater, with part of the proceeds going to the actor. The box office brought in poor ticket sales, and Universal Studios reportedly balked when asked to buy a block of seats.


  One fan in particular, Hope Lininger, wrote the actor letters almost every day. At the time, she was a 39-year-old employee of RKO Studios. This “dash of Hope” had admired Lugosi since she was a little girl in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, watching the actor’s films at her local theater.


  Upon his release, the two wed on August 24 at a small L.A. ceremony, with 17-year-old Bela Jr. acting as the best man. Manly Hall, Lugosi’s friend who supposedly hypnotized him for his role in Black Friday (1940), married the couple in his home. Hall, an ordained minister, also headed the Philosophical Research Society. Mrs. Pat Delaney, a police department employee, acted as matron of honor, and Phyllis Holmes Buffington signed the marriage certificate as the witness. Gilbert Olson, Jo Wiley, Paul Marco, and Dale Buffington attended the small ceremony.


  Newspapers mentioned that Hall had to help Lugosi through the vows, adding that the actor “muffed” his lines at the section “with all my worldly goods, I thee endow.” Despite that, Lugosi “stood tall and gray in a blue double-breasted suit and white carnation.” The two planned a honeymoon to New York, though they instead vacationed at Big Bear Lake with Ed Wood.


  “If I fail in my attempt to love, honor, and obey this wonderful woman,” Bela told the press, “I hope you’ll write the worst stories you can about me.” Their short marriage encountered numerous difficulties, not the least of which was Lugosi’s tremendous jealousy. His new wife also spent much time finding and disposing of his hidden liquor bottles.


  Bride of the Atom, even after transforming into Bride of the Monster, did not find major release. Rather, it found only a few poor reviews. The film gave Lugosi his last speaking role on the screen, though overall it remains an implausible and particularly low budget production. Perhaps film buffs most fondly remember a lengthy speech Lugosi gave within the film, in which his character expressed troubles that in some ways mirrored the actor’s own difficulties. Though most of Ed Wood’s plans for Lugosi, such as costarring him with Gene Autry in a film called The Ghoul Goes West, didn’t materialize, United Artists inked the actor to a mute role in The Black Sleep (1955). The film featured Basil Rathbone, Lon Chaney, Jr., John Carradine, and Akim Tamiroff as well. But, this minor part certainly did not spark any hoped-for comeback, and in June 1956 Lugosi even collapsed on stage during a promotional tour for the film. “Horror is not what it used to be,” the actor groaned to a reporter.


  During these years important support came from a small group of teenage fans in the Hollywood area who idolized Lugosi. One of these, Richard Sheffield, started a fan club and even petitioned Universal Studios for a color, three-dimensional remake of Dracula with Lugosi. Nothing came of this, but these admirers provided much moral support for the aging actor. Sheffield became one of the closest and truest friends of Lugosi’s last years, once even writing down a firsthand account of the Hungarian’s life. Others in the group included Michael Spencer, Jimmy Haines, Norman Fist, and David Katzman.


  His last few years also gave him the opportunity to spend time with a few old friends, particularly Willi Szittja and his nephew Béla Loosz. Moreover, Lugosi crossed paths with such acquaintances as Edward Van Sloan and Jack Oakie at a Hollywood tribute to Mack Sennett; on the whole, however, he lived quietly and waited for work that never came.


  One of Bela’s last acting jobs was at small Hollywood theater in The Devil’s Paradise, an exposé on the evils of drug use. Though the show was produced very cheaply, Lugosi genuinely wished to help others avoid drug addiction. Even in interviews he urged youngsters to understand the problems that drugs posed.


  With many loyal friends and various projects in the works, Lugosi still believed he would return to the cinema spotlight. This was not to be, however, as his fifth wife found him dead in their apartment on August 16, 1956. An oft-told but untrue story claims he was clutching a script for The Final Curtain when Hope discovered him.
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  With his fifth and final wife, Hope Lininger, in 1955.



  Along with being disheartened by the death of friends like Louis Calhern, Lugosi once openly declared, “I am afraid of dying. I am very much afraid of dying. But not of death itself. No … because now, in this concentrated time, with all of the changes going in the world, I would suffer to miss any of it.” On another occasion, he spoke of death by saying, “That is the only thing that really is frightening to me. The calendar turns, and eventually you have to go.”


  Lugosi’s funeral was a rather small affair, attracting only a few notables like Zoltán Korda. Ed Wood and several of his cohorts attended; Forrest J Ackerman and Don Marlowe were also among the hundred or so friends. Such close companions as Michael Spencer and Richard Sheffield acted as pallbearers. The Catholic Lugosi was laid to rest at Holy Cross Cemetery in Culver City, California, near the grave of Bing Crosby.


  One tale claims that as the hearse left the Utter-McKinley Mortuary, the car was mysteriously and unexpectedly diverted from its usual route and turned down to the Hollywood and Vine area where Lugosi had so often walked to buy his newspapers and cigars. Another story insists that as Boris Karloff and Peter Lorre passed Lugosi’s body at the funeral, the latter joked, “Come now, Bela, you’re putting us on.” Though a colorful story, it is also untrue. Neither attended the services.


  Unfortunately, the actor never witnessed the revived popularity of his films and died virtually forgotten by Hollywood. Just as the shroud of Dracula consumed his career in life, Lugosi wore the vampire’s cape to the grave. “I became Dracula’s puppet,” Lugosi once reflected. “The shadowy figure of Draculamore than any casting officedictated the kind of parts I played.”


  



  2. Personal Data


  The following represents a form Lugosi completed for Imperial-Cameo, a studio that produced Murder by Television, with Lugosi’s answers in italics. Interestingly, Lugosi wrote incorrect answers to some questions, particularly his date of birth (actually October 20, 1882), his first stage role (more likely it was Count Königsegg in 1902’s Brigadier General Ocskay), his first film role (actually 1917’s The Leopard), his checkmark by “college.” Following this form are listings of the various addresses at which Lugosi lived in the United States and of the numerous talent agencies that handled him.


  Imperial-Cameo Pictures Corporation

  Biographical Information (1935)


  This is to insure accuracy in our publicity, and to provide complete and accurate material necessary for newspaper and magazine stories.


  
    1. Screen name Bela Lugosi


    Real name in full was Bela Blaskolegally changed to Bela Lugosi.


    2. Height 6'1" Nickname None


    3. Nationality Hungarian Color of hair Brown Weight 170 lbs. Color of eyes Blue


    4. Birthplace Lugos, Hungary Date October 20, 1888


    5. Education High School College [checkmarked here]


    6. Parents’ names Stephan BlaskoPaula von Vojnics Both living no


    Where Buried at Lugos, Hungary


    Father’s Business was Bank President


    Famous Ancestors or relatives None


    Brothers or sisters names VilmaLajosLaszlo


    Earliest childhood ambition Highway Bandit

  


  
    7. Present ambition Dude Ranch


    8. First Occupation Actor Where? Travelling Repertoire


    Past and present business interests apart from the screenNone


    9. How did your career begin? (Amateur shows, college dramatics, beauty contests, started by famous actor or director, for a lark) College Dramatics


    10. Stage debut in Romeo Year 1906 Place Lugos, Hungary


    Broadway debut Red Poppy


    Year 1923 co-starred with Estelle Wynnwood [sic]


    Last play Murder in the Vanities Year 1933


    Place New York City


    Other important plays In America“Dracula”


    In HungaryAll the great parts in literature


    Stock in what cities None
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  Lugosi’s Motion Picture Employee card from 1942, offering not just his Social Security number and signature but even fingerprints. (Courtesy of the Charles Heard collection.)
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    11. Film debut in “The Silent Command” Year 1923


    StarHeavy with all-star cast


    First large part in same Year Star


    First Talkie “Prisoners” Year 1929 StarCorinne Griffith


    Last Picture “Mark of the Vampire” Year 1935


    StarAll Star


    Other pictures (next to last, etc.). “Mysterious Mr. Wong”


    “Return of Chandu” “Black Cat”


    12. Favorite screen role “Count Dracula” in “Dracula”


    13. Favorite stage role “Cyrano de Bergerac” in “Cyrano de Bergerac”


    14. Prefer screen to stage? Yes Why? Variety


    15. What type of role have you played most? Great characters


    16. What type do you prefer Human interest


    17. Favorite stage players None


    18. Favorite screen play [after marking out None, Lugosi penciled in Mickey Mouse]

  


  
    19. Favorite playwrights


    20. Favorite books Social Science and Economy


    21. Favorite authors None


    22. Favorite sports to watch Soccer


    23. Favorite sports to play Golf


    24. HIGHSPOTS of your life (in chronological order)


    1 to 10 years


    10 to 20 years It is no one’s business


    20 to 30 years


    Ad infinitum


    25. CLOTHES prefer conservative or modest ready made or tailored Conservative tailored


    Favor sports or formal wear? Sports


    Favorite colors Bright


    Favorite materials Flannels


    26. Have you any beauty secrets such as methods of make-up, care of hair, eyes, hands, skin, facials, massages, oils, creams? None

  


  
    27. How do you keep in condition (Health institute, daily or weekly massages, sun-baths, setting-up exercises, sports?)


    28. FOOD favorite dish Stuffed Cabbage Like to cook?


    Between meal snacks No Bedtime snack? No


    Favorite recipe: Dish:


    29. Married Yes Or want to be? To whom?


    Date Jan 31, 1933 Children?


