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Foreword

THIS IS A HARD INTRODUCTION TO WRITE. Thirty years ago, when I started as a film historian, early Hollywood was dismissed as a place of sin and sacrifice, a modern Sodom and Gomorrah. One author called it Hollywood Babylon. I thought this obsession with the lurid overshadowed the important and often remarkable work being done at the time. In my first book, I tried to highlight the creative achievements of a vast number of astonishingly gifted individuals. But, as with any human endeavour, there was undeniably a dark side to the community, and Frederica Sagor experienced it to the full. Working women were not valued in the twenties and thirties to the same extent as they are today, and ambitious men often treated them disgracefully.

This is a story that will make you angry. A similar story could probably have been told by many women in many industries at the time. I know of another manuscript, written by a woman of roughly Frederica’s age, that tells of her attempt to become an art director. She was allowed to design an important set for Clarence Brown’s The Signal Tower (1924). She showed such flair that she was chased back to the ranks and spent the next four decades as a script girl.

Coincidentally, it was Clarence Brown’s career that Frederica Sagor did so much to promote. Brown is celebrated for the films he made for Garbo and for The Yearling (1947). His silent films were among the finest of the period. When Frederica heard Universal was going to let him go—and he was by far their best director—she fought the decision and bought a story ideal for his talents, The Goose Woman, by Rex Beach.

The title may mean nothing to you, but it means everything to me. Forty years ago, when I had just started out as a film collector, I saw this title on a list from a film library in Coventry. I bought the eight reels on 16mm for twelve pounds, sight unseen. When I carried the parcel to my parents in the country and showed it for the first time, it confirmed all my hopes for the era I had adopted with such enthusiasm. Here was a picture with a first-class story, made with an innate sense of cinema, an intelligent pictorialism, and it was totally unknown. I considered it far superior to some of the accepted “classics.”

When I first met Frederica, I had no idea she was the film’s godmother. But then I had no idea whatsoever about her career. I was drawn to her because she had worked in silent pictures, and I could not have known that she had been given such a rough time. Nevertheless, what you are about to read is authentic. I may not agree with some of her opinions, but there can be no doubt that her story is important and should be as firmly on the record as the more traditional tales of triumph and achievement. This story is as fascinating as any tale of Academy Awards and million-dollar grosses, and it is all the more significant because of its rarity.

Frederica takes us through a turbulent era—“the best of times, the worst of times.” She had great courage and was a staunch supporter of unpopular causes. Could one say, after all the evidence of this book, that the only cause she failed to support with the same implacable determination was her own?

Kevin Brownlow
London
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Prologue

AT A HOUSE PARTY IN NOVEMBER 1988, I happened to meet an eager young writer named Sidney D. Kirkpatrick. Fascinated by Hollywood’s lurid past, especially the silent era, he had just written a bestseller, The Cast Killers. I met him again a few weeks later, at Dutton’s Bookstore in Beverly Hills, where the youthful author-celebrity was enjoying his first book launching and where I stood in line (something I had never done before) with the rest of the autograph seekers. When it came my turn, he wrote on the flyleaf of my book: “To Frederica: who paused a few moments to teach a young author some new tricks. My very best, Sidney D. Kirkpatrick.”

That “pause,” in truth, had been an entire evening of intense interrogation. When Sidney Kirkpatrick discovered my distant past, that I had been a Hollywood screenwriter during the twenties, thirties, and forties, he completely monopolized me for the rest of the evening, ferreting out every last detail of that almost forgotten time.

It so happened that The Cast Killers was about King Vidor and how he had solved the murder, after sixty years, of another great film director, William Desmond Taylor. In 1922, when the murder was committed, I was a tenderfoot in Universal’s New York story department. The murder was a juicy scandal, and the newspapers had a field day. There were rumors of coverups. The head of Paramount Studios was said to have burned a bundle of Taylor’s papers in the fireplace, as the police looked the other way; a well-known actress reputedly searched his house for letters she claimed were hers. The cast of suspects included the actress Mabel Normand, a possible drug addict; the beautiful ingenue Mary Miles Minter; and Mary’s domineering mother, Charlotte Shelby. All were thought to have had clandestine affairs with the slain director, a philanderer and playboy of the silent era, and it was generally believed that he received his just deserts when he was shot to death in his Los Angeles bungalow by an unknown assailant. Back in 1922, this had been heady, titillating stuff for an impressionable neophyte in the film business, and I remembered it well. And, as Sidney Kirkpatrick learned in the course of our discussion, I remembered a lot of other things well, too.

“Do you know Kevin Brownlow?” he asked me suddenly, as if everyone connected with the film business knew Kevin Brownlow. I had never heard of him. Since I had been removed from the celluloid scene for over forty years, Hollywood film historians or Hollywood anything were of little interest to me. “No,” I replied, “who is he?”

I soon learned all about Kevin Brownlow. Within weeks of my meeting Sidney, Kevin set himself on my trail and insisted I grant him an interview. This man was responsible for well-known documentaries on Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton, as well as another on Harold Lloyd. His book about Hollywood, The Parade’s Gone By, had received rave reviews.

It was Kevin Brownlow who convinced me to write this book. He felt that I knew things no one else did and that I could tell stories as no one else could—and with credentials like his, I could scarcely argue. So I took pen in hand and began to set down my life in Hollywood as I remember it.

Now, when you reach the august age that I have and try to remember what has happened in your life, you have a lot of ground to cover. I lived through two World Wars, the Great Depression, the McCarthy era, and eighteen different presidencies. Later, when I was well into my eighties, and after the death of my husband, I made two long, searching trips to Russia to visit the homeland of my parents. In all, this story deals with frustration, disillusionment, and heartache—times perhaps best left to lie fallow or not remembered at all. Certainly that is how I felt in 1950 when at last I bid farewell, without tears, to the Hollywood screen industry that had so entangled and entrapped me in its web of promises. I was determined then to forget and go on to other pursuits. I did, and never looked back—until now


Chapter 1

FAMILY ROOTS

MY MOTHER WAS A GRADUATE of Moscow University in the early 1880s. She had also been a piano student at the Moscow Conservatory of Music and aspired to be a concert pianist until Anton Rubinstein, who was head of the conservatory and one of her teachers, told her that her hands were too chubby, her fingers too short, for her to hope for a soloist career. Another of her teachers, just beginning his career, was Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky. Mama treasured two small autographed pictures of these great artists, and they alone adorned her bedroom bureau until I fell heir to them.

My ever-practical mother turned, instead, to the profession of midwifery, a highly respected profession then. She received her training in Germany and later boasted that, in fifteen years of practice, she never lost a patient.

In addition to her native Russian, Mama spoke fluent German and French. When she later came to America, she learned to speak Yiddish from living in Jewish neighborhoods and shopping in Yiddish butcher and grocery stores. But English was another matter. She never mastered it, although she tried very hard.

“Your devilish language,” she would say in Russian, “the spelling never makes sense. In Russian, a word is spelled the way it sounds and has one meaning. In English, a word is seldom spelled the way it sounds and has so many different meanings.” In later years, when miles separated us and we had to correspond, she wrote her weekly letters phonetically, and I cherished every misspelled word.

