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Praise for
BRIGHT BOULEVARDS, BOLD DREAMS


“Bright Boulevards, Bold Dreams brims with … personal accounts of black Hollywood in the making, from its beginnings in the early 1900s to the civil rights era of the 1960s. … [It] is a valuable historical document, entertaining and educational, uplifting and sad.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review




“Nobody tells the story of Black Tinseltown like Donald Bogle.”

—Essence




“It's the story behind the camera, the tales of nightclubs, agents, and the social scene, that makes [Bright Boulevards, Bold Dreams] stand out. … Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal




“Shameful, funny, enlightening, and sobering, this tale of movieland's dark side is a must-read for any student of film history.”

—Entertainment Weekly (Editor's Choice)




“Bogle's book soars. … His tales … are captivating.”

—Contra Costa Times




“Bright Boulevards, Bold Dreams is a fascinating, anecdote-filled history of black Hollywood in the segregation era … and a delicious compendium of tasty tidbits regarding interracial affairs, mixed-race social events, extravagant lifestyles and careers gone awry.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer




“Bogle's lively style … and his many anecdotes will entertain and inform film students and black history buffs alike.”

—Publishers Weekly




“This is a brilliant, detailed exploration of African Americans in cinema spanning sixty years. At times, Bright Boulevards, Bold Dreams reads like an intellectual gossip column, and at other times it is an uplifting display of many key African Americans in power and in the world of intelligentsia. … A bright and bold work that all Americans should read.”

—Black Issues Book Review




“[Bogle writes in a] lively, scholarly style [and] so thoroughly conveys Central Avenue's charms, you can almost hear the trolleys rolling down the street … and the laughter ringing out of nightspots.”

—The Washington Post




“Bogle is a modern-day griot, preserving the legacy of black actresses and actors through his books, lectures, and passion. In … Bright Boulevards, Bold Dreams, Bogle continues to reveal a part of film history that is rarely talked about or documented.”

—New York Daily News




“[Bright Boulevards, Bold Dreams is] filled with amusing and telling details.”

—Variety




“[An] altogether fascinating book.”

—Raleigh News & Observer
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INTRODUCTION

Long ago—when I was just beginning to research the work of African American performers in Hollywood—I made a trip to Stamford, Connecticut, to interview actress Fredi Washington. She had been retired from show business for decades. But in 1934, Fredi Washington had gone to Hollywood to appear in Imitation of Life and afterward became one of the most talked about black actresses working in the movies. For black America, she was the “black girl who looked white” or “the girl with the boy's name.” Her movie career, however, had been something of a dead end because Hollywood didn't have a place for her. By this time in her life, Washington wasn't exactly a recluse. But she didn't see many people, other than old friends, and she clearly didn't need any kind of spotlight to go about the business of her life. Nor was she an actress consumed with the past. Yet, through Bobby Short, she had said she was interested in meeting me. I wasn't sure what to expect. Would she be bitter about Hollywood? Would she be unwilling to delve deeply into that period of her life?

That afternoon, I found Fredi Washington living simply and very comfortably in a well-furnished apartment with a bit of show business memorabilia around but not much. Slender and casually dressed—with piercing blue-green eyes that could look right through you—she still possessed the elegant good looks and stylish sophistication that had made her so distinct in the past, and her mind was as sharp and quick as ever. By then, I had already interviewed a number of entertainers, but I don't think I had ever met any as intelligent as Washington. Or as fascinating.

As she talked about her career, an array of images floated by: the days of the Harlem Renaissance and New York theater from the 1920s into the 1950s. She had rich, evocative memories of a gallery of African American stars of an earlier time: Paul Robeson, Ethel Waters, Duke Ellington, Josephine Baker, Alberta Hunter, and her own sister, actress Isabel Washington Powell. The New York entertainment scene on which she commented was not unfamiliar to me. But when she discussed her time in Hollywood, something else came to light that I had not really expected. Like everyone else, I had always thought of classic Hollywood in terms of those golden age icons: stars such as Garbo, Gable, Harlow, Tracy, and later Monroe, Taylor, Brando, and Dean. There had been restaurants such as The Brown Derby and Romanoff's, nightclubs such as the Mocambo and Ciro's, hotels such as The Ambassador and The Beverly Hills, a famous street, Sunset Boulevard, and an even more famous intersection, Hollywood and Vine.

But Washington spoke of another Hollywood, which most people probably didn't even know existed: of a part of Los Angeles where many African Americans had once resided, first the Eastside, later the Westside. Her eyes lit up when she mentioned the grand thoroughfare Central Avenue, where black nightclubs flourished and where the Dunbar Hotel, home to the black elite, stood like a mighty fortress. There had been glittering and unpredictable personalities, such as Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Hattie McDaniel, Louise Beavers, Stepin Fetchit, and Nina Mae McKin-ney. Slowly coming into view was a vision of the old Black Hollywood, which was both a distant place and a distant frame of mind. During the several hours I spent with her, Washington transported me to another age.

She brought into sharper focus a world of which I had caught a glimpse earlier when I had interviewed Vivian Dandridge, the older sister of Dorothy, who then lived on Manhattan's Upper West Side. Having spent most of her childhood and her young adulthood in the movie capital, Vivian had experienced the giddy heights of success and the devastating, heartbreaking effects of failure. She spoke as if she had left Los Angeles on the run—for her sanity and her life. Yet, oddly, she had vivid, sweet memories of Black Hollywood. Both Dandridge and Washington offered me a bird's-eye view of the black movie colony's way of life during the first half of the twentieth century—and the glamour ideal that the town and much of the entertainment industry in general valued. Each understood the relentless drive and energy it took to work and ultimately survive in the town. Each was shrewdly aware of movieland culture: the unwritten values and rules that governed the lives of so many. And though each had left, both understood the strangely magical magnetic force that drew so many entertainers to Hollywood.

During the years that followed, I grew even more curious about how African Americans worked, played, and socialized in Hollywood. Everyone to whom I talked—from Mantan Moreland, Clarence Muse, and director King Vidor to Herb Jeffries, Bobby Short, Phil Moore, Olga James, and Ivan Dixon—had something surprising to say. Yet Black Hollywood didn't fully take shape for me until I met Geri Branton. Branton had been the first wife of Fayard Nicholas, of the great Nicholas Brothers, and the closest friend of Dorothy Dandridge. Highly intelligent and knowledgeable without a shred of pretense or any fears of being too honest, she had known the major stars of the 1940s and 1950s, and she had been a part of the social and political shifts in the community. Talking to her, I realized that the old Black Hollywood had died in the post-World War II era as America saw the rise of the civil rights movement and as Hollywood became more integrated.

Finally, I decided the time had come to write about Hollywood's black film community in the first half of the twentieth century. In my earlier books, I had sometimes written about the private lives and personal tensions of black film stars, but I had concentrated primarily on screen images: what the camera had recorded, what encoded messages the performers were sometimes able to communicate even while playing the most stereotyped roles.

But now I wanted to look at what happened just before the cameras rolled—or once the performers left the studio to go home. I wanted to examine the beginnings of Black Hollywood, the lives and careers of early performers in town at a time when the movies themselves were new to America. I wanted to trace how such performers were able to find movie work. And I wanted to explore the way in which others found positions in the industry, sometimes as servants or assistants to the powerful, and later as composers, choreographers, agents, and even spouses, all of which really helped to open the movie industry up and make the presence of African Americans a fact of being. I also wanted to show the way in which movie mania affected the black community in Los Angeles as much as it did the white population.

