


[image: Cover]






HOLLYWOOD HORRORS





HOLLYWOOD HORRORS

Murders, Scandals, and Cover-Ups from Tinseltown


ANDREA VAN LANDINGHAM


[image: frn_fig_002.png]


Guilford, Connecticut






[image: frn_fig_003.png]


An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of


The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200


Lanham, MD 20706


www.rowman.com


Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


Copyright © 2022 by Andrea Van Landingham


All photos from Wikimedia Commons (public domain) unless otherwise noted


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Van Landingham, Andrea, author.


Title: Hollywood horrors : murders, scandals, and cover-ups from Tinseltown / Andrea Van Landingham.


Description: Guilfaord, Connecticut : Lyons Press, [2021] | Includes bibliographical references and index. | Summary: “Features known and lesser-known stories from Hollywood such as the Black Dahlia murder, Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle’s trial for the murder of Virginia Rappe, Johnny Stompanato’s murder, and more”—Provided by publisher.


Identifiers: LCCN 2021024246 (print) | LCCN 2021024247 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493060078 (paperback) | ISBN 9781493060085 (epub)


Subjects: LCSH: Hollywood (Los Angeles, Calif.)—History. | Motion picture industry—California—Los Angeles—History. | Scandals—California—Los Angeles—History. | Crime—California—Los Angeles—History. | Hollywood (Los Angeles, Calif.)—Social life and customs.


Classification: LCC P96.S292 V36 2021 (print) | LCC P96.S292 (ebook) | DDC 384/.80979494—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021024246


LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021024247


[image: frn_fig_004.png] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.







To Hollywood








People think of Hollywood and the movie business as a giant industry. In some ways it is, but in other ways it’s like working in a small-town department store. Everybody knows everything because everybody knows somebody. And there are no secrets for long.


—STEVE STEVENS AND CRAIG LOCKWOOD,
KING OF THE SUNSET STRIP
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INTRODUCTION

HALCYON: ORIGINS OF CINEMA

MOTION PICTURES WERE CREATED TO SETTLE A BET. IN 1872 THE PALO Alto railroad tycoon, former California governor, and eventual university benefactor Leland Stanford sought out the expertise of an eccentric photographer, Eadweard Muybridge. Stanford wanted Muybridge to help him settle a popular Victorian-era equestrian debate. Leland Stanford was looking for definitive, indisputable proof as to whether a running horse ever glided completely aloft with all four hooves in the air—as he believed—or if the running animal maintained constant contact with the ground. According to one report, he had a $25,000 wager on the question.

The evidence Stanford wanted did not come easily. Muybridge persisted through trial and error in a years-long series of experiments. Finally, on a luminous morning in June 1878, Leland Stanford and Eadweard Muybridge would have their answer.

Muybridge had set up a series of cameras along a track. He rigged the cameras so that, as the horse crossed before each lens, it would take a picture. Putting the resulting pictures together would create an accurate, never-before-seen moving image of the running horse. Upon viewing their crude footage, the two men were able to determine that a running horse does, in fact, glide through the air for fleeting moments during its run. A satisfied Stanford collected his wager.

Before this experiment, there had been only two ways to make pictures move. For the delight of small groups, the spinning zoetrope created the illusion of movement using a series of pictures, each slightly different from the last. On a larger scale, a theater-sized audience could sit together in a darkened room to experience the aptly named magic lantern. Magic lantern shows were projected slideshows of movable glass slides, not unlike the transparent animation cels that would come to dominate animation studios in the coming century. These early glass “cels” were moved manually like puppets by a dexterous projectionist, who could move characters and their limbs to act out the stories amid ever-changing backgrounds.

The last vestiges of the magic lantern show might be familiar to those who remember being schoolchildren during the 20th century: the classroom overhead projector and its plastic transparencies are a direct descendant of the magic lantern’s primitive technology. In a similar fate to the animation cel and celluloid film strips, the clunky machines died out with the invention of the digital projector.

Inventor Thomas Edison took what Stanford and Muybridge had learned in their equestrian experiment and refined the technology. Instead of a series of cameras rigged together, he created a single camera that could capture movements. He called it the Kinetograph, and it used celluloid film to record the images it captured. These images could then be viewed on a separate machine he called the Kinetoscope, which allowed the viewer to peer inside at the resulting short film. The Kinetoscope gave birth to the penny arcade boom of the late nineteenth century. The machines strategically allowed only one person to view the pictures at a time, a move which Edison perceived as more profitable. He patented his invention in 1897. Despite the fact that he himself was not the first to invent the moving picture concept, Edison was the first to seek a patent for its mechanization.

The Lumière brothers took the burgeoning technology a step further, improving upon Edison’s work. Their creation, the Cinématographe, was an improvement on the Kinetograph and Kinetoscope in that it simplified the complex machinery. The Cinématographe had the ability to both film and exhibit their pictures—by projecting them onto virtually any surface. As in the magic lantern shows, projection allowed an entire audience to view the films together.

The Lumière brothers took their films on tour, using converted store-fronts, back rooms, and café basements as their theaters. Word of their new venture spread like wildfire. Eager audiences came out in droves, anxious to experience the promised delights and thrills of the projected pictures. The enterprising brothers made a fast fortune.

The electrifying power of motion pictures was poignantly demonstrated in 1895, when the Lumière brothers projected a moving train onto the screen. Audiences were captivated by the image of the incoming locomotive as it approached the station. However, as the enormous train grew nearer, panic began to strike. Spectators sitting in its projected path scrambled out of their seats in a mad rush to move out of the way, desperate to avoid being crushed by the mere facsimile on the screen. The moving picture’s ability to unite and literally move audiences was, from that point on, abundantly clear.

A young Frenchman named Georges Méliès was among the first to line up outside of one of these makeshift theaters to see the Lumière brothers’ revolutionary projected moving pictures. What he saw that day astounded him, and would ultimately shape the course of film history thereafter. Méliès was inspired to use the new technology to create his very own long-form fantasy narrative, using planned story lines, building complex sets, and hiring actors to perform the scripted action. The result was 1902’s A Trip to the Moon—an iconic prototype to the sci-fi genre that is still widely referenced in pop culture today.

When the first nickelodeon appeared in Pittsburgh in 1905, it was an instant moneymaker. Within three years, about eight thousand nick-elodeons dotted the United States. These early movie houses featured live vaudeville acts, music, and the feature presentation: projected motion pictures. Not only did this new form of variety entertainment attract thousands of daily spectators, but it also illustrated their willingness to part with their hard-earned nickels in exchange for a seat in a darkened movie house. In response, theater owners further expanded their operations to accommodate the increasing demand.

Before Hollywood, the majority of film production took place in New York or New Jersey.

The problems with this were far-reaching, chiefly among them the unpredictable East Coast climate. Productions during this time were mostly shot outdoors using the available natural light. A seemingly innocuous tuft of clouds could severely disrupt a shooting schedule, forcing costly delays as crews waited for the sunlight to return. Even on days they enjoyed unobstructed daylight, the outdoor scenery options at their disposal proved somewhat limiting. Then there was the imminent threat of having the set shut down by thuggish goons working on behalf of patent-holding Thomas Edison. When it came to protecting his industrial patents, the inventor could be ruthless. During his brief stint in the film industry, he was notorious for repeatedly suing his competitors and for sending his stooges to those early outdoor movie sets, with orders to destroy any cameras and equipment they could find. By the mid-1910s, Edison realized that, patent or not, he couldn’t stop the incoming cinematic tidal wave. He gave up, leaving the film industry entirely. His assistant, William Kennedy Dickson, went on to found Biograph Studios using what he had learned under Edison’s employ.

It wasn’t until about 1915 that productions began to move west en masse. Like so many others before them, they were in search of warmth, sun, and Southern California scenery. The mass migration hasn’t let up since.







PART I

THE PUBLICITY MACHINE CLAIMS ITS FIRST VICTIMS






1

Harbinger

Scandals of the Silent Era

BEFORE HOLLYWOOD, THERE WAS A SLEEPY EXPANSE OF LAND IN THE foothills of the Santa Monica mountains, blanketed by a morning mist from the Pacific Ocean. Before palm trees and movie studios overtook the perennially sunny landscape, an eastward breeze carried with it the fragrant scent of flourishing orange groves that dotted the hills.

Daeida Hartell Wilcox came up with the name “Hollywood.” She and her husband, Harvey Henderson Wilcox, both religious teetotalers and avid prohibitionists, were land developers from the East who had subdivided their acreage into tracts, emanating out from Prospect and Weyse—now Hollywood and Vine, respectively. They founded their community based on their shared values of religious temperance.

They started selling their Hollywood land tracts in 1887 and envisioned a bright future built on sobriety and strict religious adherence.

And then the artists flooded in.
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Arguably the first and most popular movie star of the early silent era was “America’s Sweetheart,” Canadian actress Mary Pickford. Born Gladys Louise Smith in 1892, the sweet-faced Mary with her famous blonde curls had been performing on vaudeville stages since childhood in order to help support her struggling family.

When Pickford started out in show business as a child performer, actors were not regarded in the rarefied manner that they would come to inhabit in later years. At the dawn of the silent film era, society’s perception of an actor had remained largely unchanged from that of the stage days of the nineteenth century. The acting profession was looked down upon, regarded by polite society with thinly veiled scorn. In fact, movie actors during this time occupied an even lower rung of society than their theatrical counterparts. Movie acting was widely considered to be a step down from the stage. As moving pictures came into favor as a legitimate form of mass entertainment, an actor was seen as little more than a prop, a storytelling device that was only there to serve a specific narrative purpose.

Mary Pickford would be among the first to change that. Standing at just over five feet, her sugary buoyancy and natural charm had made her an obvious casting choice for producers looking to fill girlish roles in films like A Little Princess and Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm. She gained immense popularity, and fans began writing in to the studio, asking who that sweet girl with the blonde curls was. The letters became so frequent that Mary, an astute businesswoman (with an overbearing stage mother whose ambitions rested solely on the advancement of her daughter’s career), was able to use this early star power as a bargaining chip with the studio. Her salary was raised to $10,000 a week—nearly $250,000 today.

The studio in turn, recognized the marketing potential in the interest generated by their young star. They decided that, from then on, her name should be billed on the films in which she appeared. Before long, Mary Pickford’s name was regularly appearing above the movie title. Her projects weren’t just any pictures. They were Mary Pickford pictures.

In his affectionate appraisal of her growing stardom and shrewd business acumen, Adolph Zukor, czar of Paramount Pictures, would say offhandedly, “Mary, sweetheart, I don’t have to diet. Every time I talk over a new contract with you and your mother, I lose ten pounds.”
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Standing in stark contrast to Mary Pickford, Mabel Normand was Biograph’s original madcap movie queen of the 1910s. With her dark curls and enormous, round, expressive eyes framed by gently downward-slanting brows, Mabel was a unique beauty with a pleasant face that the camera loved. She got her start as a teenager, modeling in New York City for artists James Montgomery Flagg and, notably, for Charles Dana Gibson, as one of his famous Gibson Girls. Soon, she was acting for Biograph Studios. She worked under the direction of an up-and-comer named D. W. Griffith, who cast her in straight dramatic parts in his many short films. On-screen she could play the serious, even melodramatic roles, as evidenced by her emotive performances in Griffith’s Saved from Himself and The Eternal Mother. But off-screen, Mabel was completely different from her roles. She could be a goofball and a trickster, always playing pranks and making jokes with her costars between takes.

During this time at Biograph, Normand first attracted the attention of the young Mack Sennett, who saw on-screen comedic potential in this young dramatic actress. He frequently cast her opposite the popular and rotund screen comedian Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, with the pairing becoming a huge success.

Normand came to Hollywood in 1912, which had to have been something of a culture shock for the young actress. Coming from the fast-paced, urban bustle of New York City to the relatively quiet rural expanse of 1910s Los Angeles, one can imagine that Mabel Normand might have approached the transition with more than a hint of trepidation.

But that rural sprawl soon developed into a boomtown, and Normand was quick to assimilate, finding adequate diversions for herself in the brand-new social landscape. She became fast friends with fellow actress Olive Thomas, and together the two women made the social scene in the budding movie colony. Normand’s legendary partying earned her the distinction of being one of the first-ever stars to enter rehab for her love of gin and addiction to cocaine. Later, in taunting a persistent throng of columnists, she would say, “Say anything you like, but don’t say I love to work. That sounds like Mary Pickford, the prissy bitch. Just say I like to pinch babies and twist their legs. And get drunk.”
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David Wark Griffith perfected his film technique at Biograph, directing as many as 450 films in the five years he was with that studio. While it is important to note that he did not invent many of the narrative devices that he is known for pioneering, he was the first to combine these techniques to advance an artistic vision for his projects. He was the first to emotionally engage his audiences through the selective use of lighting, shot variation, and camera movement, all pieced together with dramatic, highly dynamic editing.

When Griffith left Biograph, he joined the Mutual Film Corporation and began work on his longest and most ambitious project to date.

The Birth of a Nation is a film that, despite its overtly racist themes, rampant perpetuation of oppressive stereotypes, and glorification of the KKK, is still studied in film schools, all but exalted for its pioneering narrative scope and technological innovation.

At an astonishingly lengthy runtime of over three hours, The Birth of a Nation was also, for better or worse, the birth of the full feature-length film.

Audiences were stunned at the crosscutting sequences, which cut back and forth between two concurrent events, creating narrative tension and often culminating in a spectacular climax. Griffith’s dramatically lit close-ups gave emotional cues that added depth to the characters, stirring the audience’s sympathies and provoking intense emotional responses.

The Birth of a Nation was released in 1915 amid a whirl of controversy. Widespread protests mobilized in response to the film’s grotesque themes, and the NAACP formally denounced the film, condemning its blatant and pervasive racism. The film was banned from exhibition in several states after screenings gave way to protests (and counter-protests) which devolved into violence. Even so, the film earned $18 million in its first few years. While Griffith was one of the first directors in Hollywood to be publicly heralded, even lauded, for directing a film that was so wildly commercially successful, he was personally disturbed by the criticism that the film received, believing that he was being unfairly targeted and censored.

It was this perceived persecution that gave Griffith the inspiration for his next film. He resolved that this next endeavor would be even bigger and more ambitious than The Birth of a Nation. It would be his response to his detractors. The film would encompass four parallel plots that centered on a fundamental theme. Fittingly (or perhaps ironically), the project would be titled Intolerance.

Intolerance is a complex film, with its narrative set in four separate time periods. The film uses Griffith’s famous crosscutting to link four dramatic parables of intolerance throughout history, spanning from the fall of Babylon in 539 BC to the crucifixion of Jesus, to the massacre of Protestants in France in 1572, and finally, to the then present day, 1916.

Most dominant of the four were the Babylon sequences; these took the most careful attention and planning, and commanded the highest budgets. The colossal Babylonian sets were constructed near the intersection of Hollywood and Sunset Boulevards on what was then an open field of flowers. Thousands of extras were hired for the shoot, and Constance Talmadge played a starring role. The massive scope of this production was unquestionably the grandest that Hollywood or the film industry had ever seen up to that point.

Intolerance’s four parallel plots were perplexing for much of its audience, who were still unaccustomed to the cutting-edge narrative techniques that had only just floored them the year before in The Birth of a Nation. The intricate plotlines became tangled, and the public’s reaction to the film was largely indifferent. Its lukewarm critical reception was an anticlimactic conclusion to the entire production. The film proved to be a painful and embarrassing financial loss.

The monetary damage was so bad that the production ran out of money and ultimately couldn’t afford to take down the gargantuan Babylon sets. Suddenly their immense scale, so ostentatiously ambitious before and during the production, now looked like a sad, thirty-story monument to a crushing failure. It was left to stand for years. Because set construction differs so greatly from architectural construction, in that a set is only built to be temporary, it didn’t take long for the colossus to become a literal ruin. Visible from miles around, it was a poignant reminder of the director whose success had been so celebrated only the year before.

The abandoned set and its ominous decay were an ugly blemish on the otherwise green and sunny LA landscape. The decrepit state of the set was an aesthetic burden on the flourishing movie town, but it was also eerily prophetic. To many passersby the rotting Babylon warned of the giddy highs and crushing lows of Hollywood, a pattern that would become increasingly familiar in the coming decades.

Griffith’s bitter disappointment would scar him for the remainder of his career. The once-celebrated director was virtually penniless, forced to depend on financing from sponsors to keep working on his projects. His friend Charlie Chaplin would later lament, “Of late years he could not find a job in the town he had invented. He clung to the shadows, a bald, eagle beaked man, sardonic and alone. At parties, he sat drinking quietly, his sharp eyes panning the room for a glimpse of familiar faces, most of them long gone.”

Mercifully, the set was finally torn down in 1919. In 1923 a small movie theater was built on the site, where it still stands today.
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In the greater time line of Hollywood’s early years, the 1920 death of silent star Olive Thomas in Paris is critically pivotal. Her untimely end was one of the first Hollywood deaths to be so widely reported as to be sensationalized. It was also the first to be encumbered by enduring mystery and public speculation. It was a starting point for a new kind of lurid histrionics—the public’s first taste of the scandalous behind-the-scenes propensities of the movie colony.

Looking back a century later, her death, tragic as it was, takes on even greater significance. It sets an eerie precedent, a template for the multitudes of Hollywood deaths in the decades to follow.