In the 1880s in Russia, the Romanov dynasty was flourishing with the backing of the decadent Greek Orthodox Church. Revolution was in the air but successfully controlled by the powerful regime. My father had come to Moscow to meet with university students engaged in revolutionary activities. One of the students was my mother, and that is how they met. She was twenty-five years old then and considered herself an old maid. But my handsome six-foot, two-inch father changed her mind, even though he was a Jew and she was not.

Papa came from a provincial town called Zagorsk, not far from Moscow. His name was Zagorsky (son of Zagorsk). It was anglicized to “Sagor” when he came to the United States. After marriage, my mother and father lived in Moscow with her parents. Her father raised and trained horses for the nobility and military. He was also an opera buff and loved music. (One of his sons, Sasha Litvinoff, was an outstanding violinist—among the first to play the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto in concert. He later became a conductor and, after the revolution in 1917, left for Denmark to become head of the Danish orchestra.)

While living in Russia, my parents, Arnold and Agnessa Zagorsky, had three daughters: Vera, Sonya (Sophie), and Luba (Lilly). Then one fine day, Russian officials decided that, because my father was a Jew (and a revolutionary), he and his family could no longer live in Moscow. My mother, faced with the prospect of leaving her beloved Moscow and moving to a small town in a Jewish settlement, stoically refused. If they couldn’t live in Moscow, then they would live in America—where there was freedom to live anywhere you wanted, without fear of the secret police watching your every move. And she dispatched my father posthaste to New York to find a new life for us.

And so it was, three years later, that Ellis Island witnessed the reunion of my mother, my three sisters (ages four, seven, and nine), and my father. Papa was now in the curtain business and “making a living,” as they put it in those difficult days of struggle. He had an apartment ready on the lower East Side. It was on the top floor of a rundown three-story walkup. My intrepid mother took one look around and would not allow her children to sleep there until she had washed down the walls and floors with carbolic acid.

After one week in America, she donned her palerina (a heavy, lined, blue cape with a hood made for Russian winters) and resumed her career as a midwife. In those days, for the munificent sum of ten dollars, a midwife attended her patient during the birth of the baby and provided one week’s postnatal care. Mama always claimed that she knew more about childbearing than the average doctor—especially when it came to hygiene. American doctors, she said, arriving in their horse-drawn buggies, came to the bedside of patients without a thought of washing their hands. Only my diminutive mother, all four feet, six inches of her, arms akimbo, defied them. She had a pot of boiling water and soap ready, and they had to scrub to the elbows and then don a white gown that she had sewn for the purpose.

Mama’s practice mushroomed, and she soon had more work than she could handle. In addition to working, she sewed all her children’s clothes and never failed to have a hot lunch on the stove waiting for them to heat up when they came home from school. Dear Papa was never a moneymaker, and household expenses were barely met until my sisters began to teach, years later. The first thing my mother saved for was a piano—a secondhand upright Knabe that she bought for twenty-five dollars. The piano lessons for Vera and Sophie were twenty-five cents each, twice a month. The teacher was a dapper young Russian immigrant, a Mr. Danielson. Later, when he came up in the musical world, Jacques Danielson achieved the distinction of becoming the husband of Fannie Hurst, the famous novelist and short story writer. Mr. Danielson (he was always Mr. Danielson to us) was especially proud to have been the teacher of my gifted sister, Sophie, who he turned over to the noted Rafael Joseffy for launching as a performing artist. Yes, my mother was a terror in what she was able to accomplish. I like to think that her only daughter to be born under the American flag and christened Frederica Alexandrina (Freddie for short) inherited some of her extraordinary get-up-and-go.

I was born in a coldwater railroad flat on 101st Street near Madison Avenue on July 6, 1900. My mother was her own midwife with the help of my oldest sister, Vera, who was then seventeen. It was early afternoon; Papa, of course, was at business. There was no time to call the doctor, so Mama delivered me herself.

“Another girl,” she said softly, shaking her head. “Your Papa will not like that. He wanted a son.”

Dear Papa, how he had hoped for a son when I came along! Four daughters. But as I grew up and became more interesting to be with, he tried to reconcile his disappointment because he recognized almost from the start that I was different from my matriarch-dominated sisters. As I grew older, I was ever ready to challenge and defy my austere mother, who would never listen to the other side of the story and whose favorite word was “Nyet.”

It was Papa who bought my Easter and school outfits downtown at Hester and Grand Streets on the lower East Side. Jewish merchants had their retail stores there, one next to another, and often stood in the doorway with a long hooked pole to pull in a passing customer. When finally I found the coat or dress I wanted, the haggling began. And they haggled to the last penny over the price of the garment I wanted so much. Those were moments of genuine terror for me as Papa and the merchant argued back and forth. Finally Papa, taking me by the hand, would prepare to leave the store. I was always sure he would lose the battle and I would lose the coat or dress I wanted. But Papa always won, for the merchant was sure to come running after us before we could enter another store.

On these expeditions, always made by the “elevated,” Papa would give me a penny, which I inserted into a vending machine on the platform. The inserted penny would bring the magic return of a neatly wrapped stick of chewing gum. “Don’t tell your Mama,” Papa would laughingly caution. Another secret we shared was my first visit to a nickelodeon. There was one at the corner of 110th Street and Fifth Avenue. We had to stand in the back, for the place was packed. Papa posed me on his shoulders so that I could see. The picture? Hazily, I recall it was Sampson and Delilah. We came in at the end, as Sampson was tearing down the temple. Of course, I was too young to know what I was looking at. After Sampson, we saw a picture about Indians fighting the white men on the western plains. This was a subject to which I could better relate. Again, there was the admonishment from Papa: “Don’t tell Mama.” And I never did. It was nice having secrets from your Mama with your Papa.

During the summertime, my father and I would go for rides on the open-air electric streetcars, which had replaced the horse-drawn cars I could only vaguely remember. On a sultry summer day, it was a luxury to cool off, and, for a nickel, you could escape from the heat of the city and experience the wind running through your hair. You could breathe and not gasp for breath the way you would if you were still in your apartment in the city We’d go to the end of the line, wherever it would take us. Few people got on or off because most people were on for the same reason we were, for a summer excursion, not every week, just once in a while. My mother never went along because she didn’t like that sort of thing and she always had “other things” to do around the house.

In addition to the streetcars, my father would take me on the train to places outside of New York such as New Rochelle and Mamaroneck and Peekskill. We’d go various places where he had his tailor customers, and he’d show me off to them; one client was Mr. Resnick. Good God, how does that name still stick in my memory? I was always so proud of my father. I was small for my years, and he was tall, dark, and handsome (and bald-headed; he went bald when he was nineteen). I was his pet. In later years, I would take the same trains alone, to New Rochelle in particular, and lose myself in the countryside, reading and writing in my journal. I was a loner then.

In 1900, there was no electricity, only gas and kerosene lamps. No telephones. No automobiles. We had no steam heat, no hot water. We had to heat the water for our baths, which we took in the kitchen in a big tub near the pot-bellied stove. It was called a railroad flat because it was all in a line—one room leading into another: kitchen, bedroom, bedroom, water closet (no bathroom), dining room, and parlor, which was the only room that looked out on the street and got some sunlight.