But mainly, I wanted to see how people lived and socialized. Some, such as Stepin Fetchit, had an offscreen life that appeared to be all show, all ostentatious high style. Others, such as the actresses Hattie McDaniel and Louise Beavers, had a surprisingly grand black bourgeois matronly sophistication, the very antithesis of their screen personas as jolly, overweight, desexualized mammies. Still others, such as Lena Horne and Dorothy Dandridge, in part because of their looks, had a glamour that was very close to that of mainstream Hollywood. Yet it was also an internal glamour that came from the way the women expressed themselves, regardless of makeup, hairstyles, or fashion.

Of course, Glamour is one of the two big-G words in Hollywood. The other is Gossip. In Hollywood, what people were said to be doing could be far more telling than what had actually transpired. Some personalities, especially the early African American servants to the powerful, knew how to use gossip. Others—such as Dandridge, Horne, Sammy Davis Jr., and James Edwards—realized how detrimental gossip could be when talk spread about their interracial affairs. And so it would be important to record the stories and tales of the day.

All African Americans in Hollywood in the first half of the twentieth century also lived with an acute awareness of the racial lines within the movie industry and throughout Los Angeles. Not a single performer was blind to the town's racism. Yet with the odds stacked so heavily against them, African Americans kept coming west to pound the bright boulevards in pursuit of their bold movie dreams. What did they believe Hollywood could offer them? Ultimately, their very presence in the studios was sometimes a challenge to the system. And as in other parts of America, out of their separate existence—their separate parts of town, their separate ways of entertaining themselves, their camaraderie—there grew a cohesive community with a common sense of purpose and drive as well as a distinct cultural identity. No matter what happened at the studios, most African American performers became respected, integral parts of the larger black community in Los Angeles.

In writing this book, I often thought of a comment Geri Branton had made about the old Black Hollywood: “In those days, we only had each other.” She remembered a communal cohesiveness that she felt had died. That became a goal: to celebrate that cohesiveness and to show the various social shifts in American culture that led to the collapse of the old Black Hollywood and the birth of the new.
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IN THE BEGINNING

[image: ]mong the old-timers, the story went like this: A woman known to everyone as Madame came to (California from Kentucky with her children and her husband. But once they were in the Gold Rush State, her husband left her. Desperate to find work, she introduced herself to a movie director named D. W. Griffith. He not only cast her in his movie, but the two became friends for life. And with this woman, called Madame Sul-Te-Wan, Black Hollywood began.
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Of course, there was more to it than that, but Hollywood always liked a good story, and the tale of Madame Sul-Te-Wan was a good enough place to start. So, too, was the early romance of Los Angeles for all those who journeyed westward.

Even before the movies, Los Angeles held the promise of a world of endless sunshine and unlimited possibilities. Here was a city with warm days and cool nights, with winding canyons, steep hills, and stately mountains looming large and mysterious on the horizon—and not far from a breathtaking view of an ocean that was clear and blue, cool and inviting. Those early pioneers of color who ventured west were as entranced as everyone else. When Los Angeles was founded in 1781—as a city of angels—by a group of eleven families, it seemed to throw out a welcome mat to people of color. After all, of that founding group—forty-four men, women, and children—twenty-six were of African descent, black or “black Spaniards,” as they were sometimes called. In those very early years—before California joined the Union in 1850—Los Angeles must have seemed like a dazzling confluence of races and cultures, religions and creeds, a heady brew of ambitions and aspirations, of unexpected energies and colorful personalities, a city cut off from the rest of the country and its rules. Here in the wild and woolly West, no one appeared to think much about the races mixing. Interracial marriage was sanctified by the church and the authorities—and was commonly practiced.

Race did not seem to hinder prosperity either. Black Americans were long a part of city legend and lore. That was certainly true of the early landowner and “black Spaniard” Francisco Reyes, who owned all of the vast San Fernando Valley and in 1793 became the alcalde or mayor of Los Angeles. And of Maria Rita Valdez de Villa, the adventurous granddaughter of two of the black founders of the city, who married a Spanish colonial soldier, Vicente Fernando Villa. After her husband's death in 1841, Maria received the title to his lush, green 4,449-acre ranch known as Rancho Rodeo de las Aguas. In 1854, in the midst of mounting financial pressures, Maria was forced to sell her land—and to part with her adobe situated near what later became Alpine Drive and Sunset Boulevard. In time, the stunning Rancho Rodeo de las Aguas that she had loved so intensely became a prime piece of Los Angeles real estate known today as Beverly Hills.

But of those early pre-movie era pioneers, none was better known than a tough-minded former slave girl named Bridget “Biddy” Mason. Born in 1818, Biddy had been the “property” of a Mississippi plantation owner— and a Mormon convert—named Robert Marion Smith, who migrated with his family first to the Utah Territory in 1847 and later to San Bernardino, California. During the two thousand-mile trek across country, Biddy's job was to keep the cattle herded together behind the long line of wagon trains, some three hundred by one account. By then, Biddy was married with three daughters, who were said to have been fathered by the noble Mormon Robert Marion Smith.

In California, Biddy quickly adjusted to her new life and a new sense of identity. Then, one day, Smith informed Biddy and his other slaves that he had decided to return to Mississippi and that they should all prepare for the journey back. Smith may not have realized that California had been admitted to the Union as a free state. But Biddy knew. She went to the local sheriff, made her plea, and petitioned the court to let her remain in California. In 1856, Biddy Mason won freedom not only for herself and her children but also for another slave family. Afterward, she moved to Los Angeles, and the city had its first great black heroine.

Biddy shrewdly understood that her day-to-day work as a nurse and midwife would not guarantee a secure future for her family and herself. In the West, nothing was more important than land. And in Los Angeles, there was still much of it—acres upon acres—to be had. Saving her money, she slowly purchased property—the first on Spring Street for $250. Before anyone realized it, Biddy Mason had become a woman of means and one of L.A.'s first black female landowners. In 1872, she joined twelve other charter members in establishing a place of worship for colored Angelenos, the First African Methodist Episcopal Church of Los Angeles. She donated money to schools and nursing homes, provided aid for flood victims, and carried food to local jails. By the time of her death in 1891, Biddy Mason had a personal fortune of almost $300,000, and her vast real estate holdings constituted what later became downtown Los Angeles.

In a town where larger-than-life personalities and drive and discipline would be treasured, those early black pioneers, like great movieland production designers, dressed the set for those who followed. Most others would not have such huge holdings. But they'd come with vast dreams and visions and a view of themselves just as grand and as audacious. They'd also believe that in Los Angeles, any minute you could turn a corner, and something extraordinary might happen. And that always this sunlit city with swaying palm trees and fragrant eucalyptus offered a chance not just for self-advancement but for self-reinvention. What fueled that kind of dream in the early years of the twentieth century was the new medium that startled and delighted almost everyone in the nation: the movies.

THE MOVING PICTURES ARRIVE

The movies, of course, transformed Los Angeles from a sleepy western kind of country town into a sprawling metropolis. Eventually enveloped by Hollywood, Los Angeles became a company town that exuded glamour—along with extravagance and excess—and in time represented the ultimate kind of American success: a place where everybody, in some way or another, felt connected to those magical moving pictures that gleamed and glittered on screens in darkened theaters. And the concept of Hollywood would encompass other areas where movie people lived and worked: Beverly Hills, Bel Air, Burbank, Culver City, Universal City, Westwood, Santa Monica, the San Fernando Valley—and for black Ange-lenos, parts of the city's Eastside and later Westside, in and around a bustling thoroughfare named Central Avenue.