Olive Thomas was born Olivetta Elaine Duffy in the working-class suburbs of Pittsburgh in 1894. She worked as a shopgirl at $3 a week and became a teenage bride, marrying businessman Bernard Krug Thomas, who gave her the last name under which she would later become famous. Determined to create a glamorous life for herself, she saved up her meager earnings and left for New York. She began photographic modeling, and later, became a regular artist’s model for the notable painters Penrhyn Stanlaws, Haskell Coffin, and Harrison Fisher.

With her long brunette curls, pert nose, and wide, haunting blue eyes, Fisher labeled Thomas the “most beautiful girl in the world.” She next set her sights on a role in the Ziegfeld Follies. “I had no letters of introduction or anything,” she later said. “I simply asked them for a job and got it.” She was promptly cast in Ziegfeld’s Midnight Frolic. She later succinctly summed up her Follies experience: “I didn’t do much at first—just posed around, standing in boxes and frames while someone sang at me.”

In New York City, the bubbly, fun-loving showgirl quickly grew in popularity. A 1919 profile on the star would glowingly reminisce that, during her time on the Follies stage, “bankers, brokers, senators, congressmen and even mayors competed for the honor of a smile from the queen of the Midnight Frolic.” When a motion picture producer saw her in the Follies, he lured her away from the stage and before a camera. Myron Selznick signed her for a long-term contract, and with that, Olive Thomas was off to Hollywood.

The unknown actress quickly won acclaim with her appearance in an episode of the hugely popular Beatrice Fairfax series and in mischievous roles such as the “baby vamp” in Upstairs and Down. She soon befriended other young stars in the film colony, notably starting a close friendship with fellow Hollywood party girl Mabel Normand. The San Francisco Examiner noted how quickly she had become “a leading figure in the social and artistic gaieties of the motion picture colony.” Reporters would sing her praises for having achieved such great fame, without the “too frequent malady” of a “swelled head.”

Olive Thomas was a rarity. She was a star who never took herself—or anyone else—too seriously. “Excess of dignity is as provocative to her as the red flag is to the bull, and she loves to take its possessor down all she can,” the reports gushed. “That’s why she loves to startle, even shock over-dignified individuals.”

One such over-dignified individual was Charlotte Hennessey, perpetually fretful mother to Mary Pickford and her broker Jack. Olive and Jack Pickford met in 1916 at a party in Los Angeles, immediately falling in love and beginning a passionate affair. It was an apt match—Olive was forever in pursuit of a good time, and the hard-partying younger brother to “America’s Sweetheart” was a regular on the budding Hollywood social scene. The young couple were seen everywhere together and within months, Jack was asking Olive to marry him.

His disdainful mother, meanwhile, made no secret of her disapproval. She knew Olive had come from a working-class background, and that she had gained her initial success as a showgirl with the Follies. Charlotte Hennessey believed that Olive Thomas was simply not a good enough actress to be associated with the Pickfords.

Through Charlotte’s careful management of Mary’s career, the Pickford family had ascended from their own humble, working-class roots to the elevated status of Hollywood royalty. With Mary as the main breadwinner, Jack’s constant shenanigans were routinely kept under wraps, lest he cause any damage to their pristine reputation. Mary and her mother carefully guarded Mary’s wholesome image and moneymaking potential. In their view, the last thing they needed was another ambitious family member who came from the lower class, and who would only use the Pickford name to bolster her own career ambitions. Worse yet, the Hollywood newcomer might even try to usurp Mary’s position as the nation’s top box-office star. An indignant Charlotte Hennessey forbade the union.

Olive agreed to marry Jack, at least partially out of spite for his overbearing mother. The couple flew to New Jersey, where they married in secret. He gave her a rare green gold cigarette case embedded with a watch and covered in diamonds, attached to a long, sparkling gold chain. Inside the case was a sentimental engraving: “To the only sweetheart I’ll ever have.” Rather than adopt the famed Pickford name, the bride elected to keep her own last name.
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Four years later, Olive Thomas had cultivated her own star power in an illustrious motion picture career. Overworked and in need of a break, Olive and Jack made plans for an extended second honeymoon in Europe.

On August 12, 1920, they set sail for Paris, where they checked in to the plush Hotel Ritz. Once settled into the City of Lights, the young couple took in the sights, shopped for the latest fashions, ate in posh restaurants, and frequented the many nightclubs.

Jack took off for London for a stretch, ostensibly to buy more clothes. Olive kept herself entertained while he was away by going out with her friends. Upon Jack’s return to Paris, they had another night out together on September 5, 1920. They went to Montmartre and several of the cafés in town, stopping at, among other places, Zelli’s and Le Café du Rat Mort, which offered, to put it politely, “the wildest exhibition of mad and degraded revelry permitted by the Paris police.”

Staff at the Ritz later reported that Jack and Olive returned to their suite between one and three a.m. Olive stayed up to write a letter, while Jack went off to bed. As he dozed, he was jolted awake by a petrified scream echoing from the bathroom. When he ran in, he found his horrified wife clutching at her throat, tears streaming down her rounded eyes. She had ingested bichloride of mercury. A fatal dose of the corrosive substance is two grams. Olive had taken eight. It took nearly five excruciating days for the actress to die of mercury poisoning.

Stunned fans and reporters speculated as to whether her death had been an accident, or whether she had actually committed suicide. The circumstances are still uncertain. It’s possible that in her drunken and perhaps drug-induced stupor, in the suite’s darkened bathroom, she may have mistaken the bottle of poisonous tablets for her sleeping medicine, mixing them with alcohol and downing the mixture at the bathroom counter. The bottle in question may have been present, it has been reported, because Jack may have used the tablets to mix a topical solution to treat a recurring syphilis infection.

A distraught Jack Pickford boarded another plane to London. As one solemn report put it, “the party faded just as Olive Thomas faded from this world.”

The newspapers circled, gleefully reporting on the star’s sordid exploits in Paris on the night of her untimely death. She was, according to these scandalous accounts, a casualty of her own extravagant, thrill-seeking lifestyle. After all, they said, she’d spent that last night out patronizing the most indulgent and “clandestine” nightspots in Montmartre, dubbed by the press the “modern Babylon.” The Parisian district was famous for its quirky, themed nightclubs during the Belle Époque. Now, well into the Deco era, the demand for its more-hedonistic offerings was notably on the rise. The American papers colorfully touted a pious perception of the apparently debauched state of Paris, “with all its hazards to health and wholesomeness.”

Back in Los Angeles, Charlotte first learned the news of the scandal through a press report. In a display that would demonstrate the origins of the Pickford family’s flair for the dramatic, upon reading the sordid news, Charlotte promptly collapsed. She hoped in vain that it was only a mistake. Surely a later column would correct the error—that it had been a misprint.

But subsequent reports only confirmed the tragic tale. It was true: Her daughter-in-law was dead, and her family was at the center of the depraved narrative. Even so, her concern largely centered around the perceived vulnerability of her son. She is quoted as saying, “My poor little boy! What will he do all alone among strangers?”

Over at the celebrated Pickfair estate, Mary Pickford was convalescing in her bed, indisposed with a mild affliction. Her husband, action star Douglas Fairbanks, was the first to learn of the tragedy in Paris. Fairbanks contacted Mary’s mother, requesting that he be the one to break the news to her. He went upstairs and gently told Mary what had happened in Paris.
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Olive Thomas’s funeral was held at St. Thomas Church on Fifth Avenue in New York. Thousands of attendees and moviegoers crammed into the Gothic-style church, jostling for a position among the sea of pink and white flowers. Harrison Fisher served as one of the pallbearers, as did Owen Moore, first husband of Mary Pickford. The famed pinup artist Alberto Vargas commemorated her loss with a now-iconic painting titled Memories of Olive.

The exact circumstances surrounding the cause of her death were never fully determined. A later report would read, “No one has ever ascertained for certain whether her death was due to accident or suicide.”

The Hearst-owned San Francisco Examiner would callously attribute her death to “the disturbing influence of an immense income on a frivolous, superficial nature, reared in poverty and not trained for any serious duties in life.” The Venice Beach Evening Vanguard reported that, while Olive Thomas’s death was the most-talked-about news item of the moment, “like other seven-day morsels she and her untimely end will soon be forgotten and the lights of Paris will burn just as brightly as before and the moths will singe their wings at the candle of death-dealing gaiety just as they have done since the world went round.”

If only they’d known how right they would be.
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Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle had been in his custom-built, electric violet Pierce-Arrow for hours. He was driving up the Roosevelt Highway, skimming the coastline on his way into San Francisco. As he approached Union Square, the stately brick facade of his favorite hotel in the city, the St. Francis, loomed into view. That was his destination. It was Labor Day weekend, 1921.

Arbuckle grew up in California, and had begun his performance career on a vaudeville stage at age eight. He moved on to Keystone Studios, gaining the public’s affection as one of Mack Sennett’s bumbling Keystone Kops. His films with fellow Keystone idol Mabel Normand had been wildly popular—audiences loved the unlikely pairing. In response, Sennett had churned out picture after picture featuring his two biggest stars. Now, years later, Arbuckle was celebrating his brand-new, $3 million contract with Paramount.

After parking the gleaming purple machine, the actor relished the opportunity to finally stretch his legs. He ascended the short flight of steps toward the hotel’s entrance, scarcely needing to catch his breath as he made his way into the building. His portly carriage, which had made him famous and had served as the inspiration for his stage name, was dwarfed by the enormity of the dark green marble columns that towered over him in the lavishly adorned lobby. He didn’t stop to take in the high, elegantly coffered ceiling, with its beaded chandeliers offsetting the intricate mezzanine-level railings. Back home in the movie colony, of course, he had grown more than accustomed to such finery. His own Tudor-style home in the West Adams district was a testament to that.

He had moved in two years earlier, after screen vamp Theda Bara moved out. Arbuckle had quickly set about making the place his, sparing no expense to decorate it to his liking. The ornately hand-carved front door had been specially imported from Spain. The home’s vast interior boasted equally ostentatious design choices, including rich mahogany-paneled walls, a gold-leaf bathtub, an imported red lacquer dining table, and custom hard-wired lights that lit up when he opened his closet doors or slid open a drawer. It would seem that the comparatively subdued decor of the Hotel St. Francis would have made little lasting impact on Roscoe Arbuckle, but he was glad to be back. He passed a group of fellow Labor Day revelers as he made his way toward the lifts. He was going to room 1219.
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After the wild holiday weekend festivities at the St. Francis, Roscoe Arbuckle was accused of raping a young partygoer, actress and designer Virginia Rappe. She died of a ruptured bladder a few days later.

Virginia Rappe was, according to Greg Merritt, author of Room 1219: The Life of Fatty Arbuckle, the Mysterious Death of Virginia Rappe, and the Scandal that Changed Hollywood, raised by a single mother and had grown up to be “entrepreneurial, idealistic, and outspoken.” Her thick, lustrous head of dark hair, large dark eyes, and full, arching brows had once graced the sheet music cover for the popular song “Let Me Call You Sweetheart.” She was engaged to Henry “Pathé” Lehrman, director at Keystone, and had appeared in a number of films. She’d even appeared briefly in His Wedding Night with Arbuckle in 1917. The actress had ridden to the Bay city from Los Angeles with her manager, Al Semnacher, and friend Maude Delmont.

It was reported that Virginia Rappe had a previous bladder condition that caused the peritonitis that killed her. This has never been confirmed. However, it is worth noting that, according to the National Library of Medicine, spontaneous rupture of the bladder is exceedingly uncommon; more common is rupture by external injury. The Merck Manual of Diagnosis and Therapy explains that “external bladder injuries are caused by either blunt or penetrating trauma to the lower abdomen, pelvis, or perineum.”

What really happened in room 1219 cannot be ascertained.

What little we do know is that Virginia Rappe was removed from Arbuckle’s suite on Monday, September 5, in critical condition. Roscoe Arbuckle went home to Los Angeles on September 6.

The scope of the Labor Day bacchanal can only be surmised by the state of the rooms after the party’s departure.

The luxury suite was utterly destroyed. A bed had fallen through its frame and onto the floor, its hand-carved footboard toppled over uselessly nearby. The unsupported headboard was leaning precariously forward, sandwiched between the paneled wall and the mattress on the floor. A writing desk lay overturned, missing a leg. Rattan chairs were crushed, and cheery settees lay on their sides, torn completely in half. Assorted rubble littered the floors of the room.

The sordid rumors that buzzed around the five men and four women present in the St. Francis suite were that “Fatty” had assaulted Rappe, and that the sheer force of his weight had caused her internal injuries. Kenneth Anger, fanciful author of the legendary tome Hollywood Babylon, would later make the scandalous claim that Arbuckle had used a Coke or champagne bottle—or even a large chunk of ice.

The rumors of Arbuckle’s involvement in the young actress’s death were too big to ignore. The district attorney, Matthew Brady, called for an inquest into Virginia Rappe’s death. Roscoe Arbuckle returned to San Francisco, where he turned himself in at the Hall of Justice. He was handcuffed and taken through a narrow glass bridge into the adjacent jail building and booked on a murder charge as prisoner #32052. His weight at the time of booking was 266 pounds. Meanwhile, the actor’s films were banned from theaters and his membership at the Los Angeles Athletic Club was revoked.

The murder charge was reduced to manslaughter, and the inquest began on September 12. The star witness for the prosecution was Virginia’s friend, Maude Delmont. She’d given her testimony in questioning, which was in turn presented in court by the prosecution. Delmont had stated that as Rappe writhed in pain, she’d cried “He hurt me” and “He [Arbuckle] did it.” Two other witnesses from the party had also signed statements that supported her account of the evening. Delmont was never called to the witness stand.

According to Delmont’s statements, she had been dancing with actor Lowell Sherman when she took notice of the fact that she had not seen Arbuckle or Rappe in a while. He had allegedly dragged her into a separate room alone. Growing concerned, Delmont went to the door and discovered that it was locked. She said she began knocking and calling through the door. When no answer came, she kicked at the door repeatedly with her shoe, which she took care to identify as her “French heel.”

When this yielded no results, Delmont left the room to fetch the hotel’s assistant manager. When she returned, she said, Arbuckle opened the door. He emerged with a buffoonish grin, wearing sweaty clothes and Virginia’s hat, tilted at a playful angle. He closed the door behind him.

Maude Delmont said she entered the room to find her friend writhing on the bed, moaning and crying out in pain. Her clothes were torn to shreds in a pathetic heap on the floor.

Arbuckle would later claim that Rappe, in a drunken frenzy, had torn the clothes off herself. He asserted that he had been trying to help her.

Strangely, Arbuckle’s own accounts of the events would change. Under initial questioning about the festivities, he’d said that “shortly after Miss Rappe had taken a few drinks, she became hysterical and complained she could not breathe, and then started to tear off her clothes.” He said he’d tried to help her, and that a doctor was called. In this version, they were in the main room of the suite and hadn’t been in a bedroom alone together at all.

Later, he was forced to admit that he had indeed been alone with her. In the version he told at the trial, he went into the bathroom of his suite to discover Rappe on the bathroom floor, vomiting into the toilet. He claimed that he had lifted her up and carried her to the bed before going out to alert the others. He adds that Maude Delmont began rubbing ice on Rappe’s body. When he asked her why she was doing this, he said, Miss Delmont snapped at him to get out of the room. Virginia was still crying. Arbuckle admitted on the stand that he’d said, “Oh, if she makes one more yell I will take her and throw her out of the window.” In yet another account of the story, Delmont suggested putting Rappe into an ice bath, and it was the actor Fred Fishbach who had carried her into the bathroom to place her into the tub.

Dr. Shelby P. Strange stood up to read the autopsy report. Rappe had bruises on her body, including on her upper arms and legs. He opined in court that the dead girl’s bladder rupture had “undoubtedly been caused by external violence.”

Arbuckle’s defense team, Frank Dominguez, Milton Cohen, and Charles H. Brennan, argued that Rappe had caused the bruises herself. Her character was smeared in court, with Arbuckle’s team insisting that Virginia Rappe had been sexually promiscuous, and that she’d been known to get drunk and tear her clothes off at parties.

A showgirl named Betty Campbell was also in attendance at the party. She testified that Lowell Sherman had attempted to lock her in a bedroom with him after he had begun “to get rough in his speech and actions,” prompting her to distance herself from him. She went on to say that she in turn had locked herself into the bathroom and refused to come out. Sherman attempted to force his way into the bathroom. When he gave up and left the bedroom, Campbell alleges that she made a break for the exit, whereupon Fred Fishbach attempted to push her back into the bedroom.

Zey Prevon was also a guest at the party in room 1219. When initially questioned by police, she’d said that Virginia had told her that Arbuckle was responsible for the physical trauma from which she was suffering. She repeated what Virginia had said to her: “I am dying, I am dying, I know I am dying; he hurt me.” When brought before the grand jury, however, her testimony changed completely. The San Francisco Examiner wrote that “it was palpably evident that pressure has been brought to bear upon her.” Before the trial, Zey Prevon had been supplied with a train ticket back to Alabama by a mysterious benefactor. Another prosecution witness, Alice Blake, disappeared altogether.

In her article titled “The Fatty Arbuckle Trial: The Injustice of the Century,” Elizabeth Fischer points out that another witness’s testimony was subject to change. Citing the Andy Edmonds book, Frame-Up: The Untold Story of Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, she states that Al Semnacher, Rappe’s former manager, was a “troublesome witness… because he had problems remembering exactly what had happened at the party…. Shortly after Rappe’s death Semnacher had failed to tell police that he saw Arbuckle put a piece of ice in Rappe’s vagina.”