But the Sagors soon changed all that. They came up in the world and moved to 1480 Madison Avenue at 102nd Street, a modern apartment in every sense of the word. It had three airy bedrooms (one facing the street), a bathroom with a bathtub, a kitchen with a gas stove, a dining room with a dumbwaiter, and a large parlor big enough for the Knabe concert grand we now acquired. It wasn’t long before the gas lamps were turned into electric globe fixtures, and we experienced the marvels of having electricity. “A miracle,” Mama called it. In time, too, we acquired a wall telephone that had to be cranked and that Mama, brave soul that she was, mistrusted and was afraid to use.

Central Park was practically at our back door. Every day when I was little, weather permitting, my mother would wheel my carriage to Ninety-first Street and Fifth Avenue, to the Carnegie mansion. The big iron gates would open as the splendid carriage with its black, prancing horses drove out for the millionaire’s morning ride in the park. Sometimes Mrs. Carnegie was with him, but mostly he was alone. And, do you know, he never failed to tip his hat to my mother and wave to me. Recently, I spent several weeks in New York at a bed-and-break-fast apartment on Ninety-first Street right off Fifth Avenue. Mr. Carnegie is long gone. My mother is long gone. But the Carnegie mansion is still there in all its glory—copper fittings on the pipes in the basement and the faucets in the bathrooms. All I had to do was close my eyes and remember …

Besides the Sagors, there were two other tenants on the fourth and top floor of 1480 Madison Avenue: Mr. Gallagher the policeman (Mama liked that, for it meant security) and the Siebels from Odessa—from Russia. The Siebels were really two families—three Rubins and five Siebels, all adults. Rose Rubin was also a fine pianist, a scholarship student of the eminent Lambert. When I was eight and confined to my bedroom with scarlet fever, Rose would treat me to a Bach-Scarlatti concert every day because she knew that I listened through the walls, and Bach and Scarlatti were my favorites. Mrs. Siebel was something else. She liked to visit and talk across the air shaft. Even though she spoke good Russian, she was the bane of Mama’s life because Mama had no time for idle gossip—in Russian or otherwise. If Mama had a spare hour, she cherished it to read one of the Russian magazines to which she still subscribed. One of these was The Neva. The magazine serialized a novel by Gogol, and Mama could hardly wait for the next installment to arrive. Mrs. Siebel was the first women I ever saw smoking. She was never without a cigarette dangling out of the corner of her mouth. Her fingers were stained with nicotine. I thought her very decadent. Nice women did not smoke openly then.

Fourteen-eighty Madison Avenue boasted one tenant who became famous. Two floors below us lived Alma Gluck and her husband Barney. The lovely songstress from Rumania was just beginning her vocal career but was already achieving rave notices for her beautiful soprano. When finally she reached the top, she divorced Barney and married Russian concert violinist Efrem Zimbalist. The press made much of the love match and the acrimonious divorce (Barney was a bad loser).

Many of my childhood memories involve music and musicians, undoubtedly because I was immersed in it almost from birth. My sister Sophie, in particular, shared my passion. The family liked to recount how, as a six-year-old, I attended a recital she was giving and called out from our box, “Mistake!” when she happened to make one. My first piano teacher, Sophie took me to all her favorite keyboard concerts from the time I was five years old—Carnegie Lyceum, Steinway Hall, Carnegie Hall. I heard such famous women pianists as Fanny Bloomfield-Zeisler, Theresa Carreño, Guiomar Navaes, Myra Hess, as well as male greats such as Sergie Rachmaninoff, Josef Levinne, Vladimir de Pachman, Paderewski, Ossip Gabrolowitsch, Harold Bauer—and greatest of them all, Josef Hofmann. After the last encore, with the palms of our hands still tingling from the ardor of applause, the lights would dim and the appearance of the piano movers on stage would finally convince us that the concert was over. Sophie and I would dash over to Schirmer’s Music Store to buy the music, especially the concertos: Schumann, Grieg, McDowell, Brahms. At home on our Knabe grand, we would duet, with Sophie playing the orchestral part and her little sister carrying the piano solo. What a time that was!

My oldest sister, Vera, had her wedding at 1480 Madison Avenue. The only thing I remember about that occasion was the terrible disaster that befell a huge platter of prunes rolled in powdered sugar and stuffed with nuts and dried apricots. I had been impatiently waiting to taste them all day. Right before dessert was to be served, however, the chandelier in the dining room started swinging wildly back and forth, and plaster began raining down on the table. The stamping feet on the roof were those of our irate neighbors from below us, giving notice that it was midnight and we were interfering with their slumber. The prunes were ruined and had to be trashed. I was only seven then, but to this day I still lament those luscious, untasted—and discarded—prunes.

Our oldest friends in New York City were the Joffes. Mama had delivered three of their children. We didn’t have many friends, but the Joffes were particularly close to our family and we to them. We celebrated birthdays together and visited frequently. Solomon Joffe, an actuary at a life insurance company, and his wife had four children, a boy, Julian, who was in college, two daughters who were schoolteachers, and one little daughter, Sonochika, who was five years old when tragedy struck their family.

Sonichika was the apple of her parents’ eye. In 1918, when the Spanish influenza struck, the family took every precaution to keep her safe, to keep her from falling victim. Whenever family members reentered the house, they would change their clothing, shower, and completely sanitize themselves to keep from bringing in any infection from the outside. They worried constantly and did everything they could to protect the little girl. Despite all their precautions, she was stricken, as were many others in that dreadful epidemic. Mrs. Joffe never completely recovered from the loss of little Sonichika. Though the influenza did not touch my family personally, I have vivid memories of that tragedy.

Come spring—every spring—I came down with chills and high fever. Malaria. In delirium I was always floating on a cake of ice, crying out, “Mama, Mama, save me, save me!” It was the opinion of our Russian family doctor, Dr. Eva Dembo, that the cause of the malaria was the mosquitoes breeding in the man-made lake of Central Park.

Dr. Dembo was most impressive. A large woman, she wore a high-necked shirtwaist with a man’s tie and a mannish suit and hat. Her hair was cropped short. She had a deep voice. She and another lady doctor, Dr. Fanny Abramovitz, had been living under one roof and practicing medicine together for ten years or more. At the time, Dr. Eva Dembo was my role model and clinched my decision to become a doctor when I grew up. This conviction was sidetracked, but only temporarily, by seeing Max Reinhardt’s spectacular production of The Miracle, a great play about a novice entering a convent to devote her life to being a bride of Christ. I was overwhelmed with the moving religiosity of the play and decided to become a nun instead of a doctor. As I garbed myself in white raiment and viewed my reflection in the mirror, I rather liked the role and, positive that I would make a very good nun, began attending Mass with a Catholic friend. My agnostic mother did not approve of my new aspirations, but I went anyway until I became suspicious of a young priest who liked to hold us on his lap and fondle us a little too intimately for comfort. I didn’t dare tell my mother, but I lost my determination to give myself to Christ, and I returned to my goal of a medical career, which I stuck to until I went to college.