    Favorite type of man or woman Reserved and Honest


    30. What do you do for diversion and recreation aside from sports?


    (Dance, sing, write, paint, compose music, sculpt, read, games)


    31. Where do you prefer to live permanently? (Seashore, mountains, city, abroad)


    32. Where do you live now? (Apartment, house, seashore, city, mountains)


    33. Where have you traveled? All over the world


    34. Who are your closest friends? Stage Hands


    35. What makes you angry? Talk


    36. What pets have you? 3 dogs

  


  
    37. What do you do on the set? Smoke


    38. Where do you go on weekends? Outing


    39. Do you have any cars, airplanes, yachts, horses? Car


    40. Interested in politics? Yes


    41. Pet peeves Aggravation Live with parents? No


    42. Pet economy Matches and Corks


    43. Favorite dress Favorite perfume Eau de cologne


    44. Do you smoke? Yes Speak any foreign language Hungarian and others


    45. Your greatest thrill When I got abroad [sic] ship to come to America


    46. Do you like


    Rain? No To travel alone? Yes To pose for stills? No


    Autographs No To write letters? No To carry umbrellas No


    Night clubs? No Animals Yes Showers or bathtubs both


    Streetcars? No Children Yes Modern architecture Yes


    Prohibition? No Sun baths Yes Fan mail Yes


    To entertain Yes Holidays ? Personal appearances No


    To sleep late Yes Premiers No To drive your car No


    Silk underwear No To dine at home Yes Open cars No


    Radio Programs No Airplanes No Read before sleeping Yes

  


  
    To go shopping? Yes Bathsalts No Letters of intro. No


    Ice cream cones No Hollywood Yes Bright or subdued colors [Lugosi crossed out the word subdued]

  


  Residences


  1. New York City, New York.


  According to the U.S. Immigration Service, Lugosi lived at a boardinghouse on 109 West 93d Street when he first came to New York in late 1920. Lugosi remained at this address when he underwent primary alien inspection on March 23, 1921.


  2. New York City, New York.


  According to the May and October editions of the 1923 New York City phone book, Lugosi had moved to 30 Fairview Avenue, phone number BILlings 0718.


  3. New York City, New York.


  The May and October editions of the 1924 phone book offer the following address for Lugosi: 54 West 55th Street, phone number CIRcle 8418.


  4. New York City, New York.


  The May and Winter editions of the 1925 New York City phone book give Lugosi’s address as 225 East 79th Street, phone number BUTterfield 0119.


  5. New York City, New York.


  Summer and Winter editions of the 1927 phone book print Lugosi’s address as 48 West 49th Street, phone number BRYant 4811. Lugosi stayed at this address through the summer of 1928.


  6. Los Angeles, California.


  Lugosi stayed at the Ambassador Hotel during his 1928 stage version of Dracula, reveling in the tennis courts, golf course, and swimming pool.


  7. Hollywood, California.


  Lugosi lived at the Hollywood Athletic Club on Sunset Boulevard during the late twenties, which featured a bar, restaurant, swimming pool, and gymnasium. Lugosi lived here again briefly between his stays at North Hudson and at Creston Drive.


  8. San Francisco, California.


  While briefly married to Beatrice Woodruff Weeks, Lugosi stayed with her at the Huntington Arms Apartments. Weeks’s former husband, architect Charles Peter Weeks, had designed the apartment building. Prior to his marriage to Weeks, Lugosi’s 1928 appearance as Dracula in San Francisco found him at the Mark Hopkins Hotel.


  9. Hollywood, California.


  The 1930 casting directory listed Lugosi’s number as GLAdstone 8092. Between early 1929 and his move to Creston Drive, Lugosi lived at 1146 North Hudson.
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  Posed comfortably with a plant during his Hollywood heyday in the thirties.



  10. Hollywood, California.


  Lugosi lived at 2643 Creston Drive after signing a one-year lease on October 21, 1931. The owners canceled the lease before the 12 months expired, yet Lugosi remained a resident at least until the end of May 1932.


  11. Hollywood, California.


  The August 1932 phone book lists Lugosi at 6381 Hollywood Boulevard, phone number HOllywood 0111.


  12. Hollywood, California.


  The May 1933 phone book gave 6521 Sunset Boulevard as the Hungarian's address, with HEmpstead 1161 as the phone number.


  13. Los Angeles, California.


  Béla and Lillian moved into a home at 2829 Westshire early in their marriage, leaving it for a several month’s stay in New York in late 1933.


  14. Hollywood, California.


  Lugosi and Lillian purchased a brick and stone home at 2835 Westshire after he appeared in 1934’s The Black Cat.


  15. Los Angeles, California.


  The June 1935 phone book listed Lillian Lugosi at 3515 South LaBrea, phone number WE-9-3970. By late 1935, however, the couple lived at 2227 Outpost Drive, located in the Hollywood Hills. The grounds included a guest house, wine cellar, and a waterfall. The home also had a secret panel under its stairwell.


  16. North Hollywood, California.


  Due to his financial troubles in 1937, Lugosi lost his home at Outpost Drive, moving to a house at 3714 Lankershim Drive.


  17. New York City, New York.


  During his New York stay in 1939, Lugosi lived in room 3601 of the Essex House.


  18. North Hollywood, California.


  Beginning in 1941, the Lugosis lived at 10841 Whipple Street. This home, often referred to as the “Dracula House,” became Bela’s favorite residence during the decades he lived in California. Lugosi allegedly said of the house, “It will be called Castle Dracula. It is rustic, odd with iron grille work within and strange birds mounted on the roof.” A piano, a study lined with books, and many paintings on the walls helped the house reflect Lugosi’s interests.


  19. Hollywood, California.


  The tenth edition of Who’s Who in the Theatre (1947) offered Lugosi’s address as 3714 Lankershim Drive. The twelfth edition of the same text, printed in 1952, still listed that address for Lugosi. The house on Whipple Street and the subsequent apartment at Rodeo Lane were actually his residences during the period these books were printed.


  20. New York City, New York.


  While Lugosi lived in New York City during 1950, he first stayed at a hotel on West 64th Street. Later, he and wife Lillian rented an apartment on 55th Street between 7th Avenue and Broadway.


  21. Baldwin Hills, California.


  Lugosi’s address shortly before and for some six months following his 1953 divorce from Lillian Arch was 4601 Rodeo Lane, Apartment 2. The phone number was AX-3-6609.


  22. Los Angeles, California.


  In 1954 Lugosi stayed for a time at 1427 North Laurel Avenue, Apartment 2. The phone number remained AX-3-6609.


  23. Norwalk, California.


  Lugosi stayed for three months during the summer of 1955 in the Metropolitan State Hospital at 11400 Norwalk Boulevard. The hospital released him in August.


  24. Hollywood, California.


  Upon his release from the Metropolitan State Hospital, Bela moved in with his nephew, Béla Loosz, at 1534 North Serrano, HO-5-2241.


  25. Hollywood, California.


  Shortly after his marriage in 1955 to Hope Lininger, Lugosi lived at an apartment on 5620 Harold Way, with the phone number HO-9-5911. Until the time of his death, this remained his residence.


  Agent Listings


  1. Harry Weber


  After first nabbing him a role in Oh, for a Man, Weber’s offices placed both Lugosi and Virginia Sales in Fifty Million Frenchmen in August 1930. Presumably, Weber placed Lugosi in other films of this era.


  2. Collier and Flinn, Ltd.


  After his success in Dracula and Murders in the Rue Morgue, this agency handled Lugosi for a time. The phone number given in one listing for this agency (HO-0111) is curious in that it was listed in phone books as Lugosi’s home number at the time.


  3. John Zanft Agency


  The January 1937 edition of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ Players Directory Bulletin listed Lugosi with this agency. Along with the phone number CR-4181, the agency included the following note: “Dracula led producers to consider Lugosi preeminent solely in the horror field. This is an error. His greatest European successes were accomplished in character roles.” The June 1937 listing gave a new phone number: HE-1893.