Due to the changing testimony of Zey Prevon and Alice Blake’s total disappearance, district attorney Matthew Brady alleged that his witnesses were being tampered with. The LA Times quoted him as saying, “I am convinced that undue influence and pressure of a sinister character has been brought to bear on her and other witnesses, one of whom, Alice Blake, has mysteriously disappeared from her home in Berkeley. We have been unable to find her.”

When the grand jury decided that they would need to hear from Arbuckle, he was rousted from his jail cell and brought into the grand jury room. Once on the stand, though, he refused to testify. His lawyers had instructed him to stay quiet.

Some sources have claimed that Paramount czar Adolph Zukor had reached out to Matthew Brady to offer a bribe. While this has never been publicly confirmed, the district attorney would issue a scourging statement: “Whenever wealth and influence are brought to the bar of justice every sinister and corrupt practice is used in an effort to free the accused. It is always easy to convict a poor man. The wealthy malefactors are the ones who find means of using their wealth to their advantage.” He continued: “Wealth and influence should not count in favor of the defendant, neither should they count against him. This case should be handled just as [others] are handled.”
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It is important to note that a number of allegations have since surfaced about the credibility of Maude Delmont. It has been alleged that she ran an extortion scheme in which young women would accuse prominent men of rape, collecting payments for their silence. It has also been said that, during the trial, she’d sent telegrams to attorneys in San Diego and Los Angeles: “We have Roscoe Arbuckle in a hole here, chance to make some money out of him.” The San Francisco Chronicle issued a report that some threatening letters had been received by Arbuckle and his defense attorney, Milton Cohen.

In early December, the attention Maude Delmont had garnered during the Arbuckle case led to an unfortunate arrest for bigamy. Apparently she hadn’t fully divorced one husband before taking another in Fresno.

The trial ended in a hung jury after a majority of jurors voted to acquit Arbuckle. Without a unanimous decision, the vote had to be thrown out. A new trial was slated to begin at the beginning of 1922.

The second trial resulted in a majority vote to convict. The jury was hung again.

A third trial began on March 13. Finally, at this trial, a unanimous decision was reached. Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle was exonerated.
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Details were murky in this case, and it remains so today. Most intriguing are the lingering clouds of uncertainty; we can never know what exactly happened in room 1219 at the St. Francis. All that is certain is that a life was lost.

As is true in many criminal cases, the majority of the evidence presented was circumstantial. There is no concrete evidence to prove that Arbuckle was responsible for Virginia Rappe’s death—but there also wasn’t any hard evidence to prove that he wasn’t.

A century later, the case is still hotly debated by film enthusiasts, historians, and Arbuckle fans.

Publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst would later brag that his coverage of the Arbuckle case had “sold more papers than the sinking of the Lusitania.”
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While the Arbuckle debacle was still consuming the press, a new scandal emerged that would soon take over the front pages. The death of film director William Desmond Taylor was a twist of the knife into a reeling movie colony, already struggling with its public image following two highly publicized death scandals.

William Desmond Taylor was born William Cunningham Deane-Tanner in Ireland. He emigrated to the United States as a young man, eventually settling in New York City. He wanted to be an actor. As he established roots in the city, he would come to be known simply as “Tanner.” Some would address him by the slightly more ambiguous nickname of “Pete.” There, in the New York theater milieu, he met Ethel May Harrison, belle of the then immensely popular stage production Florodora.

The stage players fell in love immediately and arranged to be married on December 26, 1901. Plans were put into place; invitations were printed and sent out. But the young lovers, caught up in the swirl of their new romance, just couldn’t wait—they married in secret, two weeks in advance. Two years later they had a daughter, named Ethel Daisy after her mother.

After leaving the stage in favor of more steady work to support his small family, Tanner gained employment running an art and antiques shop on Fifth Avenue called the Little English Antique Shop. There, he would come to be well known for his good taste and curation expertise. A colleague of his said that he could tell the history of a chair just by looking at the nails.

One day, without warning, Tanner left New York. In 1908, after seven years of marriage and an unfavorable tally of the profits from the shop, William Deane-Tanner simply vanished. In addition to leaving behind the floundering antiques business, he abandoned his wife and young daughter in his quest to reinvent himself as William Desmond Taylor.

Upon his arrival in the movie colony, he secured a few acting roles with the help of producer Thomas Ince. During his first few years in Hollywood, Taylor struggled greatly. Later, as his career took shape and he moved into the role of director, his finances began to stabilize and he became more socially involved.

Taylor had met Mabel Normand at a dinner party, and the two became fast friends. He’d heard about her drug habits before, but on this evening the two grew close, huddling together to discuss books after dinner. They began seeing each other more frequently, and she took to affectionately calling him Billy. Some would conjecture that the two were engaged in an affair.

William Desmond Taylor would come to be universally loved in the movie colony. He was known for his kindness, strict professionalism, and dedication to quality work. The opportunities kept coming. As his success grew, money came with it. He moved into a two-story bungalow in the prestigious Alvarado Court in the posh Westlake district.

William Desmond Taylor had a new identity, a new career. A new life.
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Mabel arrived at Billy’s apartment around seven p.m. It was Wednesday, February 1, 1922. The two friends shared a pleasant visit, animatedly discussing a book that he had recently given her. They enjoyed orange blossom martinis—Mabel’s favorite—prepared by Taylor’s valet, Henry Peavey. Sitting together at the piano, they plunked away at the keys, laughing heartily at the wrong notes.

In between sips, Billy asked her if she would like to go to dinner with him.

Mabel sighed. She couldn’t. She had an early call time the next morning.

She left the apartment at about 7:45 p.m. Billy walked her out to her car on Alvarado, where her chauffeur was waiting for her at the curb. Standing together for a moment by her car, Billy said he would give her a call in the next hour. They embraced.

Mabel’s chauffeur ushered her into her car. As she settled into the back seat, she kissed the inside of the car window, leaving her lipstick print on the glass. Billy blew a kiss back.

As the car pulled away, she turned around and waved at him. He waved back. Mabel kept her eyes on him, holding him in her gaze as the car drove away.

William Desmond Taylor stood alone on the curb, watching the car fade into the night. He watched it until it turned the corner, vanishing completely. The air was chilly, but the warmth of Mabel’s visit was lingering with him. It was about time for dinner. He went back into his apartment.

Mabel Normand never got his call.
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Henry Peavey approached the bungalow court from Alvarado Street just before 7:30 a.m. on Thursday, February 2. The morning was chilly, with silver clouds lingering overhead and the dew still fresh on the grass in the courtyard. Peavey carried with him a newspaper and a bottle of medicine for his employer—milk of magnesia for his frail stomach.

Tucking the items under his arm, he fumbled for his keys as he scaled the two steps up to the bungalow’s small landing before the front door. He noticed that the lights in the apartment were already on. Had his employer gotten up early today? Or perhaps he had stayed up through the night, reading scripts. Mr. Taylor was always reading.

Peavey turned his key in the knob and gently pushed open the door. He immediately got the sense that something was wrong. His eyes fell upon Mr. Taylor’s legs and feet pointing toward him. Why was he on the floor?

He took a step into the living room and spoke to his employer. “Mr. Taylor? Mr. Taylor?” After calling out several times and receiving no response, he took a step further into the room and saw the blood. Coming out of the director’s mouth, it ran down to the back of his head where it had formed a sticky puddle, spreading out sluggishly over the fine carpet.

Henry Peavey cried out in horror. He stumbled back out of the room and ran into the courtyard. Tears were streaming down his face and, to no one in particular, he yelled desperately for help.

Neighbors in the stylish bungalow court began to rouse from their slumber. Actors Doug and Faith MacLean sat up and went to the window to see what was the matter. Blonde beauty and frequent Chaplin co-star Edna Purviance rolled over in bed, peeking out from under her silk sleeping mask and listening to the ruckus. Over in his bungalow, friend to Fatty Arbuckle and fellow St. Francis Hotel reveler Fred Fishbach stirred in his bed.

William Desmond Taylor, the beloved director, was dead.
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The first call was not to the police, but to the studio.

When Famous Players got the call, studio manager Charles Eyton raced to the bungalow court to do some damage control. With Prohibition in full effect, he first collected the liquor bottles. He ran through the apartment, accumulating a small cache of evidence—anything that might be picked up by police that could arouse suspicion or otherwise compromise the studio’s interests. All items that could be deemed remotely incriminating were stashed into file boxes and swiftly carried out before the police arrived.
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Beyond the blood on the director’s face, there was no profusion of blood anywhere else at the scene. It wasn’t until they turned over his body that investigators realized that Taylor had been shot. With that, what had been the site of a presumed accidental death was cordoned off as a crime scene.

Mabel Normand was heartbroken at the loss of her friend. He had always called her his Blessed Baby, and that was how she signed all of her letters to him. With the news of Billy’s passing, she returned to his apartment and made for the top drawer of his dresser, intending to collect a cache of her letters.

When asked how she knew where he kept the letters, Mabel answered that he had once shown her around the apartment immediately after he’d been robbed. When he’d opened the dresser, she had seen several of her own letters nestled in the top drawer. She’d written them whenever either of them was in New York. She remembered that when she had pointed them out to him, he had made some “pleasant remark” about keeping the letters before closing the drawer.

When Mabel returned for the letters, they were gone. Studio manager Charles Eyton had been way ahead of her.

Mabel said she had wanted the letters, not because anything incriminating was written in them, but because if they fell into the wrong hands, they might be misconstrued. Rumors of a romantic involvement between them had already run rampant through the film colony prior to the director’s death. Her missing letters were never recovered, and their contents were never divulged.
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William Desmond Taylor was memorialized on February 8, 1922, at St. Paul’s Cathedral, on the site where the Biltmore Hotel stands today. Thousands of movie fans and curiosity-seekers gathered outside in a throng, attempting to storm the church to get a look at the solemn services inside.

Mabel Normand fainted upon viewing her friend’s body and had to be removed from the service. She was guided into her car and taken home. Henry Peavey grew hysterical and was escorted to the back of the church, where others attempted to calm the weeping valet down.

The beloved director’s tragic loss was felt nationwide. E. M. Asher, a representative of Mack Sennett on the East Coast, was quoted as saying, “Taylor was a figure which stood out prominently in Hollywood, for he had none of the earmarks of the movie actor or director. He resembled a lawyer or a businessman of the sternest type. He was quiet, dressed in the most quiet clothes, and was known as a man who never talked about himself, his work, or what he was going to do. This is rare in the movie colony.”

Also rumored to be romantically involved with Taylor was Mary Miles Minter, a child actress with a mother who could very well have served as a template for what would become a classic Hollywood archetype: the overbearing stage mom.

Charlotte Shelby had forced Mary into show business almost as soon as the girl could walk and talk. Shelby was known to be domineering and determined, and she was frequently combative. She was hell-bent on pushing her daughter into the stardom that she herself had failed to achieve. Most disturbingly, she used Mary as her primary source of income. Charlotte Shelby lived lavishly on the fruits of the labor she had foisted upon her young daughter.

She had even forged her daughter’s name and age using the birth certificate of a deceased cousin, with the sole purpose being to evade the child labor laws that would have prohibited the young girl from performing in theaters at night. With the stroke of a pen, little Juliet Reilly became sixteen-year-old Mary Miles Minter. The “Miles” was added in, in an apparent homage to Charlotte Shelby’s maiden name. The name “Charlotte Shelby” was, of course, another of her concoctions. Her real name was Pearl Miles Reilly.

Understandably, the teenaged Mary bristled against her mother’s constant control over her life and career. She’d met William Desmond Taylor when she was cast in Anne of Green Gables. He was her director for the picture, and she fell for him instantly. Whether her feelings for him were reciprocated continues to be the subject of much speculation, but rumors persist of an affair between the director and starlet.

Charlotte Shelby was adamantly against her daughter’s feelings for the director. She didn’t want to lose the control she had so tightly maintained over her breadwinning daughter’s career. It has been reported that, on one of Taylor’s sets, the enraged stage mother even loudly issued a threat to “blow his brains out.”

Carl Stockdale was Charlotte Shelby’s alibi for the night of the murder. Strangely, neither he nor Shelby were officially questioned until fifteen years later, in 1937—and only then because Shelby’s oldest daughter, Margaret, was suing Charlotte Shelby. In the lawsuit, Margaret alleged that she had somehow protected her mother in connection with the William Desmond Taylor case, but she refused to elaborate on her statements. Only she, Mary, and Charlotte could possibly have known what she meant.

Murder in Hollywood author Charles Higham writes that a suspiciously regular sum was paid to Carl Stockdale by Charlotte Shelby for the rest of his life.
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The death of William Desmond Taylor was at the crest of the recent wave of Hollywood scandals, infuriating the rest of the nation and further exposing what was increasingly regarded as the debauched state of the film colony.

Herbert Brennan, an early producer of silent films, spoke to the New York Herald, saying that Hollywood was “notorious as a center of vice,” and asserting that the latest string of scandals culminating in the death of William Desmond Taylor would result in the “cleaning house” of the movie colony. He is further quoted as saying, “I shudder when I think of this Taylor murder and the conditions which it suggests…. The industry is bound to suffer as a result, just as it received a setback after the Arbuckle case. Persons all over the world regard such happenings at Hollywood as representative of the entire moving picture industry.”

Producer Herbert Brenon would argue that the “problem with Hollywood” originated from its very demographic makeup—there were simply too many creatives there. In his opinion, the movie colony was afflicted with scandal because it was simply too dense with movie people. He argued that conditions had been much better in New York, where the people who worked in films were more spread out in an already long-established city. He reasoned that, because his neighbors in New York City were mostly lawyers and bankers, his community was reasonably safe from such public scandals.

The Detroit Free Press opined that “there seem to be two ways in which the Hollywood situation may be handled by the producers. One is by cleansing the colony so effectively that the world will believe it is purified. The other is by uprooting it from the face of the earth.”

An Oklahoma representative introduced a bill that would prevent newspapers from glorifying screen stars in the “beauty contests” that often populated their pages. Bringing his bill forward in Washington, he argued that “girls all over the country are longing to get into the movies. And whether they succeed or not their minds are perverted and their morals loosened by what their favorite screen stars are doing.”

Even the stars themselves weighed in on the controversy. Dorothy Gish, who, like her sister Lillian Gish, was a frequent collaborator of D. W. Griffith’s and had been childhood friends with Mary Pickford, commented on the scathing and scornful public view of motion picture players in Movie Weekly: “When I walk down the street nowadays and someone recognizes me, I feel like turning my head so that I won’t hear them say: ‘Oh, there’s another one of those picture actresses. I wonder when her story will be told on the front pages of the newspapers.’”

The rapid succession of scandals was too much for the American public. As the cries for reform grew louder, studio heads found themselves faced with a difficult decision: to censor, or be censored. In an effort to show that they were being proactive in taking measures to appease their public, they brought in Will Hays. The highly respectable former postmaster general would serve as the figurehead for Hollywood’s effort to sanitize its own image. It was decided that, in lieu of government censorship, Hollywood would self-regulate. The Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America—or MPPDA—was hastily formed in 1922 in response to the repeated news-making scandals.

The board was not created to necessarily limit the studios and their producible content, but rather to preserve their autonomy. If censorship was necessary, they wanted to remain in control, avoiding potentially suffocating measures from external forces. Through the formation of the MPPDA and by installing Will Hays, Hollywood made a show of cleaning up its own act. By taking such highly publicized steps to appease even the most pearl-clutching of moralists, the studios managed to circumvent the possibility of outside interference in their production methods, which of course would have cut into their profits.

Public relations became a top priority. Morals clauses were promptly written into actors’ contracts, regulating the personal lives of studio players with the looming threat of contract termination should they be caught in a potentially damaging scandal. Publicity departments were strengthened, and the position of “fixer” was created. These full-time, executive-level professionals were devoted solely to the task of ensuring that studio scandals stayed out of the papers. If a star managed to get him-or herself into trouble, the fixers would descend on the situation and do whatever was necessary to “fix” the problem—castigating stars, buying silence, spinning the story, and so on.

It was this quick succession of silent era scandals that began the studios’ long-held practice of forming relationships with law enforcement and district attorneys, paying off the necessary parties to ensure that investigations could always be swayed and charges could easily be dropped.
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Praised as a pinnacle of righteousness during this period was a young Pentecostal preacher who had come to Los Angeles in 1922. Aimee Semple McPherson operated out of her Big Top–shaped Angelus Temple, overlooking the verdant slopes and sparkling man-made lake of Echo Park. She called it the International Church of the Foursquare Gospel. Like the ringmaster commanding the attention of an audience, the red-haired evangelist regularly preached her congregation into a fever pitch. Her loyal followers revered her, believing her to be a modern-day prophet who would surely lead them all to salvation. Her services at the Angelus Temple filled all 5,300 seats, three times a day. She made more than $1 million in her first three years—over $15 million today.

According to James Roman, author of Chronicles of Old Los Angeles, “Sister Aimee’s faith healing sessions reached such emotional highs, and such national notoriety, that she was investigated by the American Medical Association. Its verdict: Sister Aimee’s healing was ‘genuine, beneficial and wonderful.’ Other documentation from the era confirms tens of thousands of very sick people came to Sister Aimee, blind, deaf and crippled. She would point to heaven, praise Christ the Great Healer, and take no credit for the results.” Sister Aimee’s radio station, KFSG, was created in 1924, widening her reach and spreading her preachings across the globe.