When I was nine years old, the family decided to move way out into the country—the Bronx! And in 1909, it was the country. Open fields, clean fresh air, sparsely populated. Large ads in the papers touted the advantages of getting away from the overcrowded city of Manhattan into the big, open spaces. Housing developments offered playgrounds with swings and sandboxes for smaller children and tennis courts and croquet for grown-ups as a lure. Today the same area, the very same area where we lived, Southern Boulevard and 165th Street, is the worst slum area of the borough of the Bronx, full of crumbling, rat-infested tenements, burned-out stores and buildings, gang warfare, and drugs. Through the years, I have seen election campaigners from Bobby Kennedy on down all promise to clean it up; but campaigners, long on promises, unfortunately have short memories once elections are over. It remains an eyesore.

It was while living on Southern Boulevard in the Bronx, in the apartment we occupied over Streng’s Millinery shop, that my sister Sophie met her husband-to-be, Dr. Joseph Smith. My future brother-in-law’s life was a Horatio Alger tale, if ever there was one. At fifteen he had stowed away on a big ocean liner to come to America. Discovered and certain to be returned to Poland, he had been befriended by a young Dr. Lichtenstein on board ship, who took him under his wing and eventually helped educate the boy in his own profession. As the boy’s Polish name was long and unpronounceable, an immigration officer arbitrarily christened him “Smith.” It suited him. A graduate of Johns Hopkins and an early disciple of Freud, Dr. Smith was one of our first practicing psychiatrists. President Roosevelt later commended him for his outstanding war efforts.

I could think of nothing more wonderful—a doctor in the Sagor family! Without my sister knowing it, I managed to read every one of the ardent, beautifully scripted love letters this young doctor sent her, and I prevailed upon her to discard another suitor, a lawyer from Detroit, in Joe’s favor. “Marry him, please marry him!” I implored.

The wedding took place in our home on Southern Boulevard. I remember it well. I was thirteen years old. My cousin Eugenia Schiffrin was visiting us from St. Petersburg at the time. She played and sang a Chopin etude in Russian to the words of Pushkin. In the middle of the song she broke down. She had been recently divorced after an unhappy marriage. Whenever I hear Chopin’s Etude No. 3 in E Major, Opus 10,1 am reminded of that scene.

We had a priest and a rabbi officiate. Sophie was told that if she succeeded in stepping on the groom’s foot as the words “love and obey” were uttered to tie the knot, she would not have to obey. She did not succeed. Try as she would, Joe was too clever for her. Little did I dream that shortly after their marriage, this young doctor would make a brutal, if honest, confession that he really did not care much about the piano and that he much preferred the violin. My shocked and foolish sister closed her Steinway Grand and did not open it again until after her husband’s death, she tearfully confessed to me some twenty years later. “You never know,” she wept softly.

We moved from Southern Boulevard to East 165th Street shortly after Sophie’s marriage. We no longer needed as large an apartment. My sister Lilly and I always shared a bedroom. Our new abode had five rooms, only one flight up. After eight years on the top floor of 1480 Madison Avenue, my mother had had enough of climbing stairs. This was one of those developments with playgrounds and tennis courts. I became a crack tennis player after this early exposure to the game and won many trophies. I attended P.S. 20, an all-girls school that was a good mile away. In winter, we plowed through snowdrifts that seemed as high as we were to get to school, but what fun! We sledded toboggan-style down five hills into the New York Railroad tracks at the bottom of 165th Street. In summer, we walked or took the trolley to Clauson Point or Pelham Bay. I used to wander out there alone, sit out on the rocks until the tide came in, and write poetry or read: George Eliot, Dickens, Thackeray, Victor Hugo, Balzac, Dumas, Zola, de Maupassant, Thomas Hardy, and of course, the Russians Chekov, Turgenov, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky.

P.S. 20 was a good school—so good, I believe, that it spoiled me for high school and even college. The quality of the teachers and the education we received at P.S. 20 simply could not be duplicated. My teachers? Miss Priscilla Zoble for arithmetic, Miss Imogene Ash for grammar, and Miss Brooks for English literature. I can still remember that queenly Canadian blonde reciting Longfellow’s Evangeline, dramatizing those beautiful lines and making the poem real for us:

This is the forest primeval

The murmuring pines and hemlocks

Bearded with moss and in garments green,

Indistinct in the twilight.…

Then there was pretty Geraldine O’Connor for gym, even prettier Betty Smith for domestic science, and old Miss Baxter, who had a touch of St. Vitas Dance (we call it Parkinson’s Disease now), for sewing and hygiene. And “66”—our name for our drawing and music instructor, Miss Ehlers, so dubbed because her two curls in the middle of her forehead made a perfect number 66. When she conducted the Glee Club and sang with us in her cracked alto voice, those two curls would bob up and down in perfect time. P.S. 20 came out at the top in all State Regents examinations. Mrs. Veronica M. Curtis was our venerable principal, and Miss Cora McKinley was her shadowy assistant. The teaching staff was predominantly Catholic even though most students were not.

But the greatest teacher of them all was Miss Lillian Vion, whom I had for history. She especially stands out in my memory because she taught me so much more than historical dates. Lillian Vion told it like it was, and when you realize that this was 1913—before World War I—it is all the more remarkable. She did not mince words about our shameful treatment of the native Indians, the mob hysteria of the Salem witch hunts, our shortchanging of Mexico in the War of 1848, the true facts about slavery and the Civil War, our cycles of booms and busts. She taught us how to appreciate cartoons, especially political ones. She taught us how to read the newspaper from the first page to the editorials and even through the business section.

She took five of us to see D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation when it played the Liberty Theater in New York. We sat in the front row of the balcony, and it is a wonder I did not land in the orchestra. The picture had me on the edge of my seat in riveted attention, leaning perilously over the railing from start to finish. Our assignment was to write our opinion, our reaction to the film. After we did this, she gave us the lowdown. She told us that, while it was a great film depicting the horrors of the Civil War, it was not an accurate picture of slavery. I learned from that lecture that concessions often have to be made in the interest of box-office receipts and prevailing public opinion on slavery, including the opinion of D.W. Griffith, who still wavered on the subject. There were no good slavemasters, she claimed, only better ones, for slavery was totally evil. What a teacher!

“Accept nothing,” Miss Vion would say. “Examine, challenge, think it out for yourself.” Small wonder no teacher could approach her, either in high school or college. I owe so much to that great woman who taught me to think for myself. It was this skill, more than any other, that helped me navigate the rocks and rapids of my future life in Hollywood and live to tell the tale.


Chapter 2

FROM COLUMBIA TO UNIVERSAL

WHEN I WAS SEVENTEEN, I was a freshman at Columbia University, on 110th Street near Broadway in New York City. All the boys I knew were either Over There or about to go Over There to fight Huns and save the world for democracy. Woodrow Wilson, whom I idolized, was president of the United States and was being blamed for getting us into the war by German sympathizers both in and outside Congress. It was not an easy time to be seventeen.