  4. William Stephens, Inc., Agency


  By September 1937, the Stephens agency handled Lugosi. The Players Directory Bulletin listed the phone number HO-2231.


  5. Robert Knowlden Agency


  With the phone number CR-11103, this agency represented Lugosi as of March1938.


  6. Hollam Cooley Agency and S. George Ullman


  During most of 1939, this agency claimed to handle Lugosi from phone number CR-5-6161. May, July, September, October and December editions from 1939 list Béla with this agency.


  7. William Morris Agency, Inc.


  This prestigious agency handled Lugosi during 1940, as mentioned in the March and May editions of the Players Directory Bulletin. The same agency represented Lugosi throughout 1941 and the first half of 1942. The agency could be reached at phone number CR-1-6161.


  8. Salkow Agency


  From phone number CR-1-9134, the Salkow Agency managed to find multiple film projects for Lugosi. The Players Directory first lists Lugosi with this agency in August 1942.


  9. Kline-Howard Agency


  The September and December Players Directory gives this agency (phone number CR-6-7055) as Bela’s representative. The same agency handled Lugosi throughout 1944 and most of 1945.


  10. Management, Harry E. Edington, Gerard B. Cloutman, Associate


  From November 1945 until mid-1946, Lugosi let this outfit represent him from phone number CR-1-6239.


  11. Virginia Doak Agency, Inc.


  During mid-1946 through Lugosi’s signing a contract with Don Marlowe in October 1947, Doak marketed Lugosi’s talents, though with no real benefit. Apparently few calls rang at her HI-0714 phone number. Upon signing with Marlowe, however, Lugosi encouraged Doak to continue trying to get work for him.


  12. Don Marlowe Agency


  After Lugosi signed a contract with Marlowe in October 1947, listings soon appeared in the Players Directory Bulletin. In January 1948, Marlowe’s phone number was HO-8422, though for the rest of 1948 the number became CR-4-6211. By January 1949, the phone number again had changed, with its newest incarnation as GR-8367.


  13. Bertha Klausner


  While staying in New York, Lugosi allowed Klausner to represent his talent from 130 East 40th Street, phone number Murray Hill 5-2642. The August 1950 Players Directory offered her name as handling him.


  14. Herdan-Sherrill Agency


  This agency, with Lou Sherrill in particular pushing Lugosi, turned up in the November 1953 Players Directory as representing the actor. The 1954 Players Directory Bulletin also gave this agency’s name, with the phone number CR-1-5236.


  15. Ed Wood


  Though never appearing in any official listings as representing Lugosi, Wood attempted to find work for the actor as early as 1954. Initially, the young transvestite filmmaker ran into a few skirmishes with Bela’s agent Lou Sherrill. By the time Lugosi went into the Metropolitan State Hospital, as well as upon his release, Wood acted alone as Lugosi’s manager.


  



  3. Lugosi in Court


  1. Divorce from Ilona Szmik. Budapest, Hungary. July 17, 1920.


  While in Berlin, Lugosi received a telegram informing him of divorce proceedings between him and his first wife. The hearings were held on July 17, 1920, at the Fifth District Court of Budapest, 14 Alkotmany Street, Second Floor, Room Seven, at 9:00 A.M. Judge Medwezcwesky presided over the proceedings, which Lugosi did not attend. The court ruled in favor of plaintiff Ilona Szmik.


  2. Inspector’s Interrogation During Primary Alien Inspection. Immigration Services, Ellis Island, New York. March 23, 1921.


  The following represents questions asked of Lugosi and the answers he verbally offered. These answers would have been translated, and, given the active nature of the Immigration Service at that time, the errors that follow could be the translator’s or the result of the speed at which Lugosi was processed. The spelling and grammar are duplicated from the original, and Lugosi’s answers are given in italics.


  
    Name?Bela Lugosi


    Age?Thirty-eight


    Marital Status?Single


    Calling or Occupation?Sailor


    Able to


    Read?Yes


    What Language?Roumanian


    Write?Yes


    Race or People?Roumanian


    Last Permanent Residence


    Country?Italy


    City or TownTrieste


    Nearest Relative or Friend in Country from whence Alien Came?No one


    Final DestinationNew York City, New York


    By Whom was Passage Paid?Member of Crew (meaning Lugosi was a crew member of the Graf Tisza Istvan)


    How Much Money in Possession?$100.00


    Whether ever in United States before?No

  


  
    Will Alien Ever Return to Country from Whence He Came?No


    Length of Stay in U.S.?Permanent


    Intends to Become a U.S. Citizen?Yes


    Ever in Prison or Almshouse, Insane asylum, or supported by CharityNo


    Polygamist?No


    Anarchist?No


    Believes in or Advocates the overthrow by Force of U.S. Gov’t?No


    Coming by Solicitation or Offer of Employment?No


    Whether Alien was previously Deported this Year?No


    Condition of Health, Mental & Physical?Good


    Deformed or Crippled?No


    Height?Five feet, ten inches


    Complexion?Dark


    Colour of Hair?Brown


    Colour of Eyes?Black


    Country of Birth?Roumania

  


  
    Town of Birth?Lugos

  


  3. Lugosi vs. Hubert Henry Davis. Municipal Court of the City of New York, Borough of Manhattan, Third District. New York City, New York. May 21, 1924.


  Producer Irving Davis (real name Hubert Henry Davis) contracted Lugosi to direct The Right to Dream, a stage play. Davis quickly fired the Hungarian, claiming he was unable to function in that capacity. Plaintiff Lugosi’s breech of contract lawsuit called for a jury trial. Yet after the defendant mentioned the actor’s fabricated connections and misrepresentation of his talent, the jury members cast their votes in favor of Davis.


  4. Notice of Levy Against Personal Property of Bela Lugosi. New York City Marshal. New York City, New York. October 1, 1924.


  Due to the $65.16 in court costs from his unsuccessful suit against Hubert Henry Davis, Lugosi eventually had to sell some of his belongings to free himself from debt.


  5. Divorce from Ilona von Montágh. New York City, New York. November 11, 1924.


  Plaintiff Ilona Lugosi brought action against defendant Béla Lugosi before Judge William P. Burr on October 24, 1924. Ilona Lugosi’s attorney appeared to present her verified complaint. The proceedings were tried under “Cat. No 1936/1924,” with the County Clerk’s Index Number being 28365/1924. The interlocutory judgment on default included the charge of adultery against the defendant with the stipulation that he could not remarry “any other person during the lifetime of the plaintiff except by express permission of the Court.”


  The charge and stipulation were a standard part of the form, filed on February 13, 1925, the first action since the entry of the interlocutory judgment. The only changes made on the paperwork were the deletions of the decrees for the custody of the children (since there were none) and for the monetary compensation of the plaintiff by the defendant.


  6. Divorce from Beatrice Woodruff Weeks. Reno. December 9, 1929.


  The Associated Press picked up the story of Weeks’s divorce plea from Reno, alleging Lugosi was temperamental to the extreme. “Mrs. Lugosi indicated he had a violent temper which he displayed toward her and the servants,” the San Francisco Chronicle claimed. Furthermore, he was “sullen and morose,” and “unable to cast aside his irascible part of the role [Dracula] when he entered his home.” While staying at Reno’s Riverside Hotel, Weeks testified to the divorce court on December 9, 1929. She mentioned she was in no need of money and expected none from Lugosi.


  Shortly thereafter, Lugosi commented, “I cannot see what use a Reno decree would do us.” The actor also mentioned he was entitled to part of her fortune but simply did not want it.


  Along with a front-page announcement in the Chronicle (titled “Wife of ‘Dracula’ Star Says Role Carried Too Far”), the New York Daily Mirror featured a cover story on November 5, 1929. The less-than-reputable paper entitled its exposé, “Lugosi Wins Heart of Clara Bow, Says Second Wife, Seeking Divorce: Film Star’s Secret Love Is Revealed.” The Daily Mirror claimed its story was an exclusive, coming to the paper when Weeks filed for the divorce on November 4.


  The article itself called Lugosi a “Hungarian Count,” and quoted Weeks as having said, “He slapped me in the face because I ate a lamb chop which he had hidden in the icebox for his after-theatre, midnight lunch. ‘If you want lamb chopsbuy your own,’ my husband said.” Weeks also claimed Lugosi demanded her checkbook and keys to her safe deposit vaults. She also spoke of his poor manners, with the Mirror adding that the “actual breaking point came where her husband elaborately furnished his own bedroom, afterward informing her that if she didn’t care to equip her own, she could sleep on the floor.” She supposedly “fled” the apartment at that point.