When McPherson disappeared into the water at Venice Beach in 1926, search parties were baffled when they found no trace of the young preacher. It was assumed that she had drowned. Her congregation gathered at the ocean’s edge, mourning the loss of their beloved Sister Aimee.

A month later, she was spotted limping out of the desert on the Arizona–Mexico border. According to Roman, “she claimed that she had been kidnapped, chloroformed and tortured; she escaped by walking 13 hours across the desert.”

She made her triumphant return to Los Angeles. Fifty thousand elated followers gathered at Union Station to watch her train come in, throwing roses and weeping with joy that their prayers had been answered. Sister Aimee was back.

Newspaper reporters covering her joyous homecoming began to uncover inconsistencies in her story, and the matter of the preacher’s harrowing ordeal in Mexico was looked into more closely. The evidence soon pointed to a decidedly different story.

Sister Aimee had been in Carmel with a lover—her radio engineer at KFSG. She was arrested for providing false information, and legal proceedings in connection with her case went on for two years. Says Roman: “Sister Aimee resumed her services at the Angelus Temple. With the alleged hoax unresolved, she was mocked in the media for years, but the scandal did not diminish her popularity.” The charges were ultimately dropped.

Celebrated columnist Adela Rogers St. Johns penned an irate item in one of her columns covering the scandal: “Her followers were kneeling in the sand, praying for her to come back walking on the water. Instead she came up in the desert in Arizona with a young man named Ormiston.”

What could be more churchlike?
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Jack Pickford went on to marry the actress Marilyn Miller. They’d met at the cemetery while mourning their respective spouses, and their connection, based on mutual misfortune, soon blossomed into a romance.

Arbuckle found work behind the camera under a pseudonym that his friend Buster Keaton had helped him to come up with: William B. Goodrich, or Will B. Goode.

Mary Miles Minter’s career took a downward turn as a result of her connection with the Taylor case, and was never quite revived. She moved to New York for a time in her early twenties before fading into obscurity. She and her mother moved back in together in a house in Santa Monica, where they lived together until Charlotte Shelby’s death in 1957. Mary got married, and when her husband died in 1965, she became a recluse. She died at her Santa Monica home in 1984.

In 1964, a former silent actress named Patricia Palmer, also known as Margaret “Gibby” Gibson, made a deathbed confession revealing her purported responsibility for the death of William Desmond Taylor. Unable to find movie work in the twenties, she’d been a part of a blackmail and extortion ring, she said. Upon learning of the director’s shady past as William Deane-Tanner, she and her cohorts had turned their extortion efforts on the director, before shooting him unintentionally when one of their meetings turned sour. Patricia Palmer’s story has never been confirmed.

Mabel Normand’s career suffered greatly as a result of the quick succession of scandals involving so many of her close friends and costars. She became involved in yet another scandal in 1924, when her jealous chauffeur shot millionaire Courtland Dines in his own home. The screen comedienne died on February 23, 1930, at age thirty-seven. It is reported that her last words were, “I hate to go without knowing what happened to Billy.”







2

Dead on Arrival

Thomas Ince’s Birthday Party

AS THOMAS INCE DISEMBARKED FROM THE IDLING MOTORCAR, THE first thing he saw across the harbor was the hulking Oneida. Its impressive 220 feet dwarfed every other boat that skimmed by on the San Diego coastline. Publishing tycoon Hearst did everything big, and his luxurious superyacht was no exception.

Hauling his leather weekender bag over his shoulder, Ince was ushered down to the tender port, where a waiting runabout bobbed in the gently lapping water below. Gingerly the producer boarded the small boat, maintaining his footing as he settled into a seat. The tender captain revved the engine, and together they started across the water, toward the yacht.

As they drew nearer, the Oneida’s sheer magnitude loomed over the horizon. The lavish cruiser was under the ownership of the International Film Corporation, which was, of course, controlled by William Randolph Hearst. Ince was in the midst of ongoing negotiations with Hearst in connection with the International Film Corporation. Hearst was always looking for ways to advance the acting career of his mistress, Marion Davies, and he knew Ince’s studio was on a nonstop production schedule. Surely Ince could find a project for the publisher’s blonde paramour. With Hearst lavishly bankrolling the production, a partnership between them could prove to be mutually beneficial.

The yacht had taken off from San Pedro on Saturday, the day before. Since the always hustling Ince had a premiere to attend that evening, he was unable to join in on the first leg of the nautical outing. But Hearst and Marion weren’t taking no for an answer. They offered an alternative: The cruiser was, after all, heading south before dropping anchor in San Diego. Why didn’t Ince just drive down and board there?

Ince had made the journey down to meet them on Sunday. That day, November 16, 1924, was his forty-second birthday. With the salty wind ruffling his hair and the superyacht’s shadow looming, there were worse ways to spend a birthday.

A slender figure appeared on the Oneida’s deck bearing a colorful, oversized bouquet of balloons in each hand. It was Marion Davies, poised at the rail. She was waiting to welcome Ince aboard. As the tender boat got closer, her wide smile came more clearly into view. She wore a long, draping shawl over her flowing dress, a jaunty scarf tied at her neck, and a white captain’s billed cap pulled over her bobbed blonde curls. She raised her hands above her head and waved enthusiastically, the bright balloons jostling cheerfully in the wind.
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Thomas Harper Ince was born in 1882 in Rhode Island. He’d grown up a nomad, traveling from theater to theater with his vaudeville family. His parents were both comedians and character actors; both had emigrated from England, and had met and married in America. Ince’s father, John E. Ince, had been in the British navy and went by the stage name “Pop.” His mother, Emma Brennan, was well known in New England for singing comedic opera songs.

Following suit, the young Thomas began performing onstage as a child with his two brothers. The charming six-year-old hoofing before the footlights would go on to become one of the most prolific and innovative film moguls in early cinema.

By age fifteen, Ince had graduated to acting on Broadway stages, where he met fellow stage actress Elinor “Nell” Kershaw. The two later married in 1907. By his mid-twenties, Ince was acting and directing at Biograph, working alongside a young, not-yet-famous D. W. Griffith. Ince’s performance background had endowed him with an innate understanding of show business, and he would later credit this experience for his thriving career in motion pictures: “Personally, I count the years I spent on stage before I became a director and then a producer as the greatest single factor contributing toward whatever measure of success I have achieved.”

At Biograph, Ince discovered his passion for producing Western stories. As his career progressed, his novel Western films would earn him both critical and commercial acclaim. In the mid-teens, Thomas Ince followed the westward exodus—primarily for greater access to the abundant Western-appropriate scenery in the dry desert lands.

Once in California, Thomas and Nell settled in the Edendale district, near present-day Silver Lake. The itinerant producer set to work immediately. He joined Adolph Zukor to assist in the creation of Paramount Pictures, and in July 1915 he partnered with fellow creatives D. W. Griffith and Mack Sennett to form the Triangle Film Corporation. It was this studio that had produced the ill-fated D. W. Griffith epic Intolerance in 1916. When the partnership between the three East Coast men ultimately dissolved, the Triangle studio lot in Culver City was turned over to Samuel Goldwyn. The property would later become iconic as the permanent studio and headquarters for MGM.

Thomas Ince’s transition from director to producer ushered in remarkable innovations that would shape the burgeoning movie industry. He’d already fathered the extremely popular Western genre, and he had been instrumental in the formation of the most notable studios of his era. Most significantly, he was the first to streamline his productions into the assembly-line structure that would become an industry standard, effectively creating the modern studio production system. Ince’s practices remain largely unchanged and are still in use today.

Ince’s system was simple. Realizing the extent to which the filmmaking process required careful collaboration, he sought to coordinate the efforts of his staff by breaking his studio into multiple departments. It was to these individual departments that he entrusted the creation of his films, with each division handling a separate aspect of the production. All of the units worked together, and all reported to him. While Ince was a master at the subtle art of delegation, he always maintained final say as to the scripts they produced. He was also more exacting when it came to cutting and editing, which he was noted for doing himself.

His motion picture dominion was an 18,000-acre expanse in the Pacific Palisades which, naturally, he named Inceville. His beachside studio at the end of Sunset Boulevard was the first of its kind and provided ample outdoor space for filming a variety of scenes. Inceville’s backlot sets included, among others, replica Swiss, Japanese, and Native American villages; an assortment of house facades; saloons; cottages with thatched roofs; and a working windmill.

When Ince moved his studio inland to Culver City in 1918, it was primarily for the weather. He wanted to get away from the fog. In an interview with the LA Times concerning the move back to Culver City, he commented, “What grey hairs I have were caused by the worry attendant upon the financial strain of having to sit idle with hundreds of high priced players on my hands, waiting for the heavy fog to clear.” The new location boasted the added benefit of being roughly ten miles closer to his home in Los Angeles—a considerable distance at a time when the average Model T could go forty miles per hour.

By 1921, Thomas Ince had cultivated immense power and influence within the industry he’d helped to create. Accordingly, he’d purchased a thirty-acre plot of land in Benedict Canyon, just above the Beverly Hills Hotel. It was here that he and his family would establish their new, permanent home—one of the first in the canyon. Architect Roy Sheldon Price created a rustic, early California Mission–style hacienda of thirty-five rooms that included colorful handmade tiles, intricate ironwork, and hand-hewn oak floors.

In keeping with Ince’s fascination with the Western aesthetic, the house was built to look aged and weather-worn. When the property was later profiled in the August 1924 issue of Sunset magazine, Marion Brownfield lavishly praised the artful design of the home: “Blending the subtle influences of centuries of art with the force of the pioneer, the architect has here emphasized age in finish, simplicity of line and decorative details, such as the Spanish galleon sailing to the New World romantically typifies. Yet the peal of the Mission bell is the dominant overtone.”

The colonization theme is echoed by American Institute of Architects member Henry W. Hall, who gleefully reported that the authenticity of the project was reinforced by the hiring of Mexican laborers. They, according to Hall, completed the exquisitely detailed iron, stone, tile, and woodwork “at a surprisingly low cost.”

The home was a work of extraordinary craftsmanship, with veritable period finishes skillfully applied throughout. The interiors were fully furnished in carefully curated antiques. Sloping arched doorways invited movement from room to room. On the ceilings, leather rafter ties bound the exposed wooden beams and aged swag lamps hung from chains. Intricate stained-glass designs colored the sunbeams that flowed in through the immense windows. Ornate hand-wrought iron grillwork separated rooms, trimmed windows, and graced the staircases and balconies. Colorful tapestries concealed buttons that opened secret doors leading to hidden passages. The unseen staircases led to a hidden billiard room with native rock walls and a darkened screening room built to look like a ship. Angled torches and metal sconces lined the walls throughout. A staggering eleven fireplaces warmed the rooms during the (admittedly rare) chillier nights.

Landscape designer Edward Huntsman-Trout created lush grounds dotted with palm trees and native succulents. Silvery olive trees adorned the hacienda’s enclosed patio, heightening the intended California Mission effect. Empty corners were brightened with towering potted plants in handmade pottery thrown on-site. The swimming pool was lined with shaded lounge chairs and completed with a sandy beach entry. Across the gently inclining lawns there were tennis courts, a lush bowling green, a duck pond, stables, a pigeon tower, and kennels. Oranges and avocados grew in their own orchards on the outskirts of the property.

In a further homage to California’s early history the property was given the name Dias Dorados, Spanish for “Golden Days.” The Ince family moved into the home in 1923.
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During his negotiations with Thomas Ince in 1924, William Randolph Hearst was in the midst of building his own manor in San Simeon. Construction on his gargantuan estate would continue for nearly thirty years. In characterizing Hearst and his castle, Merrill Folsom, author of Great American Mansions and Their Stories, writes: “To comprehend the motivations of Mr. Hearst in building his fantastic castle, one must understand his family background, personality, boundless vitality, wild imagination, thirst for power, longing for conquest and determination to build, build and build, coupled with his frequent disregard of common concepts of propriety, manners, morals and good taste.”

The newspaper mogul was born an only child in San Francisco in 1863. His father, George Hearst, was a newly affluent gold mine owner and later—through political manipulations—a California senator. His mother, Phoebe Apperson, was a young aristocrat from Missouri. She had eloped with George due to her parents’ disapproval of his “new money” social stature and their twenty-year age difference. The new couple moved into the prestigious, newly built Lick House Hotel in San Francisco. William Randolph was born a year later.

William Randolph Hearst was a well-indulged, haughty, and precocious child—traits that extended well into his adolescence and throughout his adult life. The young man attended Harvard University for two years, where he quickly gained notoriety for his beer parties and vicious pranks. He was expelled after sending his professors packages containing gift-wrapped chamber pots. Sources vary as to whether the porcelain gifts contained the professors’ portraits or intricate inscriptions of their names.

The expulsion turned out to be only a minor setback. His father later gave him the San Francisco Examiner, a struggling newspaper that he’d won in a card game. As a new publisher, William Randolph found himself in his element. He grew the lifeless paper into renewed prominence by creating a new, dramatic form of news reporting—more akin to what we would now call tabloid journalism. The Examiner’s stories were at once sensational and provocative, exaggerated and antagonistic. It was a decided departure from journalistic tradition in that its aim was not necessarily to report the facts, but rather to sell more papers. The editorial style came to be called “yellow journalism,” a term that today is synonymous with Hearst and his sensational news press. Ben Proctor, author of William Randolph Hearst: The Early Years, calls it “Hearst-eria.”

Despite its occasional inaccuracies in reporting, the novelty of this journalistic approach made the Examiner extremely popular with the complacent Victorians of San Francisco. They bought and devoured the salacious paper with feverish delight. Such was Hearst’s ability to influence public sentiment that his papers were thought to have been a major contributing factor in the incitement of the Spanish-American War. It also made Hearst phenomenally rich. He would use the profits to buy more papers.

After several failed attempts at emulating his father by running for public office, the young Hearst resolved to stick to publishing.

Although he had married stage actress Millicent Willson in 1903, William Randolph Hearst enjoyed a high-profile, decades-long romance with his mistress, actress Marion Davies. He had fallen desperately in love with the young blonde while she pranced onstage at the Ziegfeld Follies in 1917. The fifty-four-year-old publisher sat in the front row every night for two months straight, just to ogle the effervescent twenty-year-old in her elaborate costumes. She was flattered by his ardent attention, and finally agreed to see him after he’d spent countless nights hanging around backstage.

The two began an affair, and soon Hearst would grow to truly love Marion Davies. Her youthful energy revitalized the graying publisher, and she activated his playful side. He compared her to “the bubbles in champagne.” The publisher resolved to groom her for a screen career and began financing projects for her to star in. Marion Davies enjoyed moderate success in the movies, thanks to her wealthy lover turned benefactor.

While his wife was across the Atlantic, setting fashion trends in pearls and American couture, Hearst was enjoying his very public romance with Marion. Their relationship was by no means a secret, and the multimillionaire’s flagrant infidelity was met with collective indifference by an otherwise morals-conscious American public.

Hearst and Davies reportedly had a secret daughter. Patricia Van Cleve—born sometime between 1920 to 1923—was raised by Marion’s sister, Rose. Despite the young girl’s knowledge of her true parentage, the truth was kept obscured from the public, and from much of the family. Many wondered, however, why the pretty girl’s long face and nose bore such an astounding resemblance to those of William Randolph Hearst.

With his immense wealth Hearst began construction on his palace, a monument to himself on his ranch land by the sea in San Simeon. Situated on top of his property’s most picturesque hill, the estate covered 127 of his 250,000 acres—a mass of land one-third the size of Thomas Ince’s home state of Rhode Island. It was, according to the LA Mirror, a “fabled and princely estate.” In the creation of his stately manse, Hearst worked with the notable architect Julia Morgan, the first woman to earn an architect’s license in California. While drafting the initial plans for the house, he told Morgan he wanted to build “a little something” on the hill.

Officially dubbed La Cuesta Encantada, Spanish for “The Enchanted Hill,” the estate would be more commonly referred to as “the ranch” by Hearst, Davies, and their medley of friends, family and hangers-on.

A stream of priceless antiques was imported from Europe. Hearst had no qualms about applying his own artistic license in altering many of the pieces to better fit his spaces. It wasn’t unusual for Hearst to import a thirteenth-century ceiling from Spain, only to saw it in half to use it in two rooms. According to Folsom, “records of his purchases show that he spent $50,000,000 in fifty years buying interior panels, iron gates, tile floors, tapestries, paintings and other objects—largely from castles, monasteries, churches and palaces in Europe.” The long-term budget for his home decor would equate to well over half a billion dollars today.

Hearst’s personal suite of bedrooms, dubbed the Celestial Suite, featured his private Gothic study, a private sitting room, and matching bedrooms for Hearst and Davies separated by a short hallway. Each bedroom was dominated by a high, ornate Gothic ceiling. Tall glass doors opened to twin wrought-iron balconies, with breathtaking views of the Pacific Ocean. Doors in the center hall opened to cedar-paneled closets and black marble bathrooms with gold-plated fixtures.