My being a journalism student was a compromise and very much a second choice. From grammar school on, it had been my resolve to become a doctor. I triumphed over four years of Latin, three years of chemistry, two years of German—all requirements for medical school entrance. But, alas, it was not meant to be. Upon graduation from high school, the family—Mama, Papa, and three imperious older sisters—held a council and decreed that I was much too comely and too good a candidate for marriage for them to back me for six years of medical training. It was a shock. I rebelled. If the family would not support me, then I would take a business course and earn my own tuition.

A business course! A job in a business office! That caused real consternation in the Sagor family, especially with Mama, who was the head of that family. Agnessa Litvinoff’s opinion of the American business world was very low, indeed. My three sisters had all gracefully graduated from dreamy, wisteria-vine-covered Hunter College (or Normal College as it was known then) as schoolteachers. Mama was devastated when her youngest, maverick daughter vociferously refused to follow in their footsteps. I was not going to be a rubber stamp, another schoolmarm, no matter how prestigious a profession my mother deemed it to be. And so it was that the family, realizing how adamant I was, offered me a second choice. If not a doctor, what then would I want to be? Since it was unthinkable that I would not go to college and since English had always been my great love, I opted for journalism. It was an acceptable compromise.

I was disappointed, however, with Columbia's journalism course. I had looked forward to college, expecting it to be an exhilarating learning experience. But, as in high school, the teachers were just average. One excelled, a handsome man whom we later learned was homosexual and with whom all of us innocent maidens thought we were madly in love. His name was John Melville Weaver, and he was writing a definitive work on the life of Herman Melville. He was one of those rare birds—an inspirational teacher.

There was another factor that mitigated against my enjoyment of Columbia. I was an outside student, a student who commuted to and from college and did not live in a dormitory or partake of college-life activities, as one should in college. I left home every weekday morning around eight, at the height of business traffic, took the elevated subway at Freeman Station in the Bronx where we lived at the time, changed to the underground subway going to the west side, and exited at 116th Street and Broadway. I was loaded with schoolbooks and a bagged lunch and had to stand and hold onto a strap most of the way. I then repeated the performance at five o’clock. After classes I worked for pin money in the Columbia library, and that extended my day into rush hour going home. College was no fun for me. In fact, I came close to having a first-class nervous breakdown—and would have if my perceptive mother had not recognized that something was wrong. The tears started coursing down my cheeks every day as soon as I came up for air from the underground at 116th Street and Broadway. As the university buildings came into view, I would feel physically sick at the thought of entering and attending classes. I was one miserable, frustrated, confused novitiate, let me tell you. I can still remember the nauseating smell when I opened up my bagged lunch in the Barnard cafeteria. It inevitably ended up in the trash bin after one tiny bite. I was really in a bad way.

“Whatever is wrong with you?” Mama demanded. “You are not yourself. What is bothering you?”

I welcomed her invitation to unload. “I hate Columbia! It’s as bad as high school. Even worse. I’m not learning anything. Here you are spending so much money to educate me—money I know you and Papa need for yourselves—and I’m going to let you down. I’m going to fail! I should go to work, earn money.”

For once, my fantastic Mama understood—it was one of the few times in our lives together she heard me through. “Fredusha,” she said, putting her comforting arms around me, “there’s nothing for you to cry about. Your Papa and I would not be sending you to college if we did not have the money. So don’t worry about it, foolish child. College is new to you now. You’re a little frightened. You’ll see. You’ll study hard and get to like it.”

Mama was right. But not for the reasons she set forth so tenderly that day. Her Fredusha met a red-headed football player from Boise, Idaho, who was also a journalism student. He lived on campus. When he graduated, he would be a reporter on an Idaho paper. Now when I left the subway at 116th Street and Broadway, I had something to look forward to. Mark Baker carried my books. He even rode the subway partway when I was going home, just to be with me. It was his first big crush and mine, too. It was puppy love and all it entailed: secret meetings, holding hands, stolen kisses.

I soon discovered that one was not likely to learn to be a newspaper reporter by reading textbooks and listening to professors. So, during our second summer vacation, I hired out to the New York Globe as an errand- or copygirl—the first female to be so engaged on that venerable paper. At the Globe, I learned how a paper is put to bed, how editorials are written, and how reporters run themselves ragged chasing stories and then rushing back from the field and knocking out their copy—in short, the inner workings, from A to Z, of a big, highly esteemed newspaper. And how I loved being a girl—to paraphrase a song by Rodgers and Hammerstein—even if I was often the butt of sly male humor aimed at making me blush, as I was wont to do then. I was petite with long, dark brown tresses worn in a bun at the nape of my neck, a piquant small nose, and large, brown eyes that missed nothing.

It was that same summer that the Daily News came into being—a tabloid that was the talk of New York because of its radical format aimed at subway-riding readers and others who enjoyed abbreviated, sensational journalism with heavy emphasis on sports. To attract attention, the paper launched a short-story contest; the story selected as best each week won a prize of a hundred dollars. The contest lasted only a few months. On the final day for entry, having some free time in the office, I borrowed a typewriter, knocked out my masterpiece, and got it in the mail by the deadline. The story eludes me now—something about a poor cobbler who falls asleep praying for a miracle and awakens to find the miracle realized. Anyway, it had the required number of words for a short-short story. The incredible happened. I won and received a hundred-dollar check, which I waved around the office before the eyes of impressed colleagues. They carried me around on their shoulders and hailed me as Miss Chekhov of 1918!

But at the Sagor domicile, it was a different story. My literary success elicited outrage, chagrin, and contempt. How could I have lowered my standards so far as to appear in print in a rag like the Daily News? Both my autocratic mother and superior sisters considered it a monumental disgrace, and no amount of reasoning on my part could change their minds. Only my father furtively (because he always deferred to mother) relished the fact that I had earned a hundred dollars so handily.

My last year in college found me more bored and unfulfilled than ever. Two summers of newspaper exposure had not convinced me that this was the field I wanted to pursue, even if I could find employment as a reporter. This was before radio and television, and women reporters were still rare. I had exalted dreams of writing a novel someday. Raised on classics read to me in Russian, I had decidedly caviar tastes in literature.

An advertisement in the New York Times Business Opportunity column caught my attention. The position offered was “Assistant to Story Editor” at Universal Pictures’ New York offices. It had the intriguing ring of promise, importance, and novelty. The next day, I skipped classes at Columbia. I put in an appearance at 1600 Broadway, rode up in the rickety elevator to the fourth floor, and was interviewed for the job of assistant to the story editor of Universal. The editor’s name was John Charles Brownell. He was a dead ringer for John Barrymore, with the same great profile. Fortyish and gentlemanly, he had once been an actor and, in his salad days, had shared diggings with the great Barrymore. He patiently outlined my duties, partly as a secretary, partly as a script reader. I was to assist him in general and would have as much latitude as I wanted to turn the job into anything I wanted it to be. I was hooked. It was a chance to develop, to reach out in a new field. Motion pictures! Fantastic! I took the job knowing full well I would have to leave Columbia before I graduated. I would have to face the fierce Sagor family again.