Originally, movie production had been in the East, with New York at the center. That changed, however, when the Motion Picture Patents Company—the huge trust in the East that controlled the patent claims of major companies like Edison, Biograph, Lubin, Pathé Exchange, and Vitagraph—insisted that no company be permitted to produce, distribute, or exhibit films without its licensing. Huge fees for the use of cameras and other motion-picture equipment covered by their patents forced many independent producers out of the movie business. Other filmmakers moved West, as far away as possible from the reach of the Patents Company. With its citrus groves and its avocados and especially its acres of unspoiled land and its perpetual sunshine, California proved appealing. Here, production could continue outside year-round.

Among the early filmmakers from the East were Cecil B. DeMille, who arrived in 1913 to shoot The Squaw Man, and director David Wark Griffith, who brought his stock company of New York actors to California— during the winter months—to shoot scenes for his films as early as 1910. When he began production on his ambitious Civil War epic, originally called The Clansman and later retitled The Birth of a Nation, Griffith knew that California was where his mighty battle scenes had to be filmed and where he could re-create the city of Piedmont, South Carolina, the central setting of his epic.

By then, Griffith had already established himself as an important director. Born in 1875 in La Grange, Kentucky, and reared in Louisville, David (Lewelyn) Wark grew up hearing stories of the Old South's power and grandeur. From 1908 to 1913, Griffith made 450 films at the Biograph Studios on East Fourteenth Street in New York City. Many had been short one-reelers. But with the four-reel Judith of Bethulia, he began making longer, more ambitious films. Developing an arsenal of techniques that included crosscutting, intercutting, expressive lighting, camera movement, and the close-up, Griffith helped create a syntax for the language of motion pictures. In the fall of 1913, Griffith left Biograph to join Reliance-Majestic. A year later, working on what would be his mighty, racist masterpiece The Birth of a Nation, D. W. Griffith arrived on the West Coast.

CALL HER MADAME

So did an ambitious young African American woman, who had been born Nellie Wan in Louisville, Kentucky, in 1873. Her mother, Cleo de Londa, had been a singer; her father, a traveling preacher named Silas Crawford Wan, whom she once said was Hindu. Whether that was true or not was anybody's guess. Later, the story went over well in Hollywood, which loved those people who created their own colorful biographies. “My father didn't mount to nothing,” she once said. “He had the Bible in one hand and all the women he could get in the other.” When Silas deserted the family, Nellie's mother was left to fend for herself, working as a laundress for actresses in Louisville. Young Nellie often delivered the laundry. Silently, she studied the entertainers: their dance steps, vocal mannerisms, and routines. Infatuated with the world of make-believe, little Nellie—at age eight—tried to run away to join a circus. Seeing that she was a born cutup, the white actresses Mary Anderson and Fanny Davenport both urged the mayor of Louisville, James Whaler, to let young Nellie audition for a special event: a contest among twenty-five buck-and-wing dancers at the city's Buckingham Theater. Nellie won first place.

At the time, colored entertainers were just starting to come into their own. Only after the Civil War did they have real opportunities to work professionally, usually in traveling minstrel or medicine shows, sometimes in circuses and carnivals, and eventually in black vaudeville. But always, it was a rough, demanding life, a mad scramble to find jobs and to stretch earnings.

Taking the dare, Nellie moved to Cincinnati, joined a company called Three Black Cloaks, and billed herself as Creole Nell. She also formed her own theatrical companies and toured the East Coast. She was developing into a striking-looking young woman, not pretty by the standards of her time but charismatic and assured: she knew that she was somebody. Perhaps she had also mastered by then what was to be one of her trademarks in films: that steely eyed, tough, evil stare that let people know that she was sizing them up—and that they couldn't trifle with her.

Her life changed when she married Robert Reed Conley. Around 1910, with her husband and her two young sons, she moved to Arcadia, California, near Pasadena. Certainly, Nellie, like other colored Americans of the time, envisioned Southern California as a land of opportunities. Property was cheap, which meant that in time, homes could be bought. Work was plentiful, too, especially on the railroads. Around the country, the Negro press and Negro organizations soon encouraged black Americans to go west. During the first decade of this new twentieth century, the city's population grew to some 320,000 citizens, of which some 7,600 were African Americans.

For Nellie Conley, a new life meant a new identity. She henceforth called herself Madame Sul-Te-Wan—and insisted that everyone else do the same. “We never did discover the origin of her name,” actress Lillian Gish once said. No one was bold enough to ask. Madame may have had any number of reasons for her new name. In the South, many colored citizens were addressed by their first names by whites. Or as Aunt or Uncle. Rarely were they referred to as Miss or Mr. or Mrs. But now if anyone called her by her first name, then they would be addressing her as Madame. If anyone wanted to say Aunt Madame, then that was his or her business. Either way, she would never be spoken to in familiar terms by anyone. And her very name evoked the budding grandeur and glamour for which the movie colony would be known.

But the new life that looked so promising for Madame Sul-Te-Wan quickly turned sour. Her husband walked out on her and their three sons. Her youngest was only three weeks old. She was also ten months behind on her rent. Hers became a hand-to-mouth existence, day by day worrying where her next meal was coming from. When she learned of a colored group called the Forum that put on shows with black entertainers to help them earn money for food and lodging, she went to the organization with her children by her side. As she explained her plight, she broke into tears. Her oldest son, not yet seven, looked up at her and said, “Mother, you are not begging. We are going to sing and earn what they give you.” The children then performed. Later, she enlisted the help of a group called the Associated Charities of Los Angeles to move her children and herself into a place in the city. But a long dry period followed. To make matters worse, the local booking companies refused to handle colored performers. Madame Sul-Te-Wan knew she might end up working as a maid.

Then she heard talk of a film being shot by a director from her hometown in Kentucky. She had heard of the director D. W. Griffith from a man named Dad Ready, whom she met while working in a circus. Ready had told her of Griffith's plans to film The Clansman and wrote her a letter of introduction. “Madame, if you ever go to California and hear anything at all about D. W. Griffith,” Ready told her, “get in touch with him because if D. W. Griffith ever sees you, you're made.” She still had Ready's letter, and she decided to see if it could get her some work.

MEETING GRIFFITH

Moviemaking was still rather casual, and for most newcomers, living in Los Angeles demanded a period of adjustment. “California left much to be desired—the land where the flowers had no perfume and the women no virtue,” recalled D. W. Griffith's master cinematographer Billy Bitzer. “The Los Angeles River was a thin trickle of water, reminding us all that this had once been desert. The sewage was bad and when it rained the whole area of Los Angeles would be flooded. The tap water was full of alkali, and you drank only the water sold in large tanks and delivered to your door.” Then, too, the weather was always the same, “except after sundown, when the cold winds came from the mountains and a sweater or a coat was needed.”

In this atmosphere, everything was a little makeshift. Studio life itself was not yet highly structured. “The Birth of a Nation was made practically in the back yard of the Reliance-Majestic studio,” which, Bitzer recalled, “consisted of a few bungalows amid a tract of fig trees at Sunset Boulevard and Gower. One bungalow for the office, another for my cameras, and one in which the Thorn family, who owned the property, lived. A large barn sufficed for dressing rooms and indoor stage. A platform was being set up in the yard for an outdoor stage.”