  Topping off the Mirror’s exclusive was the “news” of Lugosi’s impending wedding to Clara Bow, who was then involved in a divorce from entertainer Harry Richman. “I don’t know when they will be married,” Weeks said. “But before I left my husband he told me he and Clara had been engaged; that they had agreed to remain away from each other a year to test their love.”


  Though the Daily Mirror’s story should not necessarily be taken as the complete truth, Weeks did obtain her divorce. After the first few articles, however, the press devoted almost no attention to the mat-ter.


  Weeks died at age 34 on May 20, 1931, having been plagued by pulmonary disease and a drinking problem. Her last days were spent in Colón, Panama, to seek relief in the warm climate. The estate she left behind, valued then at some $50,000, became divided through a will filed on May 26, 1931, in the superior court. Milton J. Ferguson, a former California state librarian, received $6,000, with the remainder placed in trust. One-fourth of the net income went to Ida F. Searles of Columbus, Ohio, one-fourth to Claire Weeks Roberts of San Jose, California, and one-fourth to Marian P. Woodruff of Atlantic Highlands, New Jersey. The Regents of the University of California and the Board of Trustees at Stanford received the remaining quarter of the trust income.


  7. Naturalization as a Citizen. Los Angeles, California. June 26, 1931.


  Lugosi originally submitted a Declaration of Intent to become a U.S. Citizen in 1928, claiming his last foreign address to be Berlin and that he had emigrated aboard the Graf Tisza Istwan (more accurately the Istvan) from Trieste, Austria, a port city that was declared part of Italy after World War I. Mentioning Austria is not necessarily a mistake, however, because although Trieste was traditionally Italian, Austria had laid claim to it for some time, using it as an outlet to the Mediterranean. Furthermore, he claimed to have arrived at New Orleans on December 4, 1920, though in reality the Tisza docked on October 27.


  Agent O.A. Pixley completed Lugosi’s later petition, dated June 11, 1931. Witnesses testifying on his behalf included Joseph Diskay (a singer living at 672 Lafayette Park, Los Angeles), Bertalan Rakasi (of 545 South Coronado Street, Los Angeles), and Irving Adler (an optometrist of 807 Boston Street, Los Angeles). Lugosi claimed friendship with the three since March 1926.


  Lugosi enrolled in a special course to pass the citizenship exam and no doubt felt pride in his success. This issue did arise again in January 1933, however, as Murray W. Garsson, special assistant secretary of labor, conducted an investigation to determine the status of foreign actors in U.S. films. On January 24, Lugosi declared his status, with the press noting “Actor Shows Citizenship.”


  8. Bankruptcy Petition and Financial Difficulties. Los Angeles, California. 1932.


  On October 14, 1932, Lugosi appeared in court and filed for bankruptcy three days later (#19,639 H) to the Honorable Rupert B. Turnbull. In addition to Lugosi’s signature as the Petitioner, attorney Frank H. Love, a notary public, signed the paperwork. Among Lugosi’s possessions were four suits of clothing and “miscellaneous haberdashery, etc.” located at 4534 North McCadden Place, Los Angeles, as well as $500 equity in furniture purchased under lease contract from Barker Brothers at Seventh and Figueroa in Los Angeles.


  His initial liabilities, totaling $2,965.50, were made up of the following: $1,000 to Alexander and Oviatt for merchandise purchased between September 1931 and August 1932; $318 to the Dow Limousine Service for transportation during 1931 and 1932; $175 to Fred Bergman at the Union Oil Building for “goods and wares”; $165 to The Cast; $143.81 for various merchandise to the Central Hardware Company; $80 to the General Directory; $59.67 to the Bonded Tobacco Company; $235 to tailor Eddie Schmidt; $60 to dentist Raymond Beebe; $35 to E.T. Remmen; and $140 to Dr. Maxwell Fields. Additionally, he owed the Roth Furniture Company $34.15; Wolf’s Market $99.77; Mildred Shneider $115 for services rendered in May and June 1932; $150 to Mrs. Karl Biehl for unpaid rent from 1926; $150 to Mrs. Charles Rowland for a personal loan dating from 1926; and $5 to the Pacific Patrol.


  His debts to the Wolf Brothers grocery, to Raymond Beebe, and to Bonded Tobacco of New York were initially greater than the aforementioned amounts. Partial payments had lowered them to their above figures, with all three bills settled on January 30, 1933, by the court. In addition to these claims, his former maid Lulu Schubert demanded $700 in unpaid salary. The IRS was knocking on his door for $65.56 as well. Another $700 suit came for rent on his apartment at 2643 Creston Drive. Each of these three was added to his petition.


  The latter action, entitled W.W.F. Cavanaugh, Plaintiff, vs. Bela Lugosi, Defendant, was numbered as case 301253 in the Municipal Court of Los Angeles. Frank Love signed another amendment to Lugosi’s bankruptcy papers on February 10, 1933, for the $3,731.06 alleged liability. In regard to the additional amount given by the plaintiff, Lugosi admitted having signed a one-year lease with M.T. and Sadie Willard on October 21, 1931. Yet, he went on to point out that the lease at Creston Drive (officially Lot 13, Block 5, Tract 7, 011, Sheets 1 to 6 inclusive of Maps, in the County Recorder’s Office of Los Angeles) had been mutually canceled between the two parties and that he had surrendered the property to the owners. Thus, Lugosi claimed he didn’t actually owe the additional amount.


  Following the October 17 filing and additional petitions officially of the twentieth and twenty-second, the first meeting of creditors was announced for November 7. As of October 28, Lugosi had been notified to appear at the meeting, and the court filed an affidavit of the mailing notice to him. At the meeting itself, William I. Heffron became the trustee. The following day Heffron’s $100 fee was filed, as was his own report of Lugosi’s exempted property. On January 12, 1933, Heffron’s “Return of No Assets” form was filed, and shortly thereafter he fixed January 30 as the final meeting of the creditors. The meeting continued on March 1, after which Lugosi’s exempt property was confirmed and Heffron was discharged.


  Lugosi signed the “Petition for Discharge and Order Thereon” on November 9, 1933, with the line he added under his name striking vigorously through the printed word Bankrupt. This paperwork led to a January 2, 1934, hearing at 10:00 A.M. in the Los Angeles Federal Building. Judge Harry A. Hollzer formally discharged Lugosi for his debts and claims at the time of his October 17, 1932, filing, inclusive of the later amendments.


  9. Divorce Proceedings Filed by Lillian Arch Lugosi. Los Angeles, California. August 1944.


  The Los Angeles County Clerk’s Office filed Lillian Lugosi’s suit on August 17, 1944, as D264947. The complaint was extreme cruelty (a standard term used in California divorce paperwork at the time), and the form mentioned the case as Lillian Arch Lugosi vs. Bela George Lugosi. The Americanized “George” is inaccurate, as well as a reflection of Bela Lugosi, Jr.’s middle name. The two had separated the previous day, with the paperwork claiming that the cruelty had occurred for more than one year prior to the filing. Attorney Delvy T. Walton acted as Lillian’s legal adviser.


  The Lugosis’ property was listed as a house (10841 Whipple Street, North Hollywood), furniture, “fixtures and equipment,” two Buick automobiles, life insurance, war savings bonds, funds in a joint bank account, and “other personal property.” Lillian asked $500 a month support, breaking it down to $330 for herself and $170 for her son. To offer reasons of her need for alimony, she mentioned she had not worked since 1932 and that Lugosi’s monthly salary was in excess of $2,000. An estimate of his 1943 earnings exceeded $24,000.


  Lillian and Bela Jr. moved to her sister’s home in Los Angeles, and the court ordered Lugosi to appear on August 28, 1944. His lawyer, Philip L. Wilson, Jr., asked for a postponement until October 3. The court placed a restraining order on Lugosi, apparently due to the paperwork, mentioning, “If not restrained, defendant threatens to and will dispose of certain personal property of the parties.” Meanwhile, newspapers announced the separation of the couple after their 11 years of marriage with headlines like WIFE SUES THE MONSTER.
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  The actor with a portrait of his fourth wife, Lillian. After almost divorcing in 1944, the two finally ended their marriage in 1953.



  By November 1, 1944, however, William S. Baird dissolved the restraining order. Lillian herself moved for a dismissal of the suit on March 8, 1945. The marriage survived, but only for another eight years.


  10. Divorce from Lillian Arch Lugosi. Superior Court of and for the State of California and County of Los Angeles. Los Angeles, California. July 17, 1953.


  On June 3, 1953, several newspapers ran articles mentioning that Lillian Lugosi had filed a divorce suit the prior day. Cruel and inhuman treatment were the charges, though the complaint filed gave no details. The Los Angeles Times commented that the couple was negotiating a property settlement, but Lillian asked the court to award her all community property if no agreement could be reached. Lillian also asked for $50 a month child support and $1 a month token alimony for herself. The document prepared by attorney Algerdas N. Cheledan, claimed Lugosi was not a “fit and proper person” to have custody of their son.