He had two pools built at the cost of a million dollars each. The outdoor Neptune pool boasted a white marble floor inlaid with forest-green tiles. Poolside ornamentation included an oversized temple facade, flanked on either side by replica Roman statues. Tall white columns circled the body of water, which was always heated to a perfect 70 degrees.

The indoor Roman pool was ideal for winter and nighttime swimming. Lapis lazuli, orange, and gold-leaf mosaic tiles covered every visible surface. It was, according to a contemporary tour guide, an “upside down world.” The bottom of the pool was speckled with stars, emulating a clear night sky under the perfectly still water, inviting swimmers to dive in. The pool’s ceiling was decorated in an oceanic theme, its mosaic pattern dense with fish and marine life.

The palatial manor would theoretically serve as Hearst’s primary residence, but to avoid state taxes he only lived in it for part of the year.

During the silent era, one of the most highly coveted invitations was a request to attend one of the weekend dinner parties at San Simeon. These parties would often turn into days-long celebrations, with guests sometimes staying for as long as a week in the dedicated guesthouses on the property. There were countless amenities to enjoy, and guests were free to do as they liked during their time at the ranch. The one requirement of all guests for the duration of their stay was simple: They were expected to meet every evening in the assembly room at 7:30, ready to attend dinner and the accompanying movie.

The LA Mirror said “you had arrived in Hollywood when you could say, ‘Sorry, I can’t make your party, old boy. Louella [Parsons] and a few of us are going up to San Simeon for the week end.’”

Silent actress Louise Brooks later described “the ranch” in her autobiography, Lulu in Hollywood: “The most wondrously magnificent room in the castle was the great dining hall. I never entered it without a little shiver of delight. High above our heads, just beneath the ceiling, floated two rows of many-colored Sienese racing banners dating from the thirteenth century…. The refectory table seated forty. Marion and Mr. Hearst sat facing each other in the middle of the table, with their most important guests seated on either side.”

For all his expensive imported furniture and his fine china and silverware, Hearst always had dinner served with simple paper napkins. Bottles of ketchup, mustard, and pickles sat casually grouped every few feet on the priceless antique table. After dinner, like clockwork, the party would adjourn to the private movie theater for that night’s screening. Some fell asleep in the wide red velvet seats.

While Prohibition was in full effect, the very wealthy and well-connected—like Hearst—still had access to illegal liquor. Film people and members of society would continue to gather and imbibe in secret, despite the relatively new federal laws prohibiting the practice. William Randolph Hearst himself was not a heavy drinker, although in the spirit of celebration, he generally allowed Marion and others around him to do so—but only to a point. In fact, he was known to be rather draconian with his guests when it came to their consumption of alcohol.

At San Simeon, Marion’s hidden bottles of gin were often confiscated by the housekeepers. Guests hid their flasks underneath the mattresses in the guesthouses. If discovered, these too would be unceremoniously poured out. Cary Grant once said that the secret to the mandatory cocktail hour at San Simeon was to arrive on time and drink fast in the hopes of scoring a quick refill, although these were decidedly rare. Generally drink orders were fulfilled in advance and cocktails would be ready for the guests when they arrived. Each person would be limited to two drinks. David Niven later said that at Hearst’s fabled dinner parties, “the wine flowed like glue.”
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Thomas Ince’s view of the open water was fully obscured as the tender boat pulled up to the side of the Oneida. Dutifully aided by the tender captain, the producer was transferred safely onto the larger vessel. Marion Davies scampered down to meet him, the tied ends of her silk scarf billowing behind her. With the birthday boy’s arrival, the day’s revelry aboard the yacht began.

Also aboard the Oneida for the trip: “Little Tramp” Charlie Chaplin; screen actresses Seena Owens, Aileen Pringle, and Margaret Livingston (who was rumored to be Ince’s mistress); Marion Davies’s sisters Ethel and Reine; her niece, Pepi; romance novelist Elinor Glynn; Dr. Daniel Carson Goodman, head of Hearst’s Cosmopolitan Productions (which had been founded as a vehicle for the promotion of Davies’s career); and the New York–based Hearst reporter, Louella Parsons.

As the sun set over the glistening water, the customarily hearty dinner was served in the elegantly paneled dining room at 7:30 p.m., complete with ketchup bottles and paper napkins. Thomas Ince is reported to have indulged freely in food and drink.

This is where the details of what happened that night become a bit clouded.

The official story on the record of the evening’s events was that Ince had fallen ill at dinner after drinking a great deal of liquor and partaking of rich food, which included salted almonds. It is claimed that Thomas Ince was known to neglect his health, and that he was plagued with angina and stomach ulcers. The food aggravated his ulcers, the story goes, causing the acute indigestion that then prompted a heart attack.

The details, however, seemed suspicious, and for generations dissatisfied scholars and historians have ventured into the realm of conspiracy to dispute this official story. Theories and urban legends continually abound as to what exactly happened to Thomas Ince.

The most striking and pervasive of these theories has to do with Hearst’s notorious jealousy and fierce protectiveness over his mistress. Multiple sources have stated that over the course of their relationship, he paid to have Marion watched at all times. While it seems somewhat hypocritical that the married Hearst would have such an intense fixation on ensuring his mistress’s fidelity to him, the powerful newsman had no difficulty in securing informants who were prepared to follow Marion on his behalf.

Regardless of the constant surveillance, Hearst came to believe that Davies and Charlie Chaplin were having an affair. While this has never been confirmed, it isn’t entirely implausible. Charlie Chaplin enjoyed a solid reputation as a Hollywood Lothario, and was widely known to be fantastic in bed. It is true that earlier that same day, the Sunday edition of the New York Daily News ran a story about Chaplin’s “ardent attention” toward Davies during a recent outing they shared at the Café Montmartre near Hollywood and Highland. It is reported that Davies and Chaplin spent the evening dining and dancing together in the elegant jazz supper club, which was at its height in celebrity appeal for the privacy it afforded. The report goes on to describe Chaplin’s inability to take his eyes off the blonde beauty, resplendent in her “poudre blue” evening dress with its small matching hat.

According to the theory, at some point Sunday night on the Oneida, Hearst caught Chaplin and Davies in an intimate moment belowdecks. This theory has Hearst hastening to fetch his diamond-encrusted revolver, which he usually reserved for shooting seagulls while lounging on the decks of his yacht. Upon his return with the weapon, Hearst is said to have shot at Chaplin, mistakenly hitting Ince, either through a wall or through a porthole as he walked by.

An alternate version of this extremely popular theory is that Hearst went belowdecks where he saw Thomas Ince and Marion Davies whispering to each other. Only seeing the back of Ince’s clean-cut head of wiry gray curls, it’s thought that the seething Hearst wrongly assumed that Marion was colluding with Chaplin. With the diamond-encrusted revolver, Hearst shot at him. As he advanced to survey the damage, he was horrified to find that he had actually shot Ince—the producer he was entrusting with Marion’s screen career.

There is yet another theory concerning a gun and Charlie Chaplin. Privately, the comedic character actor was known for the occasional melodramatic display. During this time period, he was reportedly despondent over his upcoming shotgun wedding to sixteen-year-old Lita Grey. He owned a .38 revolver, which he was known to brandish at inopportune moments, frequently threatening to shoot himself. According to this theory, one of Charlie’s theatrical displays on the Oneida led to a struggle for the gun, which could have caused it to go off, the stray bullet entering Ince’s head.

The gun-related theories are somewhat substantiated by witness testimony. Charlie Chaplin’s longtime valet and secretary, Toraichi Kono, was present that evening and had witnessed Ince’s removal from the Oneida. When Kono later returned to his home, he told his wife that he’d been disturbed by what he saw. He revealed that he had seen Ince bleeding from a head wound as he was carried off the yacht. Whispers of the tragedy spread quickly among LA’s population of Japanese domestic service workers, many of whom were employed in the homes of other Hollywood luminaries. Chaplin makes no mention of Toraichi Kono by name in his later memoir.

Whatever the cause of his injuries, it is known that by early Monday, the incapacitated Ince had been taken off the boat, accompanied by Dr. Goodman. Rather than being checked into a hospital, he was sent by train back to Los Angeles. Twenty miles into the journey, however, Ince’s condition had worsened. Dr. Goodman had no choice but to remove him from the train at Del Mar. Frantic, he hailed a passing car and hastily checked the ailing Ince into a nearby hotel. There, at the Stratford Inn in Del Mar, Goodman tucked the debilitated man into bed. He called a doctor he knew for backup, Dr. Truman A. Parker. Parker, in turn, called a nurse named Jessie Howard.

Ince’s wife, Nell, was alerted as to her husband’s condition. She rushed down to meet them, and called Dr. Ida C. Glasgow in Los Angeles. Upon Nell’s arrival in Del Mar, she left a notice at the hotel’s front desk for Dr. Parker, informing him that his services would no longer be necessary.

Thomas Ince was brought home to Dias Dorados in Benedict Canyon. Here, in a room illuminated by leaded glass windows, he was surrounded by his wife, his brothers, and his children. On the morning of Wednesday, November 19, he opened his eyes, looked up at his wife, and raised his head from his pillow. He moved his mouth, attempting to speak to her. No sound came out.

Nell tearfully gazed down at her husband, giving his hand a squeeze. She could still feel the gentle, familiar grasp of his hand on hers, and for a moment there seemed to be a glimmer of hope. That moment flashed by in an instant. His head fell back onto the pillow and his grip slackened.

Thomas Harper Ince, one of the film colony’s earliest and most celebrated movie moguls, was dead.
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Upon Ince’s passing, Hearst, Parsons, and others aboard the Oneida responded by circling the wagons, going into damage control mode. Oddly, on the day of Ince’s death, it was reported in Hearst’s papers that Ince had fallen ill while at San Simeon—not aboard the Oneida in San Diego. Still more puzzling is the added detail that his wife, Nell, and children had been in San Simeon with him when he fell ill. They weren’t. It was reported that he was brought home from San Simeon in a “special car” back to his home in Benedict Canyon. Several attendees of the yacht party began issuing contradictory statements, with Chaplin claiming that he hadn’t been on the yacht that weekend. Louella Parsons would maintain that she wasn’t even in California at all.

After these initial stories went to press, it was soon realized that too many witnesses had already seen the party docking in San Pedro—not to mention Ince boarding and then departing the boat in San Diego on a stretcher. The following editions of the story dropped the San Simeon ruse. The quick about-face aroused the first public suspicion as to why the powerful Hearst had been compelled to print the disinformation in the first place. Likewise, when the competing LA Times was briefly emblazoned with the headline “Movie Producer Shot on Hearst Yacht,” some unknown influence succeeded in getting those editions pulled from circulation.

The DA of San Diego, Chester C. Kempley, announced that he was opening an investigation into Ince’s death, with the hope of understanding the circumstances surrounding the illness with which he was said to have been stricken. In his investigation, he spoke only to Dr. Goodman, his friend Dr. Parker, and nurse Jessie Howard. Jessie Howard attributed Ince’s death to bad liquor. This was not an uncommon claim in the Prohibition era. However, it is worth noting that among the yacht’s other passengers, no one else who drank the liquor became ill during that trip. The district attorney didn’t conduct any interviews with any of the numerous other guests who were aboard the Oneida that night. The only person he spoke to who was there was the Hearst-employed Dr. Goodman.

Despite the investigation launched in San Diego, there was no inquest into Ince’s death. The usually sensational Los Angeles Examiner, which was owned by Hearst, made no mention of the San Diego investigation. William Randolph Hearst, who, according to biographer Ben Proctor, regularly “snooped, scooped and stooped” for his dramatic papers, not only passed up the sensationalism of having been a personal eyewitness to an illustrious Hollywood producer’s death—he covered it up.
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Hollywood gossip columnist Louella Parsons has long been characterized by a sense of syrupy, sentimental romanticism. After a rocky start in Chicago, she had moved to New York in 1918, where she started writing her fledgling movie column for the Morning Telegraph. There, she contrived to attract the attention of William Randolph Hearst, primarily by filling her columns with lavish adoration for the ethereal beauty and acting talents of blonde newcomer Marion Davies. Naturally, this ingratiated her to Marion, and the two became friends. That was sufficient to garner Hearst’s interest in Louella Parsons and her work. In 1923, Hearst contracted her as the motion picture editor for his paper, the New York American. From that time on, Louella Parsons was a regular on the Hearst social circuit.

After Ince’s death, however, Louella Parsons found herself the recipient of a lifetime contract with William Randolph Hearst. Her big promotion included a salary raise and, after a yearlong bout with tuberculosis, a much-upgraded position reporting on the film trade and celebrity gossip in Hollywood. She made the move from New York to the sunny film capital, where the sources for her columns were as plentiful as the citrus trees that still lined the hills. It seemed that all she had to do was reach out and pluck a juicy, sun-ripened story. In Los Angeles, with the unending support of Hearst, her journalistic influence flourished.

Her movie column was syndicated in Hearst’s papers, and her read-ership exploded. Over the coming decades, the saccharine, sometimes silly Louella Parsons grew to become a fearsome, formidable force in Hollywood. She was publicly loved and privately reviled, and screen stars knew to stay on her good side in hopes of receiving a favorable write-up. She could make or break a career with what she wrote—and didn’t write—in her daily items. On one occasion, when Norma Shearer won a role over Marion Davies, the film was frostily ignored in Louella’s column. She didn’t mention Shearer in her columns, either, for an entire year.

She would remain loyal to Hearst all her life. Her devotion to him was so deep that she never allowed anyone to say anything remotely defama-tory about him in front of her. One anecdote places her at a Hollywood dinner party where she indignantly threw down her napkin, stood up, and walked out in a huff after one of the other guests made a disparaging remark about her employer.

The timing of her new contract with Hearst in 1924 has led to widespread conjecture that this new opportunity was offered to Louella Parsons as recompense, in exchange for her silence regarding whatever happened on the Oneida on the night of November 16, 1924. Of course, she fervently disputed this claim.

She did later say that the truth of her entree into the Hollywood gossip circuit was a gruesome story. She never gave any other hints as to what that story might have entailed—Hollywood insiders could only whisper.
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Thomas Ince was memorialized on Friday, November 21, 1924, at a brief service in the chapel at Hollywood Cemetery. His body was on view in the morning between nine and ten a.m. for those who knew him. The invitation list for the funeral service afterward was strictly limited to immediate family only. The chapel was perfumed by an overflow of flowers sent by sympathetic well-wishers. There were no pallbearers. After the solemn service, his remains were promptly cremated. There was no autopsy. Elinor Ince left for an extended sojourn in Europe shortly thereafter.

By the beginning of December, District Attorney Kempley announced that the investigation into Ince’s death had been dropped. He spoke to the press, making the following statement: “I am satisfied that the death of Thomas H. Ince was caused by heart failure as the result of an attack of acute indigestion.” He went on, “There will be no investigation into the death of Ince, at least as far as San Diego County is concerned. As there is every reason to believe that the death of Ince was due to natural causes, there is no reason why an investigation should be made.”

William Randolph Hearst and Marion Davies moved into San Simeon in 1925.
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Three years later, Elinor Ince listed Dias Dorados for sale. It was purchased in 1927 by Carl Laemmle of Universal for the then-astronomical sum of $650,000—the equivalent of almost $10 million today. Upon the sale of the house, it was discovered that Ince’s specially designed hidden rooms contained an element of depravity: There were secret peepholes directly above the beds in the guest bedrooms. Some looked into the bathrooms. It is unknown as to whether Mrs. Ince was aware of the existence of these small, subversive openings.

Later that same year, Nell Ince began construction on the Château Élysée on Franklin Avenue. The seven-story palatial manor was built in the French Normandy style and would function as a long-term-stay hotel and apartment building. The impressive edifice was finished in 1929 and instantly became a fashionable address for Hollywood’s best and brightest. Bette Davis, Katharine Hepburn, Humphrey Bogart, Cary Grant, Clark Gable, Carole Lombard, Errol Flynn, and Edward G. Robinson were among the many residents who would pass through the halls of the Château Élysée. It was a place for glittering, decadent parties, and a meeting place for the more civic-minded citizens of Los Angeles, who often gathered there to discuss their various charitable causes.

Nell Ince also built the Villa Carlotta apartment building, which sits across the intersection from the Château Élysée. It was designed in a “flamboyant Churrigueresque” style, with an elaborate stone hearth and intricately painted ceilings. No two units were the same. Marion Davies kept an apartment there for a time, and Louella Parsons occupied a plush unit on the penthouse floor—the only two-story apartment in the building.

It has long been rumored that Nell Ince’s construction of these establishments (and her stay in Europe) were financed by William Randolph Hearst, as part of a settlement to ensure the widow’s silence. While that may very well be true, it is important to note that Nell Ince had money of her own. Upon her husband’s passing, she was left with a sizable estate that she invested very wisely. Nell Ince spent the rest of her days living quietly.
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William Randolph Hearst continued to fortify his fortune in newspapers. He remained extraordinarily powerful as a publishing magnate, building his empire and dominating the news market for the first half of the twentieth century. Though he died in Marion Davies’s Beverly Hills home in 1951, his power and influence still resonate in today’s cultural landscape. Hearst Communications is now a massive multidisciplinary enterprise that includes media brands like Elle, A&E, Complex, Cosmopolitan, Harper’s Bazaar, and ESPN.

Likewise, Louella Parsons’s columns went on to dominate the world of movie gossip. Ironically, the woman described in Vanity Fair as being “as gooily romantic as a candy valentine” got her stiffest competition in the form of Hedda Hopper, a former actress who debuted her competing gossip column for the LA Times on Valentine’s Day in 1938.