In these days when there were no studio gates and no security guards to check passes and identification, Madame thought she might have a chance. “So one day I came out to see Mr. Griffith and a bunch of colored people had come over. At that time you could see pictures made, but you couldn't go under the rope. They had the great big rope around them in the street and you just stood around and saw moving pictures being taken.” Sul-Te-Wan caught sight of actor Henry B. Walthall. Cast as the Southerner Ben Cameron, Walthall was seated in a carriage, dressed in his costume. “I looked bad that day,” Madame said. “I had a little ole' funny black dress on.” She reluctantly approached him.

“Pardon me, gentleman, but can you tell me who D. W. Griffith is?” she asked. “I'd like to see him.” Walthall simply stared at her “because I looked so funny I guess to be asking for a man like Mr. Griffith. He kind of had a little twist of the mouth like he wanted to laugh.”

“Well,” he said, “I don't know whether you can see him or not, but that's him way up on the hill there with a megaphone in his hand.”

The tall, lanky Griffith was dressed in a short gray suit, “and his coat was hitting him way up his back,” said Sul-Te-Wan. He also wore a straw hat with holes in it. “I was very ignorant in them days,” she later recalled, “and I don't know if I got so much sense now, but I was looking for this great man to be dressed beautifully, I guess he was up there in his old work clothes and I didn't believe Henry Walthall and I thought he was just telling me that because I'm a colored woman.

“I moved on up a little further and the place was packed with people up against the rope,” she recalled. “I kept watching and looking back and inching up the side of the rope and finally I noticed nobody wasn't looking at me and I started to run and they hollered at me and up that hill I flew.”

She made her way to the man in the straw hat, who was standing with the white actor George Siegmann, cast in the film as the mulatto Silas Lynch. Startled and annoyed to see her, the man in the straw hat told her she had no business there, then started to walk away. “Pardon me, gentlemen,” Madame said politely, “but have I the honor of meeting D. W. Griffith?” Only then did the man pause and smile, apparently charmed. “I don't know about the honor,” he told her, “but this is Griffith.”

She quickly made her case. “I'm out here on the West Coast with three little children and I'm a victim of circumstance,” she said. “Unfortunately, I'm an actress.” She then pulled out Dad Ready's letter and handed it to Griffith. He “commenced to reading and everybody has said from that time there never was a scene like that on that hill with D. W. Griffith, myself, and George Siegmann.” Griffith realized she was desperate. “He held my hands and shook with emotion,” Madame recalled, “and tears come to Griffith's eyes and I cried.” Telling her not to cry, he said, “You'll be all right.” Then he told her, “I'm going to let you do all the dirty work on The Clansman for me.”

“I don't care how much dirty work it is,” Sul-Te-Wan said. “I have three little children and unfortunately I can't do nothing but act.”

Madame was put on the payroll. Tough and shrewd—keys to her survival in the industry and the town—she knew when to flatter, when to charm, when to make fun of herself, when to play up to someone, when to act dumb, when to get attitude. Madame Sul-Te-Wan rarely seems to have been relaxed. She never let herself be caught off guard. Like many who would follow her to the movie capital, she was able to enter a room, survey it, and quickly read everyone there, to determine immediately who had influence and who had power. Yet there was also a streak of sentiment that ran deep and hard. She never forgot those who had helped her along the way—nor those who had hindered her. Always, though, Madame Sul-Te-Wan was on the lookout for an opportunity that might land her in front of the camera.

“There were practically no Negro actors in California then and, as far as we knew, only a few in the East,” recalled Griffith's leading lady Lillian Gish. “Even in minstrel shows, the parts were usually played by whites in blackface.” Gish remembered that a big scene “in which actual Negroes appear in The Birth is the one in which the Stoneman boys, visiting the southern Camerons, are taken out to the plantation to see Negroes working in the cotton fields. When the scene was filmed in Death Valley, where the Negroes worked, they danced and played their banjos for the visiting actors.”

“To economize, Mr. Griffith used many of the actors in more than one role,” said Gish. “Bobby Harron, for instance, might play my brother in the morning, and in the afternoon put on blackface and play a Negro.” All the major black characters were played by white performers. “But one young Negro woman did play in the film—Madame Sul-Te-Wan,” recalled Gish. “She was first employed to help us keep our dressing rooms clean at the studio.” Then Griffith—in need of actors for his minor black characters—decided to put Madame on-screen. “Madame Sul-Te-Wan played many small parts,” said Gish, “with the help of various costumes.”

Sometimes, Madame's inexperience showed. During one mob sequence, she carried a fan given to her as a girl by the actress Mary Anderson. As the camera rolled, she suddenly realized she had lost the fan, and in a panic, she started to look for it. Filming immediately stopped. In the distance—through his megaphone—Griffith asked what was wrong. When she mentioned the fan, Griffith shouted, “Go on. I will buy you another fan. Your acting is good. Go on.”

Always, though, she was determined to make an impression on-screen. One small role had some bite, that of “the first colored woman that ever come into riches and had property, jewelry and clothes and things like that,” Sul-Te-Wan said. Griffith took her aside and coached her.

For her role as a rich colored woman, he explained, “You have to be dressed gorgeous and you're going to walk down the street and they're going to call you a nigger and you'll resent that and then you go to the fence and spit on them and that's your part.” But Sul-Te-Wan was concerned about her costume. During these years when there were no studio wardrobe departments, performers were sometimes expected to furnish their own clothes. “I didn't have the fine clothes,” she said. “I only had one dress that I used to do the cakewalk in way back in my young days when I used to cakewalk on the boats from Cincinnati, Ohio to Louisville, Kentucky.”

Madame's big moment occurred in a scene on the street when, dressed in her best, she was to greet the white Southern matriarch Mrs. Cameron, played by white actress Josephine Crowell. When Crowell's Cameron snubbed this nouveau riche colored woman, Madame's character spat in her face. “After the picture was made,” reported Delilah Beasley, the historian who documented black life in early California, “the censors cut the part.”

Once The Clansman was completed, Sul-Te-Wan went to see Griffith in hopes of getting the money that he had promised to pay for her fan. Said Beasley, “Mr. Griffith gave her a check for twenty-five dollars and placed her on the pay-roll at five dollars per day, work or play.” “Later, when Madame was having financial difficulties,” Lillian Gish recalled, “he sent her money to help herself and her small sons.”

D.W. AND MADAME

Sul-Te-Wan's relationship with Griffith endured during the heated controversy that followed The Birth of a Nation's premiere at Los Angeles's Clune Auditorium on February 8, 1915. Praised for its technical innovations, its epic sweep, and imagination, the film drew huge crowds around the country, becoming Hollywood's first true blockbuster, leading to the further rise of Hollywood itself. The Birth of a Nation even drew a presidential endorsement when at a special White House screening, President Woodrow Wilson proclaimed, “It is like writing history in Lightning. And my only regret is that it is all so terribly true.”

But The Birth of a Nation was also denounced as racist by leaders in the African American community as well as by white liberals, who were outraged by its idyllic portraits of the Old South where masters were kind and the darkies were content and were shocked by its images of the Reconstruction in which oversexed black renegades were depicted as lusting after power and worse, white women. The film climaxed with a restoration of order in the South, thanks to a cadre of stalwart white men dressed in sheets and hoods, thus celebrating the birth of the Ku Klux Klan.