  The two signed the property settlement agreement on May 28, 1953, thus making the Times’s remark regarding Lillian’s request for all property if “no settlement is reached” out of date. Lillian received the 1947 Buick Roadmaster, and Lugosi agreed to continue payment on two Continental Casuality Company life insurance policies without changing the beneficiary on either. Lugosi also agreed not to use either policy as collateral or to take further loans against them after $2,000 then owed was paid. Face values on the policies were $5,000 and $10,000.


  Stephen Arch became the exclusive agent for both in regard to the lots owned at Lake Elsinore, California. Any sale of the lots required the written consent of Bela and Lillian, with the proceeds to be split equally between them. The lots were as follows: 10, 11, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 3, 4, 5, 1, 2, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, and 27, Block D, Rancho La Laguna, Lake Elsinore, County of Riverside. Lugosi and Lillian each relinquished the rights to the inheritance of the other’s estate, with Lillian waiving claims to any alimony as well.


  Lugosi himself failed to appear on June 24 at the court as ordered in a summons served him on June 9 at the 4601 Rodeo Lane address. He finally appeared on June 30.


  The Honorable Samuel R. Blake presided over the testimonies presented on July 17. In addition to Lillian being sworn in, Valeria Springer testified on her behalf. The property agreement was admitted, and Blake quickly awarded Lillian her divorce. She received custody of Bela Jr., with Lugosi given the right of reasonable visitation. An investigation of Lugosi’s earning capacity made Blake decide not to order child support at that time. Lillian’s $100-a-week salary as a bookkeeper then exceeded Bela’s income. The Los Angeles Daily News added that Lillian did her best, however, to prevent the court from holding Lugosi responsible for child support. “I know if conditions change Bela Lugosi will support his son without any order to do so,” she told Blake. An order for future support was handed down, however, in the event Lugosi’s financial situation changed. The clerk entered the case as D-152510.


  Again the newspapers grabbed the story, turning it into LUGOSI TERROR, WIFE CLAIMSGETS DIVORCE and DIVORCES JEALOUS DRACULA. The articles claimed Lugosi had stalked his wife, continually checking on her activities. “He was extremely jealous,” Lillian testified. “He kept me under his thumb 24 hours a day. He’d listen in on an extension phone when I talked to my mother; he checked up on me when I went to the dentist’s office; he charged me with infidelity.”


  The marriage finally ended, though the papers incorrectly noted Lillian as Lugosi’s third wife. In reality, she had been his fourth. The Los Angeles Herald-Express erroneously claimed his first had been a countess. In the end, Bela and Lillian’s years together, beginning with a 1933 elopement, constituted Lugosi’s most lengthy and important marriage.


  11. Voluntary Appearance Before Superior Judge Wallace L. Ware. Psychopathic Ward of the Los Angeles County General Hospital. April 22, 1955.


  Judge Ware set up this hearing to consider Lugosi’s plea for commitment to a state hospital for a cure from drug abuse. Lugosi had entered the hospital asking for rehabilitation on April 21, but at first the staff thought he was a crank or mental patient pretending to be the famed actor. He told physicians that a private sanitorium where he had been a patient advised him to turn to the county hospital. The hearing was held in the psychopathic ward because Lugosi was “too ill to go into court.” He signed the necessary papers for the rehabilitation in advance of the hearing, in hopes that Ware would be agreeable. The hospital allowed him to remain overnight to offer his testimony on April 22.


  Lugosi “clearly and resonantly” explained to Ware how he had become addicted to morphine due to pains in his legs. He related that the injections had begun in 1935. He also related that the morphine was used as medication. While Lugosi did not go to the black market to obtain it, he did claim to have smuggled methadone into the country after a tour of Great Britain in 1950. Physicians initially did not reveal the actual drugs to the press, announcing “they are not strong narcotics, but barbiturates.” Another newspaper account oddly claimed that he was “not a narcotic addict, however, and that he has been using a narcotic for perhaps twenty years.” A hospital counselor described Lugosi’s condition as “fairly good, and is able to get around.”


  The actor also mentioned, “I was afraid to enter the hospital and I was afraid to go home. I knew I would start on the drugs again at home, and I didn’t know what kind of treatment I would get at the hospital.” Expressing his gratitude to Dr. James E. McGinnis, head of the hospital’s psychopathic division, Lugosi added, “Everybody is trying to do everything they can to bring me back to life.”


  Ware ordered Lugosi’s commitment to the Metropolitan State Hospital at Norwalk for a minimum of three months and a maximum of two years. Following this, Ware verbally applauded the actor. “The Court wants to commend you for this very courageous act of yours. It is commendable that you have come forward voluntarily wanting to cure your addiction to the use of drugs. After all, you are only 72 years of age. And it will be wonderful to get well and live the rest of your life as you should.”


  12. Last Will and Testament of Bela Lugosi. Signed January 12, 1954. Filed September 26, 1956. Admitted to Probate October 18, 1956.


  Lugosi appointed Steven S. Weisman of Los Angeles to be executor of his last will and testament. In the event of more than $2,000 or more cash in his estate, Bela bequeathed that exact amount to his nephew, Béla Loosz of Los Angeles. If less than that amount existed in his estate, Lugosi desired Loosz to receive two of the lots at Lake Elsinore that he and former wife Lillian jointly owned. In that event, Weisman was to negotiate with Lillian to secure sole ownership of certain lots, with her being sole owner of the remainder. All the rest of his property went to his “beloved” son, Bela Lugosi, Jr.


  Newspapers varied in their accounts of Lugosi’s worth at the time of his death. A clipping from The Hollywood Citizen News printed a quote from attorney John F. Sheffield, who mentioned the estate was worth “about $4,000 or $5,000, including $1,900 cash, some real estate and paintings.” By late September, newspapers mentioned the estate’s worth as something closer to $2,900, again citing the cashbut estimating the real estate at only$1,000.


  Furthermore, under probate law Bela Lugosi, Jr., had to share the property with Hope, who, because she had married Lugosi after the will was written, was not mentioned in the document. She became administratrix of the estate, with her appointment being approved by Judge Clyde C. Triplett. In order to fill the position, Hope posted a bond of $2,000. This was Probate Case No. 382,569, with the Decree of Distribution entered on May 21, 1959. The court discharged Hope Lugosi of her duties on June 8, 1959.


  13. Lugosi vs. Universal Pictures Co. Case 877975. Superior Court of the State of California for the County of Los Angeles. Los Angeles, California.


  Rather than acting, Bela George Lugosi, the actor’s only son, became an attorney in Los Angeles. He once described to the press his plans to focus on business law, even joking, “Having Bela Lugosi as a criminal lawyer would be a little too much, wouldn’t it?”


  In the early sixties, the fledgling attorney spotted an Aurora model kit of his father as Dracula for sale in a department store. Later, he noticed other examples of Lugosi on various productsall commercially licensed by Universal Studios. His legal background helped him quickly grasp a possible infringement on Lugosi’s image.


  After examining the contracts Lugosi signed with Universal, Lugosi Jr. strongly believed that the studio did not retain the right to his likeness for such products. He and Hope Lugosi engaged the Los Angeles firm of Irwin O. Spiegel to represent their case. They soon discovered that Universal began licensing Lugosi’s image for such products during 1960.


  On March 6, 1964, Hope filed a petition to reopen the probate of Lugosi’s estate because the original order of distribution spoke only of the personal property specifically referenced without consideration of any unmentioned property. Joseph S. Dubin, attorney for the studio, filed objections to the petition on the grounds that there was no property right vested in Lugosi upon his death, that if such a property right existed it could not belong to the estate or be a part of probate proceedings, that there was no Lugosi estate “then in existence subject to further administration,” and that no property was found belonging to such an estate.


  The court ordered the estate of Lugosi to be reopened on April 29, however. By September 16, 1965, the court decreed distribution of “all property of the estate and all causes of action belonging to the estate, whether described therein or not.” One half went to Bela Jr. and the remaining half to Hope. On October 20, 1965, an order for final discharge was made, with the case itself filed on February 3, 1966.