Dias Dorados was demolished after its sale in 1955 to an investor who later subdivided the land. A mini-mansion now stands on the old site on Benedict Canyon Drive, whose design closely resembles that of the original Ince home.

By the 1970s, The Château Élysée looked to be slated for the same fate. The building was purchased instead by the Church of Scientology in 1973 and now functions as their highly secretive Celebrity Center. It has been reported that, despite its refined gardens and polished exterior, certain interiors of the old Château have fallen into various states of musty decrepitude. We can, however, safely assume that the Church has performed regular upkeep in recruiting areas and any room that now caters to Tom Cruise.

The Villa Carlotta closely rode the wave of LA’s pop culture scene in the coming decades. After its initial glamour faded and Louella Parsons moved out of her two-story penthouse, the place became a magnet for hippies and artsy types, attracting frequent visitors like Jim Morrison. It is now an extended-stay hotel and apartment building for “modern LA bohemians.”
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In the decades following Thomas Ince’s death, each person connected with the case that has tried to set the record straight has only created more confusion. Nell Ince would later write about her husband’s death, making the erroneous and inexplicable claim that Thomas Ince died a week later than he did. She then attempted to allay any lingering suspicions, taking care to mention that the Los Angeles chief of homicide was present at the cremation and had personally conducted an examination of the body. This would never have been necessary for a death by natural causes. It is also in direct contradiction with Nell’s continued insistence that she didn’t know anything about suspected foul play until after the funeral.

Charlie Chaplin, for his part, would later write his own account of Thomas Ince’s death. He claimed that the producer died a full two weeks later than he did.

Whatever happened that chilly November evening in 1924 remains an enigma—the nebulous stuff of urban legend. What is certain is that Nell Ince publicly lamented the fact that, for all his professional and industrial achievements, Thomas Ince’s memory has been eclipsed by the intrigue. Thomas Ince is, unfortunately, remembered today for his mysterious death as much as for the innovation he brought to the filmmaking colony. But Hollywood is a place where accomplishments can be easily forgotten. In this town, enigmatic fantasies seem to have the real staying power, and everyone loves a good plot twist.

Years later, D. W. Griffith would offer his own commentary on the matter: “All you have to do to make Hearst turn white as a ghost is mention Ince’s name. There’s plenty wrong there, but Hearst is too big to touch.”
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Blood and Oil

The Trouble at Greystone

IN THE MODERN SPRAWL OF LOS ANGELES, DOHENY MEANS LUXURY. THE very sound of it is suggestive of a particular lifestyle: one of leisure and access in the posh neighborhoods of the city’s west side.

Today, the name has its own meaning almost entirely separate from the actual family and their controversial history, despite the indelible mark their oil money left on Los Angeles. In the earliest parts of the twentieth century, the Doheny family was the closest the young city could get to old money. Their immense power was instrumental to the development of the city as we know it today.

One of the more perceptible marks the Dohenys left is that their name is highly visible in LA and beyond. The famed Doheny Drive runs north to south in Beverly Hills and boasts trendy shops, swanky hotels, and coveted multimillion-dollar properties. While locals order hand-crafted libations at the Doheny Room on Santa Monica Boulevard, tired students pore over their notes in the Doheny library at USC. The name is also immortalized by the Beach Boys on the title track for their 1962 album, Surfin’ Safari. Predictably, they sing about surfers “kickin’ out” at Doheny beach.

Drivers heading west from the Sunset Strip may notice a nondescript fork marked “Doheny Road,” but most of them hang left to stay on the Boulevard as they head into Beverly Hills. In the eternal hum of daily LA traffic, tens of thousands of people pass directly beneath the enormous mansion where, on a Saturday night in February 1929, another, darker mark was left on LA’s history. This one would be decidedly less readily apparent, and the circumstances surrounding the events of that fateful night are in fact still shrouded in mystery. It befits the enigmatic manor perched atop the curve at Doheny Road. This was the house that they built, and it was where the name “Doheny” was cemented into infamy.

The family’s patriarch, Edward Laurence Doheny, or E.L., wasn’t always wealthy. He was a man who had earned his way in the world. He was, in his later years, a beacon of the twentieth-century capitalist dream, serving as a reminder to the American working public that, through hard work and dogged determination, they too could attain life-altering riches. In fact, he had worked hard enough to become one of the richest men in America.

Born in 1856 in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, to working-class Irish immigrants, he had set out on his own as a teenager. He spent the next two decades prospecting and mining the land with little success, working his way west in his own bid for Manifest Destiny. In 1883 he married twenty-one-year old Carrie “Louella” Wilkins while passing through New Mexico. A year later, scandal would first plague the newlyweds in Sacramento, where E.L. was arrested along with two burglars in connection with a jewelry theft. He received one felony charge and three charges of receiving stolen property.

His prospects would get worse before they got better. When E.L. arrived in Los Angeles, he was nearing his forties and broke, with his exhausted wife and their sickly young daughter, Eileen, in tow. By early 1893, the Dohenys had been living in LA for two years and their circumstances were dire. Eileen had just died of her lifelong illnesses, and the Dohenys were still barely making ends meet. When the couple learned they were expecting another child, they braced for the worst.

That was the year that everything would change.

The well E.L. was digging finally hit oil, and the family made their first fortune. Then, on November 6, 1893, he and Carrie welcomed their only son, Edward “Ned” Doheny Jr. Fueled by his recent successes, Edward Sr. drilled more small wells near the downtown area that quickly began to boom, gushing more and more crude oil, sticky and gleaming dull black. This enabled him to drill more into the earth. He moved down the terrain and into Mexico, where he found his most productive wells. After convincing railroad companies to use his oil to power their locomotives, Edward Laurence Doheny Sr. would never be broke again. His oil wells boomed, and the money poured in.

Little Ned enjoyed a plush childhood, bankrolled by the family’s newfound fortunes. While the boy stayed home with Carrie, E.L. continued to expand his oil business. He was quickly accruing more of the immense wealth for which he would later come to be known.

Edward Sr. and Carrie divorced in 1899, with E.L. gaining full custody of their son. Carrie, despondent, would ingest battery acid soon after, dying at thirty-eight. Her death was ruled accidental. A year later, E.L. married another, younger Carrie: Carrie “Estelle” Betzold. According to legend, she was a telephone operator, and E.L. had fallen in love with her voice.

Estelle took on the responsibility of raising Ned, now a spoiled seven-year-old with dark hair and dark eyes over pudgy cheeks. Edward Sr. had just purchased a new mansion on the very fashionable Chester Place, and this was where Ned and Estelle grew close. They played games together while E.L. was away on business, which was increasingly often. E.L. was busy creating his oil empire, inextricably tying the Doheny name to the developing history of Los Angeles. This is how, in the beginning of the twentieth century, the Doheny family came into power.
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Hugh Plunkett straightened up, his coverall dungarees bearing greasy stains on the knees and on his back. It had been a long day. Satisfied with the shine of the tires on Ned Doheny’s newest automobile, he shook the towel he had been using, throwing it over his shoulder as he made his way back to the service entrance of his employer’s new mansion.

It was getting close to eight o’clock. The sun had just settled into the hills behind him, imparting a decadent glow over the otherwise ghostly gray walls of the house, which was now finally nearing completion.

Theodore “Hugh” Plunkett was tall and slim, with a handsome, square face and an easy smile. He wasn’t just a servant; he was a close friend to the Doheny family. Hugh had come to Los Angeles as a kid with his Midwestern family in 1912. He found a job changing tires at a service station downtown owned by the Smiths. They were a prosperous railroad family who had invested in an auto service station on Pico Boulevard, near the city’s center. That was where Hugh first met Ned.

Ned Doheny and his oil-rich father, the always stern Edward Sr., had several cars, and since they lived nearby, they were frequent customers. The two moneyed families became tied together in 1914 when Ned married Lucy Marceline, the graceful young daughter of the service station’s owner. It was then that Hugh had been hired by the elder Doheny, taking care of his vehicles and eventually becoming his personal chauffeur. A very close friendship between Hugh and the younger Doheny continued to develop, and it wasn’t long before Hugh was hired by Ned exclusively.

Now, at thirty-three, Hugh Plunkett was still servicing vehicles—except now it was for an employer who not only treated him like family, but had opened an entire world to him in this great new city. He and Ned went everywhere together. The two men had even served together in the Great War, and Hugh was well liked by everyone in the family. He was such a fixture in the Doheny circle that now, despite his working-class status, Hugh could hardly remember ever being snubbed in high society. After all, they were inseparable, and everyone who knew Ned Doheny also knew Hugh. Over the course of a decades-long friendship, Hugh Plunkett had juggled the ever-alternating roles of best friend, personal chauffeur, and secretary to Ned.

Throughout the summer of 1928, Hugh had been kept particularly busy with the finishing touches on Ned’s gargantuan new house. The young Dohenys had dubbed their new home Greystone, for the Indiana limestone that covered its reinforced concrete exterior walls. An elaborate wrought-iron gate was forged, proudly declaring this new name in tall white letters. The fortress had taken nearly two years to build, and Hugh had tirelessly overseen its construction since they’d first broken ground.

The new mansion, like countless other luxuries Ned Doheny enjoyed, was a gift from his father. It had cost E.L. $1.2 million for the house and almost $2 million for the grounds, but this sum was of no consequence to him. The old man wanted to be sure that his son would have the largest, most opulent private residence in its vicinity for decades to come.

The Dohenys hired society architect Gordon B. Kaufmann to create a home out of the finest materials, and the most intricate craftsmanship was commissioned for every surface in the house. Woodworkers labored for months on the hand-carved red oak banisters in the entry, and the stairs were made of black marble. The oak ceiling rafters and balustrades were also hand-carved, and the custom marble and wood parquet floors were laid by hand.

The expansive grounds were designed by Paul G. Thiene and featured an abundance of amenities: two pools, tennis courts, stables, kennels, fountains, lawns, creeks, waterfalls, and lush landscaped gardens. Hugh Plunkett was handling this colossal project down to the finest details, even signing checks to pay the contractors while Ned met with his father.

The Dohenys were planning for E.L.’s eventual retirement, after which Ned would step in and helm the family business. They were also deliberating over what to do about their latest scandal. It was an ugly blemish on the Doheny name that was now proving hard to shake.
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E.L. Doheny and Albert Fall had known each other since their prospecting days. The two men had met and become friends in the American Southwest, driving packs of mules across the New Mexico mountains before going their separate ways. While Doheny went on to build his oil empire, Fall had set his sights on Washington. He had worked his way up, securing a Cabinet position as Secretary of the Interior for the Harding administration in 1921.

Later that same year, E.L. had been looking to acquire new land leases for drilling, and he wanted two fields in particular: Elk Hills, California, and Teapot Dome, Wyoming. These parcels of land were known to be rich with oil, but they had already been reserved for emergency naval use.

This detail wouldn’t be a deterrent to E.L. His old friend, Albert Fall, was now conveniently heading the very same department that controlled these highly desirable fields, so together the two men made a deal. In late November, 1921, a black leather envelope was filled with $100,000 in cash, and Ned Doheny was instructed by his father to deliver this personally to Fall in Washington. It was a “personal loan” to an old friend. Ever the faithful assistant, Hugh Plunkett had accompanied Ned on this trip east and had been present in the room, mixing them drinks while the money changed hands.

Unfortunately, discretion was not one of Albert Fall’s strong suits. The first suspicions were raised by those closest to him, who observed him swiftly spending his newfound, ill-gotten wealth. Then, when drilling equipment was seen being hauled into the regions in question, people put two and two together. The scandal that ensued led to an exceedingly public bribery trial, gaining the simplified nickname “Teapot Dome” and smearing the names of both men all over the newspapers in the spring of 1924. Fall was charged with taking bribes to designate these oil reserves to Doheny and to another oil magnate, Harry F. Sinclair.

After several years of repeated Senate hearings and public disgrace in the papers, E.L. Doheny would ultimately be acquitted. His friend Albert Fall, however, wasn’t so lucky. He was convicted of accepting the bribes and would later serve a year in prison, setting the worst kind of historical precedent. Now, with only the last of their court testimonies ahead of them, the Dohenys were looking ahead to what they hoped would be a scandal-free future.
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Ned and Lucy Doheny moved into their new estate with their five children and their servants in the fall of 1928. It was a long-awaited move, and they were glad of it. They had outgrown the elegant but comparatively modest Craftsman home in which they had started their family on Chester Place, within sight of E.L.’s mansion.

The new house, which boasted more than 46,000 square feet of living space, was situated eleven miles to the northwest, nestled within the sleepy slopes of a newer, more-fashionable neighborhood: Beverly Hills. It was also on a parcel of land owned by E.L.

While Lucy directed the careful unpacking of her furs and garments in her echoing expanse of a dressing room, the children eagerly set about bowling in their new two-lane bowling alley and delighting in picnic luncheons in the seemingly endless gardens.

But the family’s shared bliss over their beautiful new surroundings would, for one of them, last only a few short months.
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It was just after 10:30 p.m. that chilly February evening in 1929 when Dr. Fishbaugh got the call. It was a Saturday night, and he was enjoying a comedy at the Hollywood Playhouse. His maid had managed to reach him at the club, and she delivered grave-sounding news over the phone. There’s trouble at Greystone. Get there now.

Without hesitation he sent for his automobile, got in, and started toward the Doheny estate, letting his mind wander as he drove the empty roads. Though the family had only been at Greystone for a few months now, Dr. Ernest Clyde Fishbaugh was familiar with the house and its sprawling grounds.

He turned onto the main driveway of the estate, entered through the manned gates, and proceeded up the hill. Deftly he hugged the corner as he turned left, winding through the plush lawns and watching the house lurch into view. Although he was used to driving to Greystone and had taken in this vista many times before, somehow, tonight, the house seemed peculiar.

He drove on, past the second set of iron gates, under the stone arch, and into the main courtyard. Parking and hurrying toward the front door, Dr. Fishbaugh could see Mrs. Doheny standing several feet back, at the top of the steps in the ornate oak foyer. Diminutive and pretty, Lucy Marceline Smith Doheny hailed from Pasadena and was known in society circles for her impeccable dress and vivacious personality. She and Ned had been married for nearly fourteen years.

Dr. Fishbaugh entered through the towering wrought iron–clad glass door, muttering a quiet greeting.

Mrs. Doheny was dressed in a white dressing gown and satin slippers, and her bobbed hair was set in her signature polished waves. Her cherubic face typically appeared gay and happy, but tonight she wore a somber expression.

Without greeting the aged doctor, she turned on her heel and led him down the black marble steps and to the right, opening an oak door to a hallway that led to the house’s guest bedrooms. This was where Hugh Plunkett’s living quarters were located, away from where the rest of the Doheny’s live-in staff were housed.

Dr. Fishbaugh walked silently alongside Mrs. Doheny down the hall toward Mr. Plunkett’s room. Though neither of them said anything, the two were unified in the unspoken belief that, after tonight, nothing would ever be the same for the Doheny family again.
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Leslie White had never been to such a big house before.

The young investigator gingerly drove through the black wrought-iron gates and into the courtyard. He parked carefully and looked around, pushing his hat far back on his head and counting the cars on the immense, circular driveway. There were more luxury cars than police vehicles.

Entering the house with his forensic kit and camera, he came upon a chaotic scene.

Before calling the police, the lady of the house had frantically called her brothers and a brother-in-law, who now swarmed the front entryway and adjoining hall in various states of heightened emotion. The servants were all awake, some sitting in tears, some carrying trays upstairs to a room where the poor widow now lay deposed.

The few officers that were present stood around idly, talking among themselves in a far corner. They spotted the young detective and waved him over. Briefing him quickly, they gestured for him to follow them into a cavernous hallway.

As Detective White was led down the darkened hall toward a guest bedroom, he could make out the lifeless form of a man lying on his stomach in the hall, a few feet from the entrance to the bedroom.

Here, they said, was the body of Hugh Plunkett, the murderer. It looked as though he had rapidly slumped onto the floor, the edges of the fine rug under his feet pushed out in a rumpled bunch beneath him as he slid down. Tucked under his body and gripped in his right hand was the murder weapon, curiously warm despite the fact that it had been fired hours earlier. It was a finely engraved .45 pistol.

The fingers of his other hand still clung to a cigarette, which had smoldered down until it had singed the skin. This detail struck White as peculiar, and he stared at this for a moment. The family and their doctor all said that the crazed man had killed his master and then shot himself.

Had he committed the atrocity between drags on his cigarette?

Peering through the open door, the detective could see the body of the young legend—Edward “Ned” Doheny Jr., lying supine on the bedroom floor. He was finely dressed in a long silk nightgown, a forest-green robe of silk draped over his now-limp shoulders. The sumptuous robe had a subtle texture to it, with parallel lines all waving together like polished malachite. His drooping feet still wore glossy leather house slippers. A chair was overturned at his side, lying at the foot of one of the twin beds, its bedspread visibly disheveled.

On the floor to Doheny’s right lay an empty glass from the kitchen and an unlit cigarette. His head was resting at the center of a pool of dark red blood.

White examined the face of the dead man. It was covered in dried blood, and his expression was gruesome, an open-eyed death mask of pure terror. The blood had congealed on his face in a pattern that seemed to indicate that it had traveled up and onto his face from the wounds above his ears. Given that he was lying on his back, this detail was highly aberrant, and White struggled to make sense of it.