The fact that my salary was a whopping one hundred dollars a week may have influenced my sisters and father somewhat. A hundred dollars a week was more than my sisters were earning as pedagogues and certainly more than Papa was bringing home. The big salary did not impress Mama, however. Mama did not believe in big salaries, big anything. I do believe Mama was a fervent socialist at heart, and her beliefs rubbed off on me later in life, although I resisted her old-fashioned ideas when I was growing up. In later life I could see where she was right in so many areas, especially her creed that money corrupts and that all one really needs in life is to earn enough for shelter, food, and medical bills. She scorned luxury as such, and all her life she shared what little she had with others who were worse off than herself. The Widow Crockmayer comes to mind—the tea lady who sold tea and coffee door-to-door and had seven children to feed. I bet Mama had more tea and coffee on her shelves than she could have used in two lifetimes.

Since there was no stopping me, the family relented and permitted me to drop out of Columbia. My career in motion pictures had begun. I fell asleep that night with my heart pounding, all my senses aroused in anticipation of becoming assistant to John C. Brownell, story editor of Universal Pictures. The attraction to this handsome man was instantaneous. Up to that time, I had dated boys my own age and found them immature and uninteresting, even if one or two were brilliant scholastically. But now that I was becoming a woman of the world, things would change for me.

Universal proved a faster school of learning in six months than Columbia School of Journalism had in three years. In addition to John Brownell and myself, our department consisted of two full-time and several outside readers. The senior reader was a fiftyish former newspaperman named Bob Rodin, who at one time had been employed by J.P. Morgan and spent several years abroad selecting and buying rare books to fill the Morgan mansion. Bob Rodin was a veritable encyclopedia of literature, motion picture history, and development—almost any subject you could name. He became my mentor and teacher. These men vied with each other, I believe, to fill my personal library with gifts of books: a handsome set of Chekhov short stories and notebooks, a rare edition of Walt Whitman, beautiful editions of Shakespeare’s plays.

These were still the days of silent films. Universal was not yet on a par with Paramount (then known as Famous Players-Lasky) or First National; both had more standing as filmmakers, and both were hot competitors for material suitable for the silver screen. Both paid handsome sums, for those days, for good stories, but Universal was considered chintzy when buying material. There were, of course, literary and motion picture agents handling outstanding authors and their work. The great prize was the galley proof. The company that first got its hot hands on the galleys from the book publishing house stole the march on the others and could buy the coveted property before anyone else had a chance to bid on it. There was much secret under-the-table maneuvering going on with the underpaid publishers’ readers.

I had my own office leading into that of John Brownell. One of the nice things about our offices was that they faced the roof of the Roxy Palace, home of the famous Rockettes. Weather permitting, the Rockettes often practiced their drilled dance routines atop that roof, and we would watch them. One of the annoyances, however, was a friend of John’s who would always barge in, without acknowledging my authority to protect my boss. I complained about him to John, but he dismissed it. He said he was a clever young man, a documentary film writer, who John liked to talk to. So I forgot about it.

I threw myself into my job with boundless enthusiasm, energy, and commitment. Though I was just a secretary, I took home scripts, manuscripts, and other readers’ synopses and read them way past the midnight hours. I even threw fifty dollars of good money away and sent for a manual of How to Become a Screen Writer Put out by the Palmer School of Hollywood and dubbed “The Palmer Method,” it was heralded in full-page ads in the film journals and newspapers and had enough credited sponsors to make it look impressive and authentic. June Mathis was one of the sponsors. That was enough for me. I venerated her for credits on such pictures as The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse with Rudolph Valentino. The Palmer school promised to read and correct your film scenarios. John Brownell gave me the facts when he learned what I had done—too late, alas, to save my fifty dollars. When the alleged textbook of “The Palmer Method” arrived in the mail, it was an obvious moneymaking scheme from start to finish, a fraud, a false come-on for novices like myself.

“If you want to learn film technique,” John Brownell advised, “watch and study motion pictures.”

He accompanied me to the theaters and explained camera shots and techniques of telling a story economically and dramatically. The Strand, the Rialto, the Rivoli, the Capital, the Roxy—they were my schools. I saw every new picture that came out—not once, but again and again. I might see a good picture as many as three or four times, analyzing it, making stenographic notes of sequences, frame by frame; that was the way I learned the techniques to screenwriting.

My favorites were nearly all made by William DeMille, the artistic brother of the showman pretender Cecil B. DeMille, whose spectaculars were all box-office shekel smashes, while William’s fine sensitive pictures just got by. In particular there were What Every Woman Knows (from the play by Sir James Barrie, starring Lois Wilson and J. Warren Kerrigan) and Miss Lulu Betts (from Zona Gale’s fine novel, starring Lois Wilson and Milton Sills and with a sterling script by Clara Beringer). Others included Frank Borzage’s Humoresque from a short story by Fannie Hurst; Deception, with Pola Negri and Emil Jannings, which Ernst Lubitsch directed; a story about Henry VIII and Ann Boleyn, Bluebeards Eighth Wife, starring Gloria Swanson and directed by Sam Wood; and finally, The Covered Wagon, again starring Lois Wilson and J. Warren Kerrigan, and directed by James Cruze. These were but a few of my “textbooks.” Films today may be more sophisticated, come in color, and talk, but when it comes to quality, the 1920s produced some of the best fare in the history of motion pictures.

I was fierce in my passion for this new medium that utterly fascinated me with its possibilities, its potential to entertain so vast a hungry public, its beautiful canvases, its opportunities for excellence. I even found time to collaborate, working at night in the office on an original story based on an idea of Bob Rodin’s called The Orchid Lady—a melodrama and a murder mystery that Bob and I sold for the magnificent sum of fifteen hundred dollars. It was bought by Broadway producer S.J. Selwyn but never made into a film, although Selwyn did fool around with a dramatization for the stage.

I quickly spent my share—$750—on a handsome brown caracal fur coat, purchased on the spur of the moment one lunch hour at a posh furrier’s on Fifth Avenue. I also invested seventy-five dollars on a beauty kit at the newly opened beauty salon of Helena Rubenstein on Fifty-seventh Street near Fifth Avenue. Why I felt I needed those cosmetics, at that age, is a good question, but they seemed crucial to me at the time; and for one week I slathered them on my face, conscientiously following directions as given. After a week, I developed a beautiful rash, and all seventy-five dollars’ worth of Helena Rubenstien were summarily dumped into my office trash basket. Since then, this old girl has never used anything but Pond’s cleansing cream, a good facial soap, and water.