Throughout the nation, protests against the film flared up. In Los Angeles, before the film's official opening, the local NAACP charged in court that The Birth of a Nation was a threat to public safety. Other branches of the civil rights organization followed suit as the film opened in other major cities. In Los Angeles, the Negro newspaper The California Eagle chronicled the protests of “our civic organizations and others who stand for common decency.” “They first protested to the board of censors but the protest fell on deaf ears.” Ultimately, the paper denounced the city's mayor Henry Rose for taking no action against the film. “Our people have had such little comfort from his administration that they have long since passed up the mayor as an arch enemy,” wrote The California Eagle. “Colored voters lined up for him to a man, because it was thought he stood for a square deal for all; they found out their mistake, but, alas! too late.”

The film “misquotes the history of those periods, and belittles the morals of Afro-Americans,” The Eagle later commented, adding “that as long as the Afro-Americans of this country sit supinely by and raise no voice against the injustice heaped upon them, conditions for them in this country will gradually grow worse.”

Even at this early time in motion-picture history, African Americans saw the power of film as propaganda and also the frightening way in which African American experiences could be distorted and caricatured in a piece of work considered both great entertainment and an artistic triumph. More than any other early film, The Birth of a Nation gave birth to the shocking and degrading stereotypes that were to plague African American movie images throughout the twentieth century. The outcries against the film helped galvanize the political forces within Los Angeles's black community as well as in the rest of the nation.

Sul-Te-Wan was stunned by the protests. She was also out of work. When she picked up her envelope with her week's pay at Reliance-Majestic, she received a notice informing her, “You are no longer needed.” Because Griffith was then in New York, she couldn't appeal to him. A production manager at the studio explained that a white actress had accused Madame of stealing a book. Finally, he told her—or so Madame was to say—that she was considered responsible for all the criticism within the colored community against The Birth of a Nation.

“Madame Sul-Te-Wan was very angry,” said Beasley, “and replied that her struggle for bread for her three children had prevented her from coming in contact with the educated members of the race who had time to read and study as to whether the film was detrimental to the race.” Madame contacted the prominent attorney Edward Burton Ceruti, who sent letters on her behalf to both the production manager in Hollywood and Griffith in New York. She was put back on the payroll, and Griffith cast her in his next spectacle, Intolerance, in 1916.

For the rest of Griffith's life, they remained friends. Theirs was an odd alliance: the colored woman struggling to keep her family afloat and to make a career for herself, and the director considered by many to be racist. Yet with all the outrage and controversy, Madame Sul-Te-Wan remained his steadfast defender. “She was devoted to Mr. Griffith,” said Lillian Gish, “and he in turn loved her.”

“Why you know I love that man, oh my God yes,” Sul-Te-Wan said. “If my father was living and was going to be drowned and Mr. Griffith was going to be drowned, and they say now Madame there's two men out there in the water and it's possible you could save one of them, but you can't save but one, I'd step on my dad's back to get solid foundation to drag D. W. Griffith out.”

For years, Griffith rode a high wave of success. But eventually, the man who had invented Hollywood found himself rejected by the town as a new generation of filmmakers emerged and especially once the talkie era began in the late 1920s. Madame, however, remained close to him. She never hesitated to make light of herself if she thought that was to her advantage. When Griffith and his second wife, Evelyn, divorced in 1947, Lillian Gish recalled that Madame “offered to take their three cats, adding wryly that, as the animals resembled her more than anyone else in the family, she wanted to take them.”

When Griffith suffered a cerebral hemorrhage in Los Angeles in July 1948 and was rushed to Temple Hospital, Madame was seen “waiting outside the hospital room when he died,” said Gish. “She was one of the few friends near him.” Of those who attended Griffith's funeral at Masonic Hall, few could forget Sul-Te-Wan's appearance there. “Outside the Hall, the bobbysoxers, autograph seekers, and amateur photographers swarmed, treating the sad moment as if it were a premiere,” said Gish. “Inside, producers, actors, and actresses filed past David's coffin with solemn faces. Toward the end of the line came Madame Sul-Te-Wan.” When she reached the coffin, “she burst into tears.”

Years later, when asked if Griffith left her something, she replied, “Yeah, he left me something. He left me with love in my heart for him.”

During the teens and 1920s, knowledge of the Griffith/Sul-Te-Wan friendship sparked stories and rumors within the industry. And in all likelihood, Madame shrewdly used the knowledge of that friendship to advance herself whenever possible. At her urging, Griffith instructed Frank Woods, who had cowritten the script of The Birth of a Nation, to write a letter of recommendation that read:
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To Whom It May Concern:

This is to certify that the bearer, Madam [sic] Sul-Te-Wan, is a colored actress of exceptional ability and has been a member of our stock company for the past three years. She has played a number of very good parts in our pictures and gave very good satisfaction.

    Yours very truly

    MAJESTIC MOTION PICTURE COMPANY

    By Frank E. Woods



Griffith introduced Sul-Te-Wan “to some of the leading motion picture film producers on the Pacific Coast,” said Delilah Beasley, as well as some of the great stars including Theda Bara, Mary Pickford, Lillian Gish, Cecil B. DeMille, Douglas Fairbanks, and Charlie Chaplin. Through Griffith, Madame's son John also appeared in Theda Bara's Madame DuBarry. Erich von Stroheim and Raoul Walsh also later used Madame in their films.

She kept working. Sometimes in bits. Sometimes in supporting roles. In the teens and 1920s, she appeared in Hoodoo Ann, Stage Struck, The Narrow Street, and Uncle Tom's Cabin as well as in the then shocking brothel sequence in von Stroheim's Queen Kelly.

Sul-Te-Wan proved that there could be a place for African Americans in Hollywood cinema, in the emerging studio system itself. Her relationship with Griffith was the first black/white alliance in the film colony. Away from mainstream Hollywood, she also created her own black social circles. The idea of a Black Hollywood—a segment of L.A.'s colored community that worked in films and lived by a code of glamour and allure— took root. For a time, Madame was the budding Black Hollywood's most important performer, known by the aspiring black entertainers who soon knocked on Hollywood's door.

THE TOWN

Los Angeles itself seemed to be changing daily as more and more colored Americans came west. LA. could still boast of decent race relations. The new black immigrants were able to live wherever they wanted without great restrictions— at first. Yet there were areas where black Angelenos knew they were not welcome. From the late 1800s into the early years of the twentieth century, many African Americans lived in rooming houses on First and Second streets in the city's downtown area. Whites also resided in the area. By 1906, a black community emerged that was bordered “on the South by Ninth Street, on the North by 4th, and on the West by Maple Avenue.” Then, from 1910 into the teens, black residents occupied an area in south central Los Angeles known as the Furlong Tract.

A few years earlier, a wealthy landowner named James Furlong had begun selling property to blacks in the southeast corner of the intersecting area of Vernon and Central avenues. The Furlong Tract, bordered on the west by Long Beach Boulevard and on the east by Alameda, spanned several city blocks from Fiftieth Street to Fifty-fifth. Eventually, it became a busy center with stores, offices, and restaurants that catered to black residents. For years, black Angelenos lived mostly here in what was known as L.A.'s Eastside—and gradually moved farther and farther west to what was known as the Westside. The main thoroughfare was Central Avenue, which ran north to south—and which became black L.A.'s most famous street. In time, the area around it also had “stately homes representing the cream of Black society, rentals and apartments that housed the new southern migrants, and the business and professional offices of the Black middle class. In essence, poverty and prosperity existed side by side on Central Avenue.”