Had the body been moved?

White examined the bullet’s point of entry, on Doheny’s left temple. It showed the unmistakable residue of gunpowder. This shot had been fired at extremely close range.

White turned around to reexamine Plunkett, looking for gunpowder residue on his bullet wound. There was none. This was more than odd.

If the man had truly gone mad and shot himself in the head, White thought, he should have powder residue around the point of entry. This was the norm with any close-range or self-inflicted bullet wound. Why does the master have gunpowder on his head, while the servant has none?

White sighed, silently ruminating on his questions as he set up his camera to photograph the scene.

The next day was Sunday, and members of the Doheny family, their doctor, and their live-in staff were brought in for interviews with District Attorney Buron Fitts, who had already stepped in to personally handle the case.

When questioned separately, the family and staff all told nearly identical stories. This was far from a good sign. The descriptions and inflections in each of their statements all sounded too identical, like different voices auditioning for the same radio show. Listening in, Detective White thought they sounded rehearsed.

The main mouthpiece for the Doheny family throughout this troubled time was Dr. Ernest Clyde Fishbaugh, who had worked for the family for a decade and was either at or just outside the house when the crime was alleged to have been committed.

The doctor said that on the night of the murder, he had responded to the call and arrived at the house at about eleven p.m. He said he was walking with Mrs. Doheny down the west hall and toward the guest bedrooms when they came across Hugh Plunkett in the hallway, utterly deranged. Fishbaugh said he didn’t see whether Plunkett was holding a gun, but that from the hall, Plunkett had shouted at them, something to the effect of “Don’t you come in here” or “You stay out!” (the doctor’s own versions varied), after which he had slammed the door and shot himself in the head.

As he listened, White’s questions beleaguered him. He thought of the cigarette still clutched in Plunkett’s fingers.

Does it make sense for him to do all of this with only one hand, while in his other hand he still smoked his cigarette?

It wouldn’t be completely impossible, he thought. But it hardly seemed feasible.

When White examined the pistol collected at the scene, it was discovered that the weapon bore no fingerprints. It had been wiped completely clean. He remembered grasping it and feeling that uncharacteristically even warmth, as if it had just been pulled from an oven. The detective had never known a pistol to become this heated, let alone to remain so for several hours after being fired.

He resolved to test this for himself, loading the small weapon and firing it repeatedly. No matter how many times the gun was fired, it never reached such an extreme temperature. He could only conclude that the weapon had somehow been heated by some artificial source.

When White looked at all of the facts combined—the cigarette, the unusual blood pattern on the young oilman’s face, the warmth of the gun with no prints, the powder marks—it wasn’t adding up. The physical evidence was in direct contradiction to the story that was being told by the Doheny family.

Among his peers, Leslie White was the lone holdout. He didn’t think Hugh Plunkett had killed Ned Doheny at all, or even killed himself, for that matter.

He brought his findings to DA Buron Fitts, who himself had been recently elected. White could tell he was eager to show his steadfastness as the new district attorney. He had been working closely with the Doheny family, and he wanted to appear thorough with this case. To Leslie White and to the public, he promised there would be an investigation.

Over the next few days, the papers circled around the case, picking at sordid details like ravenous vultures. They would all print and reprint the same version of events that came directly from Dr. Fishbaugh and others who worked for the Doheny family. Headlines blaring “Doheny’s Slayer Was Madman” were joined by reports which announced that, according to the Doheny family, Hugh Plunkett had been losing his mind and was seen behaving more and more erratically every day. A crude likeness was printed next to these articles that depicted the alleged killer in profile, an image of a crazed man with fatigued eyes, arched eyebrows, and a tense sneer.

In one of these stories, Ned Doheny’s business secretary, George W. Johnson, said that Hugh had been having trouble with his teeth. In another, Dr. Fishbaugh maintained that he’d had an infection on his scalp. In addition to his various ailments, they said, Hugh Plunkett’s mental state had been waning since his young wife, Harriet, had divorced him and joined an ashram in the Sierra Madre mountains the previous year. Everyone insisted that the Dohenys had been pleading with Mr. Plunkett to check himself into a sanitarium for a long rest, but to no avail. According to their statements, this must have been the offense that had broken him, that had pushed him to kill his best friend.

Buron Fitts seemed to have already made up his mind. At a press conference he publicly echoed the statements of the Doheny family, concluding “beyond all doubt that Hugh Plunkett, while insane, shot Ned Doheny and then turned the gun on himself.” On Monday he canceled the inquest, and death certificates were promptly signed. The papers quoted him as saying that the case was “conclusively one of murder and suicide,” just like the Doheny family had said. No autopsy was performed on Ned’s body.

Despite White’s lingering questions, the case was officially closed by the time he reported for work Tuesday morning.

By Wednesday, the story was killed in the press, and even the most sensational coverage of the case came to a halt. The only mention of the killings in the papers now was about the burials, or about how Hugh Plunkett’s sister fainted at the gravesite. Nothing about the Doheny family would be printed with regard to this case after that.

Detective White was given another case to work on.

Today, with the luxury of hindsight, we know that Buron Fitts accepted bribes throughout his tenure as district attorney. His nefarious dealings carried on the tradition of corruption left by his predecessor, Asa Keyes. Ironically, Fitts himself aided in securing a conviction on charges that, while in office, Keyes took bribes from an oil company in a fraudulent moneymaking scheme that had since resurfaced, becoming known as the Julian Petroleum Company scandal. The bribe amount was $100,000.

Later, Fitts’s political connections would link him with prominent LA theater owners, real estate developers, MGM, and other wealthy oil magnates. He was notorious for dropping cases and making stories go away when they threatened the interests of the powerful figures who looked to him for safety. Perhaps most notably, the DA and his sister, who was also his secretary, were each indicted in the 1930s after perjuring themselves in their efforts to bury one such case.

Despite this difficulty, Buron Fitts continued to line his own pockets, remarkably upgrading his life and his living situation as a result. A 1940 radio broadcast by local reformer and restaurateur Clifford Clinton describes the stately Fitts residence near Arcadia that was, according to Clinton, far beyond the reaches of a humble civil servant. The home’s impressive stables housed a variety of majestic horses, including a fine palomino which the DA rode on a $15,000 silver saddle encrusted with rubies.

While it is possible that by 1929, a certain level of mutual regard may have already been established between Buron Fitts and the oil family, whether they knew each other on a personal basis prior to this case is uncertain. At the very least, Ned Doheny and the DA had been contemporaries. Both men graduated from USC in 1916, and they both served in World War I. They each moved in high-powered social circles in 1920s Los Angeles. E.L. Doheny, for his part, had demonstrably few scruples when it came to offering bribes to government officials.

Given the reported expedience with which profiteering political “fixer” Fitts had stepped in to personally handle this case, it doesn’t take a particularly far-reaching imagination to envision what sort of deal could perhaps have been made to ensure this story would skew in a way that favored the Dohenys. Perhaps the DA was named among the honorary pallbearers at Ned’s funeral as an additional gesture of the family’s gratitude for helping them escape public scrutiny. The oil family was, after all, still reeling from the scandal that had scourged them after Teapot Dome, and the Dohenys couldn’t afford to lose any more of their credibility or hard-earned status.

It is a classic LA story. We may never know the full details of what happened at Greystone Manor on that brisk night in February of 1929. Whatever did transpire on that night, the questions and uncertainties linger more than the purported answers. Detective Leslie White would later go on to a writing career, but he never wavered in his conviction that Hugh Plunkett hadn’t killed Ned Doheny. He believed the family’s massive wealth and influence was what closed the case and killed the story.

Whether or not the working-class Plunkett was just a convenient scapegoat, the powerful oil family were, at their core, Angelenos. They were incredibly media savvy, socially well-connected, and no stranger to a scandal or two. They certainly had the ability and the means to make this story disappear if they wanted it to.

Lucy Marceline, the Doheny family’s new matriarch, remarried in 1932. It was an intimate ceremony in front of the fireplace in the grand living room. Her gown was tastefully simple and accented with a single flourish: a jade and diamond baguette brooch that had been a gift from her new husband. The orchestra that serenaded them played only a few hundred feet from where her first husband had been found three years earlier. Lucy and her second husband continued to live at Greystone until the 1950s.

Regardless of what actually occurred on that fateful night, the story that was sanctioned and put forth in the press is still maintained by the Doheny family to this day. Little attention is paid to the evidence that still doesn’t align with this story. A cloud of money can have an insulating effect, and besides, it happened so long ago.
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The Bombshell in Benedict Canyon

Jean Harlow and Paul Bern

THE WEDDING TOOK PLACE AT THE HARLOW HOME ON CLUB VIEW Drive on July 2, 1932. As a wedding gift, forty-two-year-old Paul Bern had given to his twenty-one-year-old bride, Jean Harlow, the deed to the small cottage he had built into the hillside in Benedict Canyon. The whole event had been thrown together haphazardly—they’d only had a short time to plan it. Nobody, least of all the press, had suspected that the couple would go to City Hall and file a notice of intention to marry.

Shimmering platinum blonde Jean Harlow was the hottest new star at MGM in 1932, and Paul Bern, her now husband, was an executive at the studio. He had risen through the ranks as a writer, director, and later, as a producer. Now, the wedding of the summer—albeit quiet and intimate—would host the ranks of MGM royalty. Boy wonder Irving Thalberg toasted the couple with his movie-star wife, Norma Shearer, the queen of the MGM lot. Louis B. Mayer’s daughter, Irene Mayer Selznick, passed a slice of wedding cake to her husband, memo-wielding producer David O. Selznick. Screen idol John Gilbert was the best man.

True to form, the bride looked spectacular in a gown of clinging satin, with a slinking fringe-trimmed capelet that closely followed Jean’s every movement. Jean always wore dresses that perfectly skimmed her figure, showing off her famously conspicuous lack of panty lines. She liked to feel free—both in and out of her clothing.

The next day’s reception at the Bern estate in Benedict Canyon would be even more exclusive. Bern had negotiated with MGM’s head of publicity, Howard Strickling, that the reception could be private as long as they allowed coverage of the ceremony on Club View Drive. Strickling had handled the negotiations with the press, who kept true to their word and steered clear of Benedict Canyon on the reception day.

In the absence of press photographers, Harlow opted for comfort and wore green flannel pajamas for the occasion.
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Curvaceous and sensual, Jean Harlow can be credited with creating a persistent pop culture trope—that of the sexy blonde. Jean died tragically young and left the world with an enduring image of youth. The image burned into our collective memory is one of the “hard-boiled siren,” at the very height of her career and physical beauty. Jean Harlow will never age.

Her star power was such that, nearly a century later, she is still talked about, written about, imitated, and referenced in pop culture. Her “look” has since evolved into one of the more immediately recognizable Hollywood archetypes: the brightly blonde screen siren, curvaceous, sleepy-eyed, oozing with sex appeal—the inspiration for countless young blondes who would follow in the decades to come. Jean’s essential quality was her brazen sensuality. Her love for her body and her eternal readiness to show it off were an integral part of her star appeal.

Jean Harlow was born Harlean Carpenter in Kansas City on March 3, 1911. Her mother had been the original Jean Harlow—that was her maiden name. She’d become Jean Carpenter when she married Harlean’s father, Mont Clair Carpenter, a wealthy dentist in the area. When Jean and Mont Clair divorced, Jean brought young Harlean, nicknamed “the Baby,” to Los Angeles in search of her own stardom. Harlean was enrolled at the Hollywood School for Girls while her mother looked for movie work. However, when Jean was unable to secure a viable role, mother and daughter returned to Kansas City.

When “the Baby” was sixteen, Jean met and married a man named Marino Bello, who looked and acted as though he had ties to the Italian Mafia. Around the same time, Harlean met and fell in love with a young heir named Charles “Chuck” McGrew, who was about to turn twenty-one and come into a fortune. Within a few months, the young couple would be married. With no need for either of them to work, they spent most of their time enjoying leisure pursuits, drinking, and having fun.

Apparently the Baby never got Hollywood out of her system, because by the time her husband’s trust fund checks had started to come in, she and Chuck were back on the West Coast. They bought a house in Beverly Hills, and Harlean quickly became accustomed to fulfilling her role as a young society wife, which led to her first audition in a roundabout way.

After hosting one of her customary luncheons, she drove a friend to her appointment at the Fox lot and was spotted waiting outside. While she initially resisted offers for movie work, Harlean was goaded into accepting by her mother, who expressed great excitement over the prospect. She registered at the Central Casting office, signing her name as “Jean Harlow,” and started working as an unbilled extra in 1928.

Chuck McGrew took the news with derisive disapproval. He didn’t like his wife’s new job. In fact, he didn’t want her to work at all; he just wanted someone to keep him company. But the newly christened Jean took well to the work, and enjoyed making her own money. She especially liked the freedom and the feeling of independence that it offered her. By the end of the year, she’d separated from Chuck McGrew and signed a five-year contract with producer Hal Roach at $500 a week.

With the Baby’s professional use of the name Jean Harlow, her mother proudly took on the nickname “Mama Jean,” along with the trappings of being a stage mom, pushing her daughter into show business to sate her own thwarted dreams of movie stardom. The more her daughter’s fame grew, the closer she and her husband clung to their connection with her. Red Dust writer John Lee Mahin later said that “Jean Harlow’s parents were horrible. Big Mama wasn’t a bright woman. She was Christian Scientist, devout and crazy. Bello was a bad boy. Very bad. He lived off her, spent all the money that Jean made. Jean just conceded and paid their bills.”

Marino Bello has since been aptly described as “oily and ubiquitous,” and according to Harlow biographers, Rooney and Vieira, he had often looked at Jean “in a distinctly unfatherly way.” MGM producer Samuel Marx would assert that her stepfather “left suggestive notes for her that she found in her bed at night.” Harlow confided to her friend, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes writer Anita Loos, “It’ll be a relief to get away from the rat before Mom finds him out.” She never said anything about it at home, instead reassuring her friends at the studio, “I can handle him—I’ve had plenty of experience with jerks. I just laugh in his face.”

Jean’s first big role was opposite Clara Bow in The Saturday Night Kid. Bow had seen the newcomer and exclaimed, “Who’s gonna see me next to her?” Bow successfully campaigned to have Jean’s part reduced, but publicity stills from the film captured the attention of newspaper editors. They splashed Harlow’s picture all over the movie sections because, as the LA Times put it, they “found her decorative.”

By the end of 1929, Ben Lyon saw Harlow sitting in a restaurant and introduced himself to her. He brought her to meet Howard Hughes.

While many film players’ careers suffered during the transition to talkies, Jean was one of the lucky few whose career was helped by this tumultuous period. After two long years, Howard Hughes had just finished shooting Hell’s Angels as a silent film and, in response to the wave of talking pictures, he decided to reshoot nearly the entire picture. Greta Nissen, originally cast for the role of Helen, had a thick Scandinavian accent. It became apparent that Hughes would need to recast the female lead for his reshoots, and he was actively seeking a replacement for the blonde Nissen. Jean Harlow was simply in the right place at the right time. It would be her biggest role yet.

From the moment she bounded up the steps and into the frame in Hell’s Angels, wearing a filmy gown that seemed to eternally tease an indelicate slip, Jean Harlow captivated the audience with her effervescent sexuality.

The film premiered at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre on May 27, 1930. Enormous neon signs graced the sides of the building, brightly blaring the film’s title. Crowds gathered on the street outside, clamoring to get a look at the Hollywood luminaries as they filed out of their limousines and onto the red carpet, resplendent in furs and jewels.

Jean Harlow wore a draping, all-white ensemble that perfectly matched the nearly white shade of her blonde hair. She was a blinding vision under the bright lights.

Jean’s contract with Howard Hughes was unusual in that he was not so much a film creative as a passionate aviator and avid financier. He didn’t produce many films for Harlow to star in; instead, he mostly made money by loaning her out to other studios. He marketed her as “the Platinum Blonde,” and it caught on. The moniker, coined by publicity man Lincoln Quarberg, helped skyrocket the Hollywood newcomer to stardom.

Quarberg would later say to the Los Angeles Daily News, “The American Association of Hairdressers at a national convention decreed that platinum blonde was the acme of style in coiffure. After that the platinum blonde craze swept the country and persists today.”

Hughes loaned Jean Harlow out to Columbia Studios for the 1931 film, Platinum Blonde. Later that same year, Harlow was loaned out to Warner Brothers for Public Enemy, opposite gangster icon James Cagney.

According to the LA Times, “In her early pictures Jean Harlow was sexy and nothing else. The sex appeal aroused the active resentment of women. Persons who knew Jean regretted that her good-natured, humorous, wise-cracking character always eluded the camera.”

The actress had a hard time accepting praise, and she never took credit for the success of her pictures. Whether suffering from impostor syndrome or just because she had an intimate knowledge of the inner workings of Hollywood, no matter how successful her films became, she would later confide to her friends, “I always expect to be thrown out of the studio the next day.”
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Paul Bern got Harlow the role in MGM’s The Beast of the City in 1932, and the studio took notice when fan letters began pouring in. They arranged to buy out the starlet’s contract from Howard Hughes. Jean Harlow signed with MGM in April of 1932.