  The exact wording of Lugosi’s 1930 Dracula contract with Universal became important in the events to follow. The right granted to the studio the “right to photograph and/or otherwise produce, reproduce, transmit, exhibit, distribute, and exploit in connection with the said photoplay any and all of the artist’s acts, poses, plays and appearances of any and all kinds hereunder, and shall further have the right to record, reproduce, transmit, exhibit, distribute, and exploit in connection with the said photoplay the artist’s voice, and all instrumental, musical and other sound effects produced by the artist in connection with such acts, poses, plays and appearances. The producer shall likewise have the right to use and give publicity to the artist’s name and likeness, photographic and otherwise, and to recordations and reproductions of the artist’s voice and all instrumental, musical, and other sound effects produced by the artist hereunder, in connection with the advertising and exploitation of said photoplay.”


  This convoluted legalese became the basis for the Lugosis’ claim. The contract for Dracula gave Universal the right to use the actor’s image only in connection with the promotion and exploitation of the film. No merchandising rights were granted, and the Lugosis believed that children’s jewelry, pencil sharpeners, and “monster old-maid card games” could not be characterized as the promotion of a film not even in general release. The plaintiffs claimed that Lugosi’s right to his likeness was demonstrated by Universal’s 1936 attempt to obtain a letter of permission from Lugosi to use his image for the film Dracula’s Daughter. Minimum damages of $25,000 were sought.


  Universal Studios, the defendant in this landmark case, contended that through Lugosi’s contracts it had secured all rights to his portrayal of Dracula. The defense also attempted to prove that such rights, even if they had belonged to Lugosi, could not be passed on to heirs in the same manner as tangible property. Moreover, Universal claimed that Dracula might be exhibited on television, and thus the kites, shirts, and other products featuring Lugosi’s image should be seen as being in connection with the photoplay’s exhibition.


  The idea of likeness itself became important, with the plaintiffs pointing out Lugosi’s creation of an original image. They claimed Universal persisted not in marketing a generic Dracula, who had been portrayed by others like John Carradine, Lon Chaney, Jr., and Christopher Lee, but a very distinctive Lugosi. The Hungarian had, of course, worn little makeup and had portrayed the role as early as 1927 on the stage. Witness Alex Gordon pointed out that this “image” of Lugosi, in full Dracula regalia, became a part of other, nonUniversal horror films like Return of the Vampire, Spooks Run Wild, and Vampire Over London.


  The plaintiffs suggested that the right Lugosi retained in the 1930 contract was not a right of privacy. Rather, it was a right of property that, upon his death, descended to his heirs. This property had been approved for use in the film Dracula’s Daughter through a written agreement in 1936. Lugosi’s only other contract with Universal concerning the character of Dracula was for Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein in 1948. This agreement was never provided by Universal, probably due to its loss in an earlier flood of studio files. Since statuettes of Lugosi as Dracula were commissioned by the actor himself, the plaintiffs inferred that the missing 1948 contract must not have altered the rights given by earlier agreements.


  The Memorandum Opinion of Superior Court Judge Bernard S. Jefferson stated the following: “It is this court’s holding that Bela Lugosi’s interest or right in his likeness and appearance as Count Dracula was a property right of such character and substance that it did not terminate with his death but descended to his heirs. Plaintiffs have established that they are the beneficiaries of such property right by distribution under Bela Lugosi’s will.”


  The idea that the merchandise could promote television broadcasts of Dracula didn’t affect Jefferson’s decision. This was due partially to the testimony that the photoplay “might” air commercially. Also, the plaintiffs were able to show that most of the products in question were mere likenesses of Lugosi in costume and did not include references to the film itself.


  Several earlier court cases were cited throughout the trial, such as Zahler vs. Columbia Pictures, Fleischer Studios vs. Ralph Freundlich, Capitol Records, Inc., vs. Erickson, and numerous others. Lugosi vs. Universal Pictures Co., however, had no real predecessors. Attorney Irwin Spiegel pointed out that “Judge Jefferson’s decision is a first instance ruling (after trial) in California that a performing artist has a protectable ‘property’ right in the incidents of his personality, such as his likeness, name, etc.; and it is a landmark decision in American jurisprudence (and possibly Anglo-American jurisprudence) that such incidents are descendable to a deceased performer’s heirs under the laws of interstate succession and transmissable to them by Will.”


  The plaintiffs were entitled to recover damages from licensing agreements made by Universal for a period of two years prior to February 3, 1966. Though an interlocutory judgment was filed on April 21, 1972, the final judgment didn’t come until July 9, 1974. The plaintiffs were awarded a total of $72,993.86.


  Universal Studios appealed the trial court decision to the District Court of Appeals, which overturned the earlier decision. Suddenly, Lugosi was seen unable to transmit any such rights to his heirs. His name and likeness were also seen as part of the public domain. This new ruling found the Lugosis petitioning the California Supreme Court. They claimed the case needed to be considered not only because of Lugosi’s rights, but also due to the broader issues the case involved. The Court accepted the case in August 1977.


  On December 3, 1979, the Court, in a 43 decision, upheld the District Court of Appeals’ decision. Lugosi did not have exclusive commercial rights to Dracula, nor could he pass them on to his heirs. Universal Studios won. A 58-page dissenting opinion by Chief Justice Rose Elizabeth Bird argued that the studio had actually infringed upon the rights of the deceased actor. Justices Mathew O. Tobriner and Wiley W. Manuel agreed with Bird.


  Yet Justice Stanley Mosk asked in his concurring opinion, “May the descendants of James and Dolly Madison recover for the commercialization of Dolly Madison confections?” An opinion by Justice Lester William Roth proclaimed, “After Lugosi’s death, his name was in the public domain. Anyone, including (his heirs), or Universal, could use it for a legitimate commercial purpose.” Along with Mosk and Roth, justices William P. Clark, Frank C. Newman, and Frank K. Richardson agreed that Lugosi’s image was not a transmissable property.


  In 1972, Time magazine pronounced “Dracula Lives!” after the Lugosis’ success. By December 4, 1979, newspapers read “Lugosi heirs lose ‘Dracula’ Suit.” Justice Mosk himself wrote “Lugosi rises from the grave twenty years after his death to haunt his former employer.”


  Additional information on the court cases can be found in the USC Law Library’s 1973 bound volume of Lugosi vs. Universal Pictures Company: Memorandum Opinion and Post Trial Brief. Further records can be obtained in Volume 25 of the Reports of Cases Determined in the Supreme Court of the State of California, bound in 1979 by Bancroft-Whitney of San Francisco.


  By the nineties, Bela Lugosi, Jr., would himself be licensing Lugosi’s image as the “Lugosi estate.” He also became a representative for Ron Chaney and Sara Jane Karloff, the respective heirs of Lon Chaney and Boris Karloff. Furthermore, Lugosi Jr. involved himself in other entertainment cases, including a Three Stooges case in which heirs of “Curly Joe” DeRita and Larry Fine sued the heirs of Moe Howard over revenue from merchandising.


  



  4. Lugosi in Politics


  by Frank J. Dello Stritto


  At different times, Bela Lugosi’s political life saw intense activity, though rarely has it been discussed in any lengthy way. One of the few sources to tackle the subject was Robert Cremer’s Lugosi: The Man Behind the Cape (Henry Regnery, 1976). However, a thorough examination of the issue yields various questions and conclusions on his two major eras of political activity.


  The first, when he was in his midthirties, was immediately after World War I. Hungary, like all of Eastern Europe, was in chaos. The collapse of the Hohenzollern, Habsburg and Romanov dynasties left much of Europe’s population without their age-old leaders and governments. A rich brew of extremists moved to fill the power void. Lugosi summed up the period in a 1943 interview with The Boston Globe, recalling, “You stand a good chance of being hanged.” For decades his reminiscences were the only record of that period of his life, and he generally shaded the truth to suit the prevailing political winds.


  Lugosi’s second political period came during World War II. His native Hungary, which he had not seen for more than 20 years, was no longer in the grip of chaos but of Nazi fascism. No more was Lugosi a struggling actor but a world-famous movie star, whose name and presence could attract thousands to his cause. He used that fame generouslyand, in retrospect, perhaps imprudentlyin aiding the cause to free Hungary from Hitler. In 1943 Lugosi told the Boston Herald, “I am an avowed Roosevelt disciple and I think without a doubt the President is the greatest outstanding personality of the day. I am a firm believer in his ideas and ideals, and you can put that down in spades.” A few months later he described himself to the San Francisco Chronicle as an “extremely liberal democrat.” That characterization intrigued right-wing, conservative watchdogs in the United States who labeled Lugosi a Communist and dogged him through the last years of his life. Those years began with the Hollywood witch-hunt for leftists and ended with Russia’s brutal suppression of the Hungarian Revolution, less than three months after Lugosi’s death in 1956. Whether the red-baiting of Lugosi prevented him from capitalizing on his brilliant success in Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948) or otherwise robbed him of acting jobs when he needed them most can only be speculated upon.