On the same floor with our offices were the film cutting rooms. Daily I encountered a gaunt figure, Erich von Stroheim, who was editing his film Foolish Wives. I would often sit in the cutting room and make suggestions to the half-crazed man, who felt that every foot of film he shot was sacred. He lacked the courage and judgment to part with any of it. Autocratic, unreasonable, and imperious as he was on the set and in the front office, he was simple, sweet, kind, and—yes—even modest, in the extreme, when he talked to the eager young woman with the big, hungry eyes from the story department, who was avidly interested in what he was doing. He had directorial genius—no doubt about that—and he was no mean actor himself, but he over-developed his films and lacked the ability to tell a story economically and dramatically. Hence, the cutting room floor was strewn with thousands of feet of film that never saw the light of day. Von Stroheim always shot enough footage for three pictures, not one. Executives in the downstairs offices tore their thinning hair in desperation—pleading, threatening, exhorting this genius to cut down his masterpiece to size so that it would be acceptable for release in movie houses. Although I recognized the wasteful extravagance of von Stroheim, I also recognized the fierce intensity he had to tell a story in every detail. He was deeply involved in character delineation. Anything that detracted from the full emergence of character development was plain sacrilege to him. The flaws I saw in the man had to do with his basic values. He had cheap ideas about men and women and their relationships. What good does it do to pay attention to detail and character development when your characters are trite and stereotyped to start with? It could be that the trashy stories on which he lavished such effort reflected what he believed to be the taste of the American public. Once cut down to practical release size, his pictures were always box-office successes. So he could have been right. Later he made a film called Greed from the novel by Frank Norris, that was a classic.

I have already admitted my attraction to the story editor of Universal, who hired me to be his assistant. Working with him in close proximity only added fuel to my infatuation. Unfortunately, the attraction became mutual. John Brownell was middle-aged and quietly set in his ways. He had a good marriage of some fifteen years. To have a young, intelligent girl who obviously adored him suddenly enter his ordered life must have been quite flattering. It awakened dormant feelings associated with his wild youth and manhood, when he and John Barrymore had lived together and were deemed the ladykillers of the Broadway theater. We confined our forbidden romance to the office. We did not meet on the outside, except occasionally to take on a matinee picture or play This was a very decent man, John Charles Brownell, and he fought valiantly to contain this situation that could bring nothing but unhappiness to everyone concerned. I must confess I was the aggressor, the predatory femme fatale.

Thanksgiving came. John invited me to his lovely home in Mamaroneck. I did not want to go, but he insisted that I come. He arranged for one of the men in the publicity department, Tom Bates, to pick me up at 8:00 A.M. in his Ford. We arrived about 10:00 A.M. Estelle, Johns wife, accompanied John as he came out to greet us. Estelle was chic, a statuesque natural blonde about ten years younger than John. It was obvious that she adored him, too; I sensed that immediately John had told me that they had met when both were touring with a troupe of Shakespearean players. John had swept her off her feet, even though she was a staunch Catholic from Cleveland, Ohio, and he was a staunch Yankee Protestant from Stocksboro, Vermont. Jokingly, he introduced me to her as the young woman he had been telling her about and whom he thought the Brownells should adopt into their family. They were childless.

“Not quite that age, John,” was Estelle’s careful response, sensing the inherent danger with a woman’s intuition, especially a woman who loved her “Johnny Boy” as she called him. as much as I thought I loved him. For the first time, I suddenly realized that John was not mine to love, that he had a wife who loved him, too. It was like having a mirror held up in front of me, and the image in that mirror did not please me at all.

It was an incredible day. John owned a boat. Mrs. Brownell, Tom Bates, John, and I went sailing. We picnicked on the boat but returned to the house about three o’clock. Their maid had set a festive table, and other guests were beginning to arrive. After cocktails, we sat down to a sumptuous feast. Estelle, a superb cook, had made the assortment of pies, the candied marshmallowed yams, the cranberry sauce, the chestnut-mushroom dressing, and the turkey itself. Everything was perfection.

I thought to myself, “And you don’t even know how to boil an egg.” My mother, despising the kitchen herself, would never allow any of her daughters into her private preserve. “Enough I have to do it,” was her excuse. She was a good cook, too.

Estelle Brownell had other accomplishments. She had a god-given, well-trained soprano voice. Her husband gently held it against her for having so readily given up a promising career in opera and the musical stage for marriage. But she was blissfully content in the role of a Mamaroneck housewife—content until a dark-haired young woman became assistant to her husband. John insisted that she sing for me, knowing how much I loved music. She had to be coaxed, for she was evidently aware of the situation and in no mood to entertain her guests—any more than I was in the mood to accompany her on the Steinway grand in their living room. She chose an aria from Puccini’s La Boheme, the rapturous song Musetta sings in the cafe in the second act.

Her voice was pure, resonant. I was no stranger to quality, and she had it. My trembling fingers could hardly find the ivory keys. What was I doing there, I kept asking myself. Plainly, the man I loved was not mine to have. I felt guilty and ashamed. It did not help when, suddenly, in the middle of the song, Estelle broke down and rushed upstairs in tears. Why, why had John brought me to his home? I should never have come. I had ruthlessly entered into a good man’s life and turned his head, offering him nectar he found hard to refuse. Suddenly, my strong basic values of right and wrong were facing my predatory desires, and I wished that I had never been born.

Tom Bates drove me home. We didn’t talk. I was sure he was aware of the triangle drama that had transpired, as were the other guests. My family and I lived at 110th Street and Riverside Drive at the time. Fortunately, they were not yet home; they had gone to Brooklyn to spend Thanksgiving with my sister Sophie and her husband, Joe, now the superintendent of Brooklyn’s State Hospital. I was grateful that I was alone to face myself and the day I had spent in Mamaroneck.

When the family returned shortly before midnight, I was in bed feigning sleep so that no one would disturb me. They would be sure to question me about the day I had spent at the home of my boss, the story editor of Universal. By this time, they were impressed with my job and recognized that it was both unusual and important. Yet there I lay, trembling with guilt and remorse, desperately trying to find a solution.

The office was empty at 1600 Broadway when I went to work on Monday. Only Lawson, the mulatto cleaning porter was there. Lawson was from Bermuda, a prince of a fellow. We were good friends. “You sure don’t look good, Miss Sagor. You sick?” he inquired after taking one look at me.

“Heartsick, Lawson,” I felt like saying but thought better of it. I was nothing but a silly schoolgirl helplessly dramatizing herself. I went about my duties, neatly arranging John’s desk as he liked it, putting the correspondence and other matters that claimed priority or attention in place. I was on the telephone in my office when he finally arrived, late. He looked tired, utterly miserable, as if he too had not slept any more than I had. He managed a “Morning” and entered his office. I prayed for courage because the decision I had come to the night before would now have to be faced. I had carefully rehearsed exactly what I was going to say. The time was at hand to go in and say it. In retrospect, it was a perfect soap opera declaration.

“John,” I began, “I am giving up this job. I love you. I can’t help it. I have never felt this way about anyone else before. But I have no right to come between you and your wife. I know this has been largely my fault. Last night, when I got home, I realized for the first time what I was doing. I’m so ashamed, John. I could never hurt another woman. And yet I was about to. You have a beautiful, talented wife. She loves you!”

My resolve not to lose control proved useless. I broke down. I was hoping against hope that he would take me in his arms and tell me that he loved me, too, and that he would work it out so that we could be together. If he had, I am sure all my fine, righteous reasoning would have gone out the window and we would have been exactly where we were before—in paradise. Forbidden, but paradise.

Instead, he listened to every word of my noble speech as though it was exactly what he had expected me to say. “You are a very brave young woman to have come to this decision,” he said. “I know that we have both had overwhelming feelings for one another. I tried hard to suppress mine. I am so much older and should be that much wiser than you. But there are some things that know no reason. And love is one of them. When it happens, it happens.”