MGM producer Samuel Marx would later remember this early transition into the Hollywood studio best known for its star creation: “When Jean joined MGM’s constellation of luminaries, trained men and women went into action, as they had with others, their mission being to maximize her winning ways and minimize her liabilities. All her public appearances came under professional scrutiny. Although designers would give consideration to her personal tastes, the clothes she wore carefully matched the image the studio had chosen for her.”

When Jean had first met the German-born Paul Bern, she didn’t immediately fall for him. He was, according to Rooney and Vieira, “paunchy, balding, and had never married.” But for Jean Harlow, Bern’s appeal was simply this: He respected her. He talked to her. He appealed to her intellect rather than to her carnality. “He’s different,” she would say. “He explains things. He lets me know I have a brain.”

Jean would later reason, “I never was wildly in love with him, but I appreciated his kindnesses and I liked him because he was one of the few men in Hollywood I could go with without having a pass made at me.” A slightly more crass explanation of her affection for Bern would follow. “He’s the first guy who ever took me out who didn’t try to reach inside my dress.”
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Paul Bern’s family had come to New York from Germany when he was a boy. His childhood was impoverished, and his close friends would later say that, as a child, he frequently went hungry. He pursued a career in the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, fueled, as the Los Angeles Record put it, “only by his indefatigable spirit and genius.” There he became a stage manager and, later, a director, before transitioning to writing scenarios for motion pictures.

Bern would later be known for his altruistic streak, which had made him extremely sensitive to the suffering of other people. He was kind, and generous with his time and resources. He went out of his way to help others. If he saw a need, he would come to their aid in whatever way he could. It was he who’d convinced Alla Nazimova to make her triumphant comeback to the screen. He’d helped Mabel Normand when she was in the throes of her addiction, and had been at her bedside when she passed away.

The match with Bern was undoubtedly better for Jean’s career than her previous marriage to Chuck McGrew. Bern was a producer at what was then the most prestigious studio in Hollywood: MGM. He had the ability to influence her career and foster its growth through his power at the studio that held her contract. He’d just done the massively successful Grand Hotel, and he arranged for Harlow to get a contract and a role in Red-Headed Woman. That film would take her from a Hollywood starlet to a veritable supernova.

And anyway, Jean liked older men.

“During all my school life,” she’d said, “I had one romance. He was my hero; and it did not matter that he was over thirty. I secretly promised myself that Rod Adams would be the man I’d marry. Then I met Charles F. McGrew.”
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Jean hated the house in Benedict Canyon that Bern had built.

It was a brown-and-white German storybook cottage with a steeply pitched roof, complete with a small round turret. Jean was a star in her very early twenties, used to being the center of attention, lighting up every room she walked into, in every venue and nightclub in the city. She loved it—she felt that she belonged in the city. She didn’t understand why the forty-two-year-old Paul Bern found such solace in the country, away from all the hustle and bustle of Hollywood.

Isolated in the canyon, in Paul’s precious peace and quiet, Jean grew restless. She needed action and energy; she wanted to be stimulated by the busy Hollywood life she had only just become a part of. Paul Bern, by contrast, had been part of the Hollywood machine long enough that he cherished peace. While he relished the isolation of his charming woodland cottage, Jean would have been happy to sell it. The home was a point of contention during the brief months that she was married to Paul Bern. The turret at the corner of the house had a small crawl space and, according to Sam Marx, producer and friend to Paul Bern, Jean would sometimes climb into the tiny space “to pout.”

Although the house was surprisingly small and cramped, it suited Paul perfectly. Its design was quaint and unfussy, far from what Jean expected as the hot young ingenue at MGM. Jean wanted the glamour and opulence befitting her position as a starlet. The house didn’t even have a kitchen, since Paul didn’t want the smell of cooking to pervade the rooms. There was only room to make coffee. Winifred Carmichael, Bern’s maid, used to prepare their meals in the kitchen in the servants’ quarters and carry them up the hill to the house on a tray.

Jean was uninspired by the verdant tranquility that Paul found so comforting. She would have much preferred a larger house in the city, like the one she had already purchased on Club View Drive—the one now inhabited by her mother and Marino Bello.
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The death of Paul Bern has taken on its own mysterious character, clouded by questions and innuendo in the aftermath. This shroud of mystery has long endured, no doubt helped along by the studio’s “fixer,” Howard Strickling. The strategic suppression of information was Strickling’s job.
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Dorothy Millette was a stunning young actress at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts in New York, where she and Paul Bern had met in their youth. The two had fallen deeply in love and begun a life together. Paul Bern had privately confided in Samuel Marx about her existence: “There was a woman I knew in New York. She was an actress… breathtaking, enchanting, indescribable… the loveliest girl I’d ever seen… an ethereal will-o’-the-wisp. We didn’t get married. There was no need for it. We were madly in love. We lived at the Algonquin for more than five years.”

Though they never legally married, she was known publicly as Mrs. Paul Bern. All of their friends thought they were a married couple. His mother, however, condemned the relationship, threatening to commit suicide if he didn’t break it off. When she found out that the unwed couple was living together as man and wife, Bern’s mother followed through on her threat. She killed herself.

Dorothy suffered a complete mental breakdown, likely due to the strain caused by Paul’s mother’s suicide. A heartbroken Paul put her in the best sanitarium he could afford, in an arrangement that went on for ten years. She always got the best care—even when Paul couldn’t afford it. Sources vary as to whether Millette was lucid during this time; some would say that, for Dorothy, those ten years passed as though they had been one night.

When she came out of the hospital, she checked into the Algonquin Hotel in New York as Mrs. Paul Bern. She wanted to see Paul, and sent him letters asking him to come and see her. He had long since stopped visiting.

The producer, now busy with his new, younger, movie-star wife, kept putting her off. He was too busy; the timing wasn’t right, he’d write. Eventually Dorothy began suggesting that she might come to California instead, to make it more convenient for him. She still loved him, and after all, he had taken care of her all these years.

Bern still loved her, too. Though he no longer had romantic feelings for her, her frailty still aroused in him a deeply nostalgic and paternalistic tenderness. She had, in her time, been a very beautiful woman, though prone to delusions that had worried those in the theater company.

Bern responded, rather hastily, that Dorothy should wait before traveling to California. He was too tied up in his professional affairs, he said, and it simply wasn’t the right time for her to make her way west.

She didn’t listen. By the early summer of 1932 Dorothy Millette was on her way to San Francisco, where she checked into the Plaza Hotel. Once again, she registered under the name Mrs. Paul Bern.
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On September 4, 1932, Jean and Paul had plans to have dinner at her mother’s house on Club View Drive, although Paul indicated that he might not be able to make it to dinner.

The Berns’ butler, John Carmichael, was going to give them a ride to Club View Drive.

According to both John and Winifred Carmichael, Jean left for the evening on good terms with her husband. Before she left, Carmichael said, she had poked her head into her husband’s bedroom, where he was already in bed. “Good night, dear, in case you don’t come over,” she smiled.

“Good night, dear,” came Paul’s reply from inside the room.

She had a bag with her, as she’d decided to stay at her mother’s house. She had an early call time at the studio the next morning.

Jean would later tell the studio that once she’d arrived at her mother’s house, she’d called home to see if her husband was coming. He was, as she put it, “indisposed.”

“All right, I’ll come home then,” Jean offered.

Over the line came his hasty reply. “No, you stay there.”

On the morning of September 5, 1932, John Carmichael came upstairs to check on his employer. He hadn’t heard a sound.

“The place seemed terribly quiet,” he said. “I tiptoed into his bedroom. It was empty. Then I stepped into the dressing alcove to turn up the blind.”

There he found Paul Bern, slumped nude on the floor of the closet, a .38 caliber revolver in his right hand. Another loaded pistol sat on the dressing table nearby. Blood spray marred the clothing and walls of the dressing room.

John Carmichael grew woozy and passed out.

Clifton E. Davis, their gardener, found John Carmichael unconscious next to the body.

The first call was to MGM.

The police were not called to the scene until nearly three hours later.

By the time the police had arrived, a scrawled note sat on the dressing table where the gun had been. It looked to be from the dead man to his bride.


Dearest Dear,

Unfortunately this is the only way to make good the frightful wrong I have done you and to wipe out my abject humiliation.

    I love you.

    Paul

    P.S. You understand that last night was only a comedy.



Upon questioning, the Carmichaels did report hearing a commotion the night before. They had assumed it was Bern and Harlow having a loud quarrel—although Winifred did note that the woman’s voice had sounded quite unlike Jean’s.

After hearing a loud bang and a door slam, Winifred said that she saw a veiled woman dressed in black running toward the chauffeured car that had been waiting for her in front of the house. No one could identify her. In her haste to get to the safety of the car, the mysterious woman had lost one of her shoes. The long, narrow kitten heel was recovered on the lawn the next morning. Next to two empty glasses, a soggy yellow bathing suit was found on the ground next to the pool. It was not in Jean’s size.

Neighbor Slavka Vorkapich corroborated this sighting, telling police what she had witnessed. A “large, expensive limousine dashed away from the Bern home at three o’clock Monday morning,” she said. The Los Angeles Evening News reported that police were keeping “strangely silent about the car.” According to Vorkapich, the car sped off, skidding about two hundred feet in its mad dash to get away from the Bern estate.

Norma Shearer remembers going with Irving Thalberg to Jean’s house on Club View Drive. She’d picked her husband up at Bern’s to drive him home. Irving said there was one thing they had to do first: They had to stop at Jean’s on Club View Drive to break the news to her. Shearer would remember seeing Thalberg enter the house, and Mama Jean leading him out onto a patio. The Baby came out to join them, wearing a fluffy feather-trimmed robe over a full-length nightgown. Irving spoke a few words to her, and Jean collapsed. Irving caught her, and guided her inside.

When Thalberg came back to the car, he slumped listlessly into the passenger’s seat.

When Norma asked him how it went, he burst into tears. He told Norma that the only thing Jean kept saying was “I don’t understand. I don’t understand what you mean.”

When the police arrived, they found Jean pacing in her second-floor master suite, crying and muttering to herself. The aggrieved actress was promptly sedated.

The Los Angeles Record reported that because “he felt that discrepancies existed in versions of the apparent suicide,” Chief of Detectives Joseph R. Taylor was calling for an investigation by the homicide squad. According to the report, “He also wanted to know why police were left out of the case for so long a period after [the] discovery of the body.”

Paul Bern’s neighbors reportedly had a hard time believing that the sensitive man they knew would just shoot himself and leave his body for his servants to find. Similarly, Paul Bern’s brother, Henry Bern, found the claim to be “utterly ridiculous,” and, according to reports, the rest of the Bern family was “not satisfied with the published explanations of the tragedy.” Henry Bern flew to Los Angeles to learn more.

Homicide detectives questioned Harlow before being cut off by the studio. She denied having quarreled with her husband the night before. They’d been instructed to obtain clarification of the meaning of the apparent suicide note, asking her what the “abject humiliation” and “comedy” were all about. She insisted that she hadn’t the faintest idea.

Coroner Frank Nance issued a statement. “I will study the official report of the officers today and if there is any circumstance that needs clearing up, I will convene a coroner’s inquest.”

MGM studio attorney Mendel Silberberg issued a response, announcing to the press, “We can see no reason for conducting an inquest in view of the fact that the police and everyone else [are] satisfied that Bern took his own life. There is no mystery about the matter; nothing further to be investigated.

“Nevertheless,” declared Nance, “I have ordered the inquest to do away with any thoughts that anyone is trying to conceal anything in this case, any idle gossip; therefore, there will be an inquest as planned.”

The prestigious Hollywood studio, it was reported, had “clamped down the lid of secrecy.” Samuel Marx recalled that at MGM, “it was an unending war to avoid scandal.”

Coverage of the Bern mystery did make the papers, but Jean was kept steadfastly out of it. There would be no interviews, no reporters, no “exclusives.” Louis B. Mayer saw to that.

When the inquest began on September 8, Jean was not present. She was excused from testifying by a note from her doctor. Both her doctor and the studio asserted that the grieving widow was comatose with hysteria. Only Irving Thalberg, Marino Bello, and Bern’s three servants testified at the inquest.

The verdict was read: “Death by gunshot wound of the head, self-inflicted by the deceased with suicidal intent. Motive undetermined.”
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The day after the death of Paul Bern was announced, Dorothy Millette packed up her room at the Plaza and checked out. She booked passage on the Delta King riverboat on the Sacramento River. She boarded the boat alone. Dorothy alone knew whether she would ever be seen alive onshore again. She was spotted by another passenger who saw her near the railing late at night. He described her as looking morose but didn’t think much of it, and continued his evening stroll.

Shortly before five a.m., a fine coat with a New York label and shoes that were later identified as Dorothy’s were found on the deck. Dorothy herself was nowhere to be found.

A few days later, a fisherman in the Sacramento River discovered a body floating in the river. It was pulled ashore and confirmed to be Dorothy Millette.

A search of Dorothy Millette’s room in the Delta King revealed a chilling discovery. The room was full of movie magazines. One was propped up on her vanity, open to a spread called “The Life of Beautiful Jean Harlow.”

Jean paid for the dead woman’s funeral in an unpublicized act of kindness. Millette was buried in Sacramento, completely alone in the world. Jean had made one simple request: “Make it pretty.” The headstone had a symmetrical pattern of flowers etched on it. It read: Dorothy Millette Bern.
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An Aside

The Production Code

AS THE GREAT DEPRESSION DRAGGED ON, AUDIENCES REGULARLY sought escape in motion pictures. In the absence of the ever-elusive American Dream, a surge in the popularity of gangster films in the early 1930s provided a welcome respite from the often painful realities of daily life. Actors like James Cagney, George Raft, and Edward G. Robinson enjoyed public adulation as lovable, relatable gangsters in Mob pictures like Little Caesar and Scarface. Characters in these films lived above the law, rising above dire conditions to create glamorous lives of crime and allure. Cash-strapped audiences filed in to savor the vicarious thrills of these pictures as often as they could afford them.

Interestingly, sexuality and undressing were not uncommon themes in the films of the early 1930s. Comely actresses stripped nonchalantly down to their lacy underthings, often while casually carrying on conversations as the story went on around them. Scripts were often peppered with subtle and not-so-subtle sexual references. Hollywood in this era imbued cinema with Mae West and her purring one-liners: “When I’m good, I’m very good. But when I’m bad, I’m better.”

Legendary Austrian brunette beauty Hedy Lamarr was eighteen when she starred in 1933’s Ecstasy. The Czech film featured the first-ever on-screen sex scene—replete with orgasmic oral sex and even a cigarette to finish. Predictably, the film was roundly condemned by the Catholic Legion of Decency, even garnering criticism from the aptly named Pope Pius XI. Incidentally, the film and its ensuing controversy catapulted Hedy Lamarr into the global spotlight.

Reactionary zealots in the States were unsatisfied with the work of Will Hays and his Hays Office, continually demanding tighter restrictions on what was acceptable for the screen. They wanted less Ecstasy and more Shirley Temple. The Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA) responded by writing a Production Code which was instituted in 1934, effectively prohibiting the cinematic exhibition of behaviors deemed socially undesirable. Gone were the gratuitous boudoir changing scenes and free-roaming gangsters—Hollywood was cleaning house.

Before the inception of the targeted audience, all films were geared toward all audiences, because nuclear families often went out to movie theaters together. Thus, the Code was written with the youngest moviegoers in mind. Every film had to be suitable for every audience member.

The inherent assumptions in the Production Code were many, but its main presumption was this: Audiences are impressionable. It was clear that films had the demonstrable ability to influence audiences when it came to things like home decor or styles of dress. Therefore, it was reasoned, cinema might also have the ability to influence other, more consequential facets of life. The worry was that if a crime such as robbery or arson were explicitly shown on-screen, viewers could be inspired to imitate what they saw—in much the same way as Jean Harlow’s silver-bleached mane inspired legions of women to attempt the same look at home using common household bleach.

Some tenets of the Production Code were just good sense, as in the obvious case of prohibiting child nudity. Others were simply nonsensical, even comical by today’s standards. Finally, at its most sinister, the Code served to uphold and preserve the disturbing status quo of Jim Crow–era American racism.


PRODUCTION CODE


General Principles


	No picture shall be produced that will lower the moral standards of those who see it. Hence the sympathy of the audience should never be thrown to the side of crime, wrongdoing, evil or sin.

	Correct standards of life, subject only to the requirements of drama and entertainment, shall be presented.

	Law, natural or human, shall not be ridiculed, nor shall sympathy be created for its violation.






Particular Applications


	I Crimes Against the Law: These shall never be presented in such a way as to throw sympathy with the crime as against law and justice or to inspire others with a desire for imitation.




Murder


	The technique of murder must be presented in a way that will not inspire imitation.

	Brutal killings are not to be presented in detail.

	Revenge in modern times shall not be justified.

	Methods of crime should not be explicitly presented.

	Theft, robbery, safe-cracking, and dynamiting of trains, mines, buildings, etc., should not be detailed in method.

	Arson must be subject to the same safeguards.

	The use of firearms should be restricted to the essentials.

	Methods of smuggling should not be presented.

	Illegal drug traffic must never be presented.

	The use of liquor in American life, when not required by the plot or for proper characterization, will not be shown.








	II Sex: The sanctity of the institution of marriage and the home shall be upheld. Pictures shall not infer that low forms of sex relationship are the accepted or common thing.



Adultery, sometimes necessary plot material, must not be