  A study of Lugosi’s early life clearly suggests what attracted him to the political left. He was by nature a soft touch for anyone in need, anyone he could help, and thus he instinctively sided with the downtrodden. He would often offend or alienate those in powerfrom studio bosses and theater managers who controlled his career, to governments on both sides of the Atlantic which could imprison, exile, or execute him, to his own father.


  István Blasko, like his youngest son, Béla, was an ambitious man who often overextended his resources. And, like his youngest son, he controlled his home and family with the firm grasp of a dictator. Young Béla rebelled against the discipline and inflexible regimen of his father. At a tender age Lugosi announced his desire to become an actor; István promptly dismissed such absurdity. In 1894 Lugosi left his father’s house and never returned. For years Béla eked out a survival existence as a miner’s apprentice, riveter, and engineer’s apprentice. Though later in life Lugosi seemed a born patron and patrician, he retained vivid memories of his years of hardship and knew well the lives that most of his audiences led. In the United States, he would often wax poetic on Hungary’s system for training and promoting actors, but he bristled under the entrenched seniority system for his whole tenure with the Royal and National theatres.
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  Along with multiple other guests, Lugosi offered a speech to crowds at this “mass meeting” in 1943. Unlike some events at which he spoke, this “Action to Liberate Hungary” rally seems to have had no links to Communism. (Courtesy of Frank J. Dello Stritto.)



  Thus were the forces that shaped Lugosi’s politics: an opposition to autocratic control, going back to his rebellion against his father, as well as a keen appreciation for the underside of life, arising from the desperate, preteen years on his own. Rounding out these experiences were a compassion and empathy for anyone who needed his help, a genuine sense of duty that belied his self-indulgent lifestyle, and feelings of inadequacy over his lack of formal education. These traits led him to many selfless acts, but also made him a pawn for those with more savvy.


  Arguing politics was a popular pastime for actors who crowded the Budapest cafes before and after performances. Lugosi partook in these “debates,” but his first overt political action was joining the Austro-Hungarian army in 1914 at the outbreak of war. As a member of the National Theatre he was exempt from military service, but apparently he never considered any course but defending his homeland. Two years and three wounds later, a presumably disillusioned Captain Lugosi was discharged. He unhappily returned to the autocracy of the National Theatre. The war ended, empires collapsed, and revolts erupted. Lugosi was now poised for a very brief and very costly adventure in politics.


  A brewing discord within the Hungarian film industry sparked Lugosi’s entree. Artists and technicians made the films; distributors controlled them and reaped most of the profits. A similar labor-management standoff surfaced in the theaters. Lugosi became a leading voice of the actors. Compared with the fledgling Marxist-Leninists whom every labor dispute attracted, Lugosi was practical and free of dogma, rising quickly in the movement. In late 1918 he formed the Free Organization of Theatre Employees. A few months later, he expanded it into the National Trade Union of Actors, which embraced film and theater artists. In March 1919 he galvanized his fellow artists at a conference of industry activists with a stirring speech that called for a mass demonstration. That same month he led the demonstration and shortly after published a very “red” manifesto in the May 15 edition of the Szinészek Lapja (The Actor’s Page).


  Hungary was in upheaval in the aftermath of war and the collapse of the Habsburgs. These heady months gave Lugosi the “lead role” in labor movements that the Budapest Theatre autocracy had for years denied him on stage. He was thoroughly sincere in his actions but was as much playing a role as advancing political goals. As in any role, the actor was performing to another’s purpose. How much Lugosi then knew or cared about Communist influence in the organizations he founded and promoted is unknown. The Communists, headed by Béla Kun (18861937), took power in April 1919, only days after the actors’ demonstration. Ousted was Milhály Károlyi, head of the short-lived Hungarian People’s Republic. Lugosi initially welcomed one of Kun’s first acts, the nationalization of the film industry. Kun would hold power for less than four months, during which time he unsuccessfully tried to stamp his extremist brand of Communism on a country not yet reconciled to postwar realities. As a force in the actors’ union, Lugosi had a rather privileged position under Communist rule, but when Kun’s “Red Terror” affected his own comrades, he protested.


  Kun was soon gone, replaced by Miklós Horthy (18681957), an admiral (of which land-locked Hungary produced very few) and as far to the right as Kun had been to the left. “Red Terror” became “White Terror”Kun supporters and fellow-travelers were in danger. One story claims that on a late night in August 1919 Lugosi and his wife, Ilona, buried themselves beneath a load of straw in a cartand escaped across the border into Austria. Thus ended Lugosi’s plunge into politics.


  How did Lugosi choose to remember and portray those exciting, terrifying, and disastrous months of 191819? A year later, en route to the United States on an Italian freighter, he boasted of his past to his shipmates and was shocked to find hostility among them. His soon tempered his memories. After he gained fame in the United States, he often commented on his part in Hungarian politics to many interviewers and publicists. In 1928 he told the San Francisco Call, “I am an exile from Hungary, you may know, as I was a follower of Károlyi in the revolution.” The San Francisco Examiner reported that “Lugosi was one of Count Károlyi’s lieutenants in the Hungarian revolution of 1918, and during Károlyi’s brief control Lugosi was the government’s minister of the theatre.” None of this is true. Though Lugosi corresponded with his fellow exile at least through the forties, he was never associated with Károlyi in Hungary. The mass demonstration that Lugosi led in 1919 was in fact against Károlyi’s government. By shifting his exile one year back to 1918, Lugosi avoided the implication of Communist ties.
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  Discussing world events with editor Louis Rittenberg. (Courtesy Frank J. Dello Stritto.)



  Through the thirties and forties, Lugosi maintained that he fled the “royalist” terror. The pressbook for White Zombie (1932) quotes him as saying, “The Royalists regained control of the government, and whenever they could find a member of the Károlyi party, they proceeded to hang him. And so I decided to go away from that place, I had no desire to attend such a necking party.” Again, not quite trueHorthy was no more a “royalist” than was Hitler. The quote is perhaps a publicist’s creation, but the wording is very much the way Lugosi spoke in English. This version continued in information distributed by Lugosi’s publicists. The pressbook for Black Dragons (1942) contains an article “Actor Escapes Execution at Hands of Royalist Enemies,” which again describes Lugosi’s ministry under Károlyi, the return of the royalists, who “in subsequent reprisals hanged 12,000 of the Károlyi followers.” By invoking “Károlyi” and “royalists” rather than “Kun” and “reactionaries,” Lugosi could hope to win his audiences’ sympathy and avoid any implication that he was further left than any lover of democracy.


  Though in the United States Lugosi was never shy about recounting his version of his political past, the harrowing experience that cost him everything left its scars. In the midthirties, Lugosi supported the union movement that led to the Screen Actor’s Guild, but only clandestinely. The consequences of his 1919 foray into politics weighed heavily upon him when the same muses called 20 years later.


  In 1926 a general pardon by the Horthy regime made Lugosi’s return to Hungary possible. However, perhaps Lugosi was ambivalent about visiting a homeland that had changed drastically under the man who drove him into exile, Miklós Horthy. Horthy’s brutal elimination of his opposition gave Hungary political stability, but the twenties and thirties were decades of grinding poverty for the country. As Hitler would do in Germany, Horthy blamed the hardships on war reparations, using the conditions to promote aggressive but costly foreign policies to regain territories lost after the war. Inflaming nationalism further enabled him to suppress political radicals and ethnic minorities.


  Horthy of course gravitated toward his kindred dictators, Hitler and Mussolini, with whom he was allied in all but name. At the outbreak of World War II, Hungary was officially neutral, but definitely proAxis. Cooperation with Hitler restored some of the coveted territories to Hungary, but at a terrible cost. Thousands of Hungarians perished on the Russian front fighting with the Nazis. Thousands more faced the horror of deportation and death camps when the Nazis finally occupied Hungary in 1944.


  Through the thirties, Lugosi was a reigning patron and leader of the Los Angeles Hungarian community, which at the outbreak of World War II was about 10,000 strong. Hungary declared war against the United States on December 13, 1941, two days after Germany’s declaration and only six days after Pearl Harbor. Lugosi, like hundreds of celebrities, immediately joined the war effort and the resistance to fascism. He did the usual rounds at war bond rallies and found a particular nichegiven his screen imageat blood drives.


  To a degree, Lugosi attempted to use the war effort to change his public image in his never-ending struggle to shed the “Dracula curse.” His studio publicity dutifully reported all his civic activities, building a benevolent, fatherly image around them. In the press releases, he often praised the democratic ideals of Franklin Roosevelt, who had been born the same year as Lugosi. “He is constantly extending a helping hand to someone,” wrote one of his sheet biographies circulated to newspapers in cities where he appeared. “There is a Hungarian proverb which says you can’t receive with a closed fist, and that has been part of his philosophy for life … Lugosi is a true believer in the democratic principles of our country. Abraham Lincoln is his political ideal. There is a definite Lincolnian air about the strongly civic-minded Lugosi and his activities.”