Early on, the black parts of town became lively social centers, especially as Los Angeles grew to be a haven for black musicians. Creole bands came to the city as early as 1908. In time, piano teachers, dance teachers, violinists, and choral directors all flourished there as well. By 1915, a city newcomer named Lillian Jeter Davis took out an ad in The California Eagle, announcing herself ready to prepare students in drama, tragedy, comedy, pathos. So black L.A. soon had its acting teachers, too. For a time in the teens, the hot spot, to see and be seen, was the Golden West Hotel. Located near Third Street and Stephenson Avenue and trumpeted by The California Eagle as “the largest Negro hotel west of Chicago,” the Golden West was celebrated for being the place “for all who desire good service, food and entertainment.” By 1911, the Clark Hotel, located on Central Avenue and Washington Boulevard, was also in business. Then came the Lynons Hotel at Eleventh Street and Central Avenue and The Lincoln at 549 Ceres Avenue. Restaurants like the Louisiana Café and clubs like The Alhambra opened on Central Avenue. To service all the railway companies—the Union Pacific, Southern Pacific, and Santa Fe railroads—making stops in the city, Union Station opened on Los Angeles and Alameda streets in 1939. But earlier, a major terminal was erected at Fifth and Central. So traffic was always heavy, especially with the crew of Pullman porters in town and in search of a place to stay between stops. Ninth and Central— and later Twelfth and Central—became the epicenter of what would be a glittering avenue of social and commercial activities for decades to come.

Those whites still in the area began moving out from this part of town that was becoming too colored. Civic concerns grew—about the quality of life in black Los Angeles. In 1913, one of L.A.'s prominent black citizens, the dentist Dr. John Somerville, established the local branch of the NAACP to ensure and fight for the rights of these new citizens of the West.

Reporting on black life in the city were the black newspapers The Liberator and The Owl Originally, The Owlwas published by a Texan named John Neimore. But that changed not long after a young woman named Charlotta Spears came to Los Angeles from Rhode Island in 1910. In poor health, she hoped the warmer climate might help her improve. She found herself in need of money and took a job at The Owl. Two years later, when Neimore died, Captain G. W. Hawkins bought the publication and put it in Spears's hands. Beneath her thick-rimmed eyeglasses and rather sweet country-girl smile was a serious-minded, highly intelligent crusader who had toughened the editorial quality of the newspaper, now called The California Eagle. In 1914, Charlotta Spears married another immigrant to the city, Joseph Blackburn Bass, who had founded the Topeka Plain Dealer. Together, they bought and operated The California Eagle. Mr. Bass managed all business details. Mrs. Bass was in charge of the editorial department. With their high goals and ideals, especially with Charlotta Bass's social activism, the Basses became a well-known couple, important to the ever-growing city and the emerging Black Hollywood.

With The California Eagle, black L.A. had a newspaper that would record the social, political, and cultural issues of the African American community for decades—providing everything from front-page coverage of a speech by Booker T Washington in Long Beach in 1914 and then front-page coverage a year later on his death; to the five-year jail sentence given to Marcus Garvey in 1923; to a visit to the city by millionairess A'Lelia Walker, daughter of Madame C. J. Walker, under a headline that read “Los Angeles Welcomes Race's Wealthiest Woman;” to a scholarship fund for a Harvard-bound graduate of the University of Southern California named Ralph Bunche. The California Eagle also covered the comings and goings of a rich entertainment scene: from protest over The Birth of a Nation, to the highjinks of newcomer Stepin Fetchit.

FINDING L.A., FINDING HIMSELF

Also arriving in Los Angeles during these early years was a strapping, good-looking hunk of an aspiring actor named Noble Johnson. Like Madame Sul-Te-Wan, he had his eyes set on working in pictures. Light-skinned, broad-shouldered, and athletic, Johnson had traveled widely and had done a little of any number of things.

He had been born in Marshall, Missouri, in 1881, the son of a black father, Perry Johnson, and, so he said, a white mother, Georgia Reed. The couple had four children: Virgel, Noble Mark, Iris, and George. Two days after George's birth, in 1885, in Colorado Springs, twenty-four-year-old Georgia Reed Johnson died from complications related to the birth. The oldest son, Virgel, was put in charge of caring for Noble—then four years old—and Iris. Baby George was sent to live with a colored servant who worked nearby in the home of a wealthy white couple.

At the public schools in Colorado Springs, Virgel and Noble struck up a friendship with a scruffy, rugged white kid with whom Noble often went riding. Years later, that kid, Lon Chaney, would become one of Hollywood's biggest silent-screen stars.

Restless and adventurous, the teenage Noble dropped out of school and wandered from one job to another, from one part of the country to another. At first, he spent two summers working the racing circuits with his father, who taught the boy everything about the training, handling, breeding, and racing of horses. Noble loved the animals. He loved the outdoors, too. And he loved the seemingly carefree lives of the older cattlemen whom he observed. He decided he wanted to be a cowboy himself, but his father would not hear of it.

The next summer, Noble and another young man headed for cattle territory. He found a job with the Sanborn and Kaiser Company of Jefferson, Colorado, one of the country's largest cattle ranchers. That winter, he returned to Colorado Springs. During his free hours, he boxed, wrestled, and performed athletic stunts with other boys. By now, he had grown taller—he would stand six feet two inches—and more muscular. Again, he left for cattle country, working at ranches from Colorado to Wyoming, enjoying the rough-and-tumble camaraderie of this man's world. Yet the teenager also prided himself on his own self-sufficiency and valued solitude. In the winter of 1903, he spent four months camping out in the mountains where the temperature dropped to fifty-five degrees below zero and the snow was sometimes five feet deep.

By 1905, his wanderlust had led him to New York City, where he trained horses for the wealthy at their estates in Westchester County and on Long Island. He was also employed as a private coachman in New York City. During his off-hours, he performed punching-bag exhibitions and four-round boxing contests at “smokers” at the private clubs of wealthy New Yorkers. He set out to become a professional boxer but was forced to give up the ring following a boxing injury—a broken hand.

Still, Noble Johnson seemed unable to stop moving. In 1910, he went to Los Angeles, where a newfound interest in motor cars helped land him a job at White's Garage, the largest motor club in the city. Johnson then traveled by steamship to Portland, Oregon, and Grays Harbor and North Yakima in Washington State. On a nearby Yakima reservation, he ran footraces, played baseball, and raced horses. In 1913, he was back at White's Garage in Los Angeles, where he became foreman.

The next year, in Colorado Springs, his life took a dramatic turn. In June 1914, all that folks in the area could talk about was the Lubin Manufacturing Company of Philadelphia, which had come to Colorado to shoot scenes for an eight-reel motion picture called Eagle's Nest When the company desperately needed to replace an actor injured in a horse stunt, Noble's reputation for handling animals brought him to the attention of the director, who hired him to play an Indian. In Philadelphia, the management at Lubin, impressed with the footage of him on horseback, contacted Johnson and asked him to come to Philadelphia and sign as a Lubin player. He seemed a natural for the movies. Good looks. Tall and robust. Athletic. And light-skinned enough that most people probably wouldn't even know he was a colored man. Johnson's roustabout days ended.