Then he stopped and smiled before he continued. “Dear little one,” he said, “it is not you who are going to resign and give up your job. I have already done it for you. You see, on Wednesday, before I left for Mamaroneck, I turned in my resignation downstairs. I have accepted a job for more money with Republic International Films as head of their literary department. You will continue working here with Bob Rodin. I recommended Bob for my job, and R.H. Cochrane and the others downstairs agreed to give him a try. You will be his assistant. They agreed to hire a secretary for the department. Now let’s start packing the few things I want to take with me, because my new job starts tomorrow.”

The soap opera ended there.

Now when I think back and contemplate all of the other men who would drift in and out of my life, I realized what an exceptional man this John C. Brownell really was. There was only one other man like him—the man I married.

Next morning I had a new boss, one I knew and respected as a colleague. Bob loved me, too, but his was the affection of a friend who could wish he were years younger so that he might be more than that. A good friend he was. I learned so much from him. Bob had aspired to the post of story editor for a long time and had been passed over twice when other selections for the job were made. Now, at long last, he had the chance to prove himself. The lettering on the door now read: ROBERT RODIN, STORY EDITOR.

Of course, I knew that Bob Rodin drank. John Brownell had indicated as much once or twice when, for a week, Bob failed to show up at the office. I questioned Bob about it one night when we were collaborating on The Orchid Woman. He kept leaving the office and returning with renewed stamina after having imbibed from a bottle hidden somewhere. This is what he told me: “I drink,” he said, “to forget. When I was a young reporter my wife and I were on a train going from New York to Chicago. There was a terrible train wreck. My wife was killed. We had been married only six months. I never got over it. It started me drinking—drinking to forget.”

It was, of course, not true; it was a story concocted to win my sympathy, which it did at the time. I had no experience with anyone who drank. In fact, in our home, we never saw liquor unless it was at a wedding or a religious holiday; then it was wine in strict moderation. Occasionally, my father indulged in a forbidden glass of beer on his way home. I could always tell, because his mustache gave him away. I would refuse to kiss him, announcing censoriously, “Ugh! Beer!” and Mama would scold, “You stopped at the saloon again.” Poor Papa—he had no vices that I can remember except an occasional forbidden glass of beer. And yes, the horses. He had a weakness for playing the horses.

So, knowing nothing about alcoholics, I assumed that Bob Rodin, having dreamed of becoming head of the story department for so long and having achieved that objective, would forswear the bottle and perform in the job as I knew he could. Little did I know what I was going to be up against in the ensuing months.

It happened almost immediately. The first day, he did not show up at the office. There was a conference scheduled for three o’clock in the downstairs office. I knew it was important for him to attend it—his first executive conference. There was to be a discussion of the kind of pictures that Universal would be making in the coming year.

I had to find him! He lived in a shabby brownstone rooming house in the fifties off Broadway. His musty rooms were cluttered with newspapers and magazines antedating the turn of the century. The place reeked with stale liquor from the empty bottles scattered all over the place.

Bob, however, wasn’t there. His landlady indicated that he had been drinking heavily and could probably be found in some tavern or saloon on Seventh or Eighth Avenue. So I went looking. I went from one saloon to another, inquiring. Always the same answer, “Yes, he was here in the morning.” “He was here an hour ago.” “He just left a little while ago.…”

Finally, I located him—by this time, deplorably plastered. I called a taxi and took him to some steam baths that the saloon keeper told me were nearby. “They’ll dry him out,” he said. It was twelve o’ clock, and he had to be sobered up and at the office at three o’clock. He was.

I kept this up for six months, handling the department by myself, making all the decisions, signing his name, making excuses, and covering for him in the downstairs offices. I paid his landlady to cook for him and to watch him and keep me advised as to his whereabouts. She was an elderly, faded burlesque actress who was not lacking in compassion. When Bob Rodin was sober, he was a gentleman of the old school—a man you had to like.

Then came the day when I was summoned to the front office. R.H. Cochrane, vice president of Universal, sat across the conference table from me. Also there were his brother P.D. Cochrane, the treasurer; Manny Goldstein, general manager; Ed Gulick, head of the publicity department; and Al Lichtman, head of the sales department. Carl Laemmle was absent. Harry Zehner, his secretary, was there taking notes. I felt like a martyr facing the Spanish Inquisition.

“Is Mr. Rodin upstairs?” was the flat question from R.H. Cochrane.

“No, Mr. Cochrane,” I replied. “He had an appointment with an agent.”

“Are you sure?”

“That’s what he told me.” I was quaking in my black patent-leather pumps.

Then their stern countenances relaxed as though they understood my agony and felt that I had suffered enough.

“Frederica,” R.H. Cochrane said, “you are a very loyal friend, but you need not cover up for Bob Rodin any longer. We know what has been going on upstairs. When Mr. Brownell recommended Rodin to replace him, he told us he had a drinking problem. Apparently, he could not control his addiction.”

“We have decided to give you a hundred-dollar increase in salary and put you in charge officially,” interjected Al Lichtman, one of the truly brilliant sales minds in the business. “You’ve been running the department by yourself, anyway. You seem to know what you are doing.”

I was completely overwhelmed at this turn of events. I had expected to be fired for my presumption in trying to run the story department by myself. I also had mixed emotions. I did not particularly want to be story editor, knowing the long, hard hours it required and what a thankless job it was. You had to wade through piles and piles of material from authors, agents, and publishers, hoping against hope that you’d come across something that could be turned into a suitable motion picture with the Universal stamp, which in 1923 generally meant a Western. Our big stars were Hoot Gibson and Harry Carey. I had adapted a story that we had bought for Harry Carey not long before and, to my surprise, was given screen credit for it. But Westerns were not my cup of tea. My taste ran to short stories selected from the current magazines and labeled “best” in anthologies, and good novels with something to say. Universal was not in a class with other studios such as Famous Players-Lasky (Paramount) and First National—both of which were beginning to buy and produce more selective material. I knew, too, that a story editor had always to be on the defensive. If the material you bought did not turn out successfully, the blame was on the story chosen in the first place. If your choice turned out to be a moneymaker, Hollywood took all the credit. From the day I joined the Universal story department, I knew what I eventually wanted to do: write. I wanted to go to Hollywood and join the writing staff on the Universal lot. I wanted to become a great filmwriter like June Mathis, whose competence I held in awe.

“Mr. Cochrane,” I said when I finally found my voice, “I’d like very much to be story editor, but I will only accept the job on one condition.” They surely expected that my condition would be a higher salary.

“What’s the condition?” Mr. Cochrane asked icily. Remember, Universal was a chintzy outfit.

“The condition, Mr. Cochrane, is that at the end of the year, I want Universal to send me to the West Coast to join the writing staff. I want to write, to work on films.”

It was a condition that they found easy to meet. My five superiors readily agreed that at the end of the year, if I so wished, I would be sent to the Coast to join the writing staff. And so, I became story editor of Universal. I was not yet twenty-three.
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