  Lugosi’s controversial activities during the war were his support and leadership of antifascist organizations. In 1942 Lugosi’s publicity claimed that he had formed in Los Angeles the American-Hungarian Defense Federation “for the battle against the so-called ‘new order.’” Nothing was heard of this organization again, which may only have been a name coined at a particular rally. He was also a member of American-Hungarian Relief, Inc. His chief affiliation was as “national president” of the Hungarian-American Council for Democracy. The HACD was formed in the summer of 1943 with allegedly strong backing from the Communist Party of the United States (CPUSA).


  Lugosi’s own publicity described the HACD as “the central organization of Americans of Hungarian descent behind the war effort of our country. At the same time, helping the people of Hungary in their fight against the Nazi-fascist oppressors. This council advocates that Nazism be wiped out everywhere, and by the people and for the people a truly democratic government must be established all over the world for the everlasting peace and prosperity of the United States and rest of the world. There is a genuine cross-section of the Hungarian American population, which under the leadership of Lugosi is standing behind this patriotic movement: college professors, workers, doctors, lawyers, businessmen, farmers, and manufacturers trying to turn Hungary against the Nazi enemies and thus shorten the war, to aid the people of Hungary in writing their own bill of rights, and to help in creating peace and happiness for all mankind.”


  The years 1943 and 1944 became two of the busiest of Lugosi’s career, and thus his later claims to have been a mere figurehead of the HACD are probably correct. As an honorary president, he would have appeared at events and signed various solicitation letters. In the 1990s, with the breakup of the Soviet Union and the release of new information from Moscow itself, the CPUSA’s role in such organizations as the HACD becomes clear. Undoubtedly, the CPUSA immersed itself during World War II in a variety of patriotic and special interest groups opposing the Axis powers. Undoubtedly, these movements received support and guidance directly from the Soviet Union. Available information shows that few supporters or organizations such as the HACD knew that the CPUSA was involved in conspiracies and espionage for the Soviet Union.


  Could Lugosi have been so utterly unaware or uncaring about the type of people he was associating with? In his interviews and publicitywhile praising Roosevelt and drawing parallels to Lincolnhe occasionally refers to himself as an “extremely liberal democrat” working for “100% ideal democracy.” What did he mean? Also, there is the conscious avoidance in his publicity of what really happened in Hungary in 1919. There is also the heavy involvement of Eugene and Alfred Neuwald in the HACD, both of whom werefactually or notwidely acknowledged as Communists. Many Hungarians accepted Lugosi’s later denials of Communist affiliations; many others did not. As the defeat of the Nazis became more certain and as the Soviet Union dropped the pretense of liberating Eastern Europe to emerge as its oppressor, those in league with the Communists came to be viewed as America’s enemy within.


  On July 17, 1944, the New York Daily News published a column by political writer Frank C. Waldrop entitled, “Why Are They Shy?” an exposé of Communist-affiliated committees headquartered at 23 West 26th Street in Manhattan. That address later became the national headquarters of the U.S. Communist Party. The same month radio commentator Henry J. Taylor blasted the HACD as a Communist front; many other political writers probably did the same. “Some of them aren’t pinks,” Waldrop wrote, “they are blushing Reds. But all of them are very, very shy of identification of their true colors. Wherever possible, they speak of themselves as ‘democrats,’ using the small ‘d.’” The article mentions Orson Welles, Charlie Chaplin, Paul Robeson, and Bela Lugosi. “Right next door to Robeson at No. 23 is the celebrated movie murderer and child-frightener Bela Lugosi, performing as president of the Hungarian-American Council for Democracy.”


  In actuality, Lugosi was rarely in New York during the war years, and certainly was not there in the summer of 1944. But the HACD had offices at 23 West 26th, and Lugosi’s name was on their letterhead. He may have visited their offices in April 1944, when he toured the Eastern seaboard in Arsenic and Old Lace and spoke at a “liberate Hungary” rally. The rally itself was hardly a pure Communist front, for the other speakers included a U.S. congressman, a rabbi, and a Protestant ministerall of whom outbilled Lugosi in the announcement poster.


  A month before the Waldrop column, Lugosi wrote a letter to Milhály Károlyi, then in exile in London, whom Lugosi probably met for the first time when Károlyi visited Hollywood in 1930. The letter mentions Lugosi’s HACD work, but there is no hint of leftist conspiracies or hidden agendas within the council. Lugosi’s association with Károlyi would be cited as proof of his leftist leanings. Károlyi himself was definitely a socialist, but as the title of his autobiographyFaith Without Illusionsuggests, he had no misapprehensions about Soviet-backed Communists. After all, Kun’s Communists had toppled Károlyi from power in 1919 (Kun himself later perished in Moscow during Stalin’s purges of the 1930s).


  A fair assumption is that Lugosi resigned the HACD presidency shortly after the Waldrop article, for mention of the organization in his publicity stops in mid-1944. In 1945 his only political act was signing a petition to President Roosevelt to block the deportation of labor leader Harry Bridges, who had been prominent in the longshoremen’s union movement. Bridges’s deportation was ordered due to his alleged Communist ties. He vehemently denied the charge, battling against the order throughout 1945. Whether Lugosi thought he was supporting a fellow leftist or a fellow victim of red-baiting is debatable. Publicity supporting Bridges was foolish if Lugosi had anything to hide, and courageous if not.


  The year 1947 saw the hearings of the House Committee on Un-American Activities. Lugosi’s wartime activities escaped any direct citation made by the committee, but undoubtedly inquiries were made regarding him. Despite his own request that the HACD be investigated, Lugosi’s involvement was not forgiven. The January 28, 1949, Magyarole Vasarpja (a church weekly) ran this notice, based on a rumor that Lugosi was returning to Hungary: “Adieu, Mr. Dracula! We read in December issue of the Budapest Kisujsag: ‘Bela Lugosi, the Hungarian actor, who lived in Hollywood for the last twenty years, has written to his sister here at Budapest and advised her that he is coming home for a visit. At the time Lugosi left Hungary he went away because he was expelled from the National Theatre on account of his radical leftist attitude. For twenty years he has not come back!’ Thus, the chairman of the so-called Hungarian-American Council for Democracy, Dracula Lugosi, is proven by a Budapest paper that he is not democratic but extreme leftist, that is, Communistas we always knew it. We hope he will have such a good time with the Matyas Pakosis that he will never wish to come back to America, which is denounced there as imperialist and inferior.”


  The Reverend George Borshi, secretary of an organization called the Hungarian Reformed Federation of America, submitted the article to the Senate Judiciary Sub-Committee on Immigration and Naturalization. The sub-committee was then holding hearings on foreign-born political subversives and was considering their denaturalization and deportation. In addition to the Reverend Borshi’s testimony, Lugosi is mentioned four times in the massive hearing’s transcript. Alfred Neuwald confirmed Lugosi’s role as national president of the HACD, and three other Hungarian-Americans described in broad terms Lugosi’s Communist links.


  Whether legal action against Lugosiwhich could have stripped him of his citizenship and led to his deportation and to his imprisonment if he ever lied to the governmentwas considered beyond the hearings is unknown. The hunt for subversives in Hollywood would run its course through the early fifties. These years were dismal ones for Lugosi’s career. Did his documented ties to Communists ever affect his ability to get work? Is an unofficial blacklisting at all responsible for his inability to follow up on his surprise success in Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948)? The answers are unknowable, since the blacklisting was often a gentleman’s understanding among producers and watchdogs.


  Of course Lugosi had a myriad of health and personal problems that readily explain his lack of employment, but the suggestive evidence that a blacklisting was in place is great. Ironically, Boris Karloff, who would make two films with the comedians, was the one to profit from Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein. With the exception of The Black Sleep (1955), Lugosi never again worked for a recognized studio. Lugosi had influential Hungarian friends in Hollywood, such as Michael Curtiz and Joe Pasternak, who might have thrown work his way, but they never did. Friends would always give him handouts, but only those outside the Hollywood system like Ed Wood or Alex Gordon associated with him professionally.


  Was Lugosi in league with the Communists or an altruist used by them? Could Lugosi have been any more prudent or cunning in managing his political life than he was in managing his acting career? Could political subversives have exploited him as easily as the Hollywood studios? In his life, Lugosi ignored a military exemption to plunge into the bloodbath of World War I, ignored or offended the power brokers of his industry to pursue the life he enjoyed, and ignored the politics of anyone who claimed to be fighting for Hungarian freedom. He always paid a terrible price for such ignorance.
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