He appeared in short films for Lubin, playing nonblack characters. Then, in 1915, movie work took him back to Los Angeles, where moviemaking was becoming big business. Adolph Zukor and Jesse L. Lasky joined forces to form Famous Players-Lasky, which later became Paramount Pictures. Carl Laemmle built Universal City for his Universal Studios. Other companies came, such as the Fox Film Corporation as well as the Metro Pictures Corporation and the Goldwyn Picture Corporation. The comedy film companies of Mack Sennett and Hal Roach were also in California. The star system was emerging. Fans were excited by Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, Gloria Swanson, and Harold Lloyd. Extras were needed to appear in crowd scenes. Stunt-men were required to perform demanding and sometimes dangerous physical exploits. The country—and the city—were becoming hooked on the movies.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF MOVIEMAKING:
THE LINCOLN MOTION PICTURE COMPANY

With his ability to perform any number of stunts, Johnson found steady work at Universal in serials and films like A Western Governor's Humanity, in 1915, and Kinkaid, Gambler, in 1916. He also appeared briefly in Intolerance. Immediately noticed by the black press, he was called “the race's daredevil movie star” as well as “America's premier Afro-American screen star.” After all those years of wandering, Noble Johnson suddenly saw possibilities. He became fascinated by moviemaking and quickly grasped the mechanics of popular films: how they were written, cast, shot, financed, and distributed. On Central Avenue, he also observed colored audiences. Movie houses in the black neighborhoods were pulling in patrons with crudely made short films that sometimes featured bug-eyed, grinning stereotypical black characters. Yet nowhere in that big-screen Olympian splendor that so entranced audiences were there heroic or dashing or romantic Negro characters. Clearly, movies were not being made for colored moviegoers. Johnson also understood something else: he himself was leading-man material. But the Hollywood studios would never give him a chance to prove that.
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At Universal, he shared his observations with a friend, Harry Gant, a white cameraman—as well as with his younger brother George, then working in a post office in Omaha, Nebraska. Los Angeles already had black actors like Clarence Brooks, Beulah Hall, George Reed, and Lottie Boles. So there was plenty of talent around. And some money to be found, too. Prominent local businessmen, both black and white, might be tapped for investment capital. Johnson went to work on getting seed money. With $75,000 raised, he joined forces with several other African Americans in Los Angeles to form the Lincoln Motion Picture Company to make Negro films—sometimes called race movies—for the Negro market. Johnson became the company's president. The well-to-do black druggist Dr. J. Thomas Smith became vice president; actor Clarence Brooks, secretary; and Dudley Brooks, assistant secretary. Cameraman Harry Gant was the company's only white member. Now Los Angeles had its first black movie studio. Within three years, the company released three films, all tales of black progress, endurance, and drive and all starring Noble and shot by cameraman Gant: The Realization ofa Negro's Ambition, for which Johnson also wrote the screenplay; The Trooper of Company K, in 1916; and The Law of Nature, in 1917.

At the colored theaters in Los Angeles and other cities, Lincoln's films fared well enough. Four prints of its first film, The Realization of a Negro's Ambition, were sent into circulation through the East and the South. Certainly, that might have been small potatoes for a big, established movie company. But for a fledgling organization, it was healthy business. For a time, Johnson was a dashing leading man with a charisma and rugged appeal that shone through even in stills. But Lincoln struggled with financing, distribution, and promotion. Every day was an effort to stay afloat. Johnson couldn't even be paid a salary. A setback occurred shortly before the scheduled opening of Lincoln's second film, Trooper of Company K, in 1916, when a fire broke out at the laboratory where the film was being developed and printed. Most of the film was salvaged. But some key scenes were destroyed and had to be reshot. The film finally opened, however, with fanfare. An advertisement in The California Eagle proclaimed:


THE LINCOLN MOTION PICTURE CO.

PRESENTS THEIR SECOND PRODUCTION

“THE TROOPER OF CO. K”

A THRILLING, INTERESTING, AND PATRIOTIC THREE-REEL

MOTION PICTURE DRAMA FEATURING

NOBLE M. JOHNSON

SUPPORTED BY MISS BEULAH HALL AND JIMMIE SMITH
Over 300 people used in making this production, consisting of ex-9th and 10th Cavalrymen, Mexicans, Cowboys and horses.

Colored Persons Shown True to Life On the Screen at the
NEW ANGELUS THEATER



The California Eagle wrote a glowing review, calling the production “an exceptional picture if only for its historical value.”

But the delayed opening as well as the day-to-day expenditures of maintaining the company were costly. After the third Lincoln production, Johnson arrived at a board meeting with devastating news. Lincoln was in no position to mount a new production, he explained. Nor was he in a position to continue working without pay as he had done with the first three productions. He asked that the company no longer use his name, presumably in seeking financing for future projects, and resigned from the company.

Johnson's resignation puzzled some. Various explanations were given. Outside Negro movie houses, posters of Johnson had been prominently displayed. Often enough, his Lincoln films played at theaters next to those where Universal Studios productions were shown. Often enough, too, in these black neighborhoods, Johnson's Lincoln films outgrossed Universal's. Rumors circulated that Universal Studios had given the actor an ultimatum: either leave Lincoln or leave Universal.

Lincoln was shaken by Johnson's departure. His brother George, still working in Omaha, was asked to be the company's general booking manager. George had already created the first weekly colored newspaper in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and later, he would establish the Pacific Coast News Bureau, a news-gathering organization for colored newspapers around the country. At the Lincoln Motion Picture Company, his duties entailed setting up branch offices to handle promotion and advertising for the company's films in cities such as Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., Atlanta, and New Orleans. In smaller towns, he also created a booking system whereby theaters could exhibit Lincoln films. On his way to establishing a national Negro booking organization, George P. Johnson eventually moved to Los Angeles. Caught up in the moviemaking fervor, he wrote the script for Lincoln's feature By Right of Birth.

What the company now needed was a new star to headline its productions. For its next films—A Man's Duty, in 1919, and By Right of Birth, in 1921—that new star was Clarence Brooks. Like Noble Johnson, he was light-skinned with the type of keen features believed to attract black patrons. Likable and serious, Brooks, however, did not have Johnson's larger-than-life virile glamour. Still, Lincoln announced ambitious plans for another film, The Heart of the Negro, to star Brooks with Edna Morton and Lawrence Chenault, but its finances remained wobbly, and the proposed film was never made. The Lincoln Motion Picture Company folded. Clarence Brooks would continue to work in other race movies, such as Am I Guilty?, Dark Manhattan, and Harlem Rides the Range, and would also give an impressive performance as a doctor in the West Indies in the 1931 Hollywood adaptation of Sinclair Lewis's novel Arrowsmith. But other key players in the company saw their careers end.

Noble returned to Universal. Unlike the few other early black actors now in Hollywood, he would not be cast as bumbling, stumbling, eye-popping characters. Still relegated to supporting or bit roles, he nonetheless portrayed various ethnic types in some of the biggest silent spectacles of the 1920s: Cecil B. DeMille's films The Ten Commandments and The King of Kings; The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, starring Rudolph Valentino; The Thief of Bagdad, starring Douglas Fairbanks; Buster Keaton's The Navigator; and MGM's blockbuster Ben-Hur.

Noble met an old friend while working on West of Zanzibar at MGM in 1928. Its star was none other than that kid from Colorado, Lon Chaney. One day, George Johnson—compiling items for his Pacific Coast News Bureau—visited Noble on the set. During a break in filming, he eased up next to Chaney and nudged him. Never having forgotten the Johnson kids, Chaney reminisced with George about old times in Colorado Springs.

Noble Johnson managed to make the leap to sound films in the 1930s. In Moby Dick, he played Queequeg to John Barrymore's Captain Ahab. In The Mummy, starring Boris Karloff, he played the Nubian servant. In Safe in Hell, he was a good-looking military man on a Caribbean island. In King Kong, he played the native chief. And in The Ghost Breakers, he was cast as a zombie who terrified Bob Hope and black actor Willie Best. For years, he would be the busiest black actor working in the movies. But he may well have been the most complicated and most remote. He kept to himself, lived quietly, held under wraps whatever torments or frustrations he experienced, and managed, for a man as handsome and appealing as he was in a town that would thrive on gossip, to have a fairly unknown love life. He married at least twice: first to an early sweetheart, Ruth Thornton, in Denver in 1912 and, some years later, to Gladys Blackwell. But most in Black Hollywood felt that Noble was a loner.

Other black newcomers arriving in Los Angeles in the teens found employment, if not in the movies then with movie people. Black servants—cooks, maids, butlers—began working for industry people and at the studios, too. Possibly the earliest African American at a studio was a hairdresser and all-around aide-de-camp known simply as Hattie, who was employed by Cecil B. DeMille at Famous Players-Lasky Silent-screen star Gloria Swanson remembered that on her first day at the studio, one of DeMille's assistants “led me to the hairdressing department and turned me over to Hattie, a tiny Black woman who was standing at an old-fashioned ironing board ironing a long switch of dark-brown hair. She was wearing a narrow-brimmed black straw hat, beneath which she seemed to have very little hair of her own, and she kept a watchful eye on the ten or fifteen girls who worked under her. ‘This is your hair I'm ironing,' she said with an enormous smile. ‘Over there are the sketches. See if you like it.’ “

Hattie also explained the ways of the world in Hollywood. “While she worked, I did my make-up and we talked,” recalled Swanson. “She told me Mr. DeMille was the most remarkable man she had ever met—a real perfectionist.” And later, when one of Swanson's films hit it big, Hattie was the first person to give her the news. “One morning all the girls who worked under Hattie were twittering like birds, so I asked what was going on. ‘Haven't you heard?' Hattie exclaimed. ‘Your picture has been held over for a second week. They got word from New York this morning.’ “ Still later, when Swanson became upset about unfounded rumors of a romance between DeMille and herself, Hattie assured her that was just something that happened to famous people. “Don't feel bad about being famous,” Hattie told Swanson. “That's what everyone out here wants to be. Why, I'm famous myself on Central Avenue now, just because I work with you.”

“Many of our women make good wages serving motion picture actresses,” wrote that early historian of African Americans in California, Delilah Beasley, in 1919. Arriving in L.A. that very year was Virginia-born Lillian Moseley, who worked as a maid for actress May Allison. “Ever since my early childhood, I've wanted to work for show people,” Moseley once recalled. “My aunt took me to Philadelphia after my parents died and at the age of 11 years, I had to look to myself for support.

“Then in 1918 I went to New York City for the first time, and walked along the Broadway theater district, trying all the stage doors, asking if anyone wanted a personal maid. That's how I found my job with [actress] Ina Claire and then, a few months later, I met May Allison and came to California with her,” Moseley recalled. “Hollywood was just a few streets and orange groves and a desert stretched from downtown Los Angeles to the movie studios.”There was a street car line “but it seemed the cars never ran. But the studios were exciting.”

Within the next two decades, servants would become important to big stars—in unexpected ways—and especially important within Los Ange-les's black community. Some would use domestic work as a springboard to film roles, if not for themselves then for their families. That was certainly true of a chef named Ernest Morrison Sr., who moved from New Orleans to work for the wealthy tycoon E. L. Doheny in Beverly Hills in 1917. Doheny had discovered oil in the city in 1892, leading the way for Los An-geles's first oil boom. Doheny and his partner had first dug for a well with shovels near Glendale Boulevard and Second Street. Afterward, oil derricks shot up. The Dohenys—along with the Chandlers and the Mulhol-lands—became one of the city's “old” families.

Morrison may have spent most of his day in the kitchen of Doheny's palatial dwelling, but now, like just about everyone else in the town, he kept his ears open for casting news. When a guest at the home—John Os-bourne—spotted Morrison's energetic little son Ernie Jr., he thought the boy might be just right for a part in the short films in which his daughter, Baby Marie Osbourne, was then starring at Pathé. Morrison Sr. agreed. So did the producers at Pathé, who fell in love with the five-year-old kid with the large eyes, a sweet smile, and an engaging personality. The public would come to love him, too. And so began what, especially in the 1920s, would be a remarkable career for a black child. From 1917 to 1919, little Ernie Morrison worked in fourteen of Baby Marie's movies as well as appearing in other films, including The Sheriff, starring Fatty Arbuckle.

The big change in Morrison's career came about through Margaret Roach, the wife of movie producer Hal Roach. She had worked with Morrison on the Osbourne comedies and recommended that her husband take a close look at the child. In 1919, Morrison signed a two-year contract with Roach, the first such contract for any black performer then working in Hollywood. The young actor was kept busy at the Roach studios, appearing in comedy shorts with Charley Chase and Snub Pollard. Eventually, audiences black and white came to know him as a playful kid called Sunshine Sammy, America's first black child star. Other Morrison family members got into the movie business. Ernest Jr.'s sister Florence worked with him in Penrod. His other sister, Vera, also won roles, as did his father.

In the late teens, Los Angeles continued to grow and prosper with an influx of new settlers. A cluster of sporty nightclubs sprouted up along Central Avenue, and black Angelenos flocked there for fun and relaxation in the evenings and especially on the weekends. The Clark Hotel opened the doors of its Clark Annex to cater to the new crowd's hunger for entertainment. The New Angelus Theatre became the movie house where black Angelenos could see the latest moving pictures. Jazz, a new kind of music, came to town and caused some frowns among black businessmen and a budding black middle class. But jazz would invigorate the nightlife in the city. Jelly Roll Morton was said to have first set foot in L.A. as early as 1907 and then became a regular between 1917 and 1922, performing at the sexy, swanky Cadillac Club as well as at other niteries along Central Avenue. Also on the L.A. scene was the young singer Ada Smith, who performed—along with Jelly Roll—at the black club Murray's. Later, when she ran off to Paris, she emerged as the darling of the international set and became known as Bricktop.

[image: ]

By the late teens, everybody in the city seemed to have a touch of movie fever. Even when movies still were silent, the black band Wood Wilson's Syncopators got itself hired to appear as musicians in the short Penny Dance, in 1916. Other musicians, such as Kid Ory, who worked at the Cadillac Club, headed out to the studios to perform mood music for the actors while silent scenes were being shot.

By the end of the teens, no real black film community yet existed. But Noble Johnson, Madame Sul-Te-Wan, and little Ernest Morrison had become African American pioneers. They would work in pictures for decades to come, but they could never have envisioned exactly how much the industry would change. Nor could they have predicted the way in which sound in the 1920s would transform everything in Hollywood— and, in turn, lead to the new growth and glamour of a distinct black film colony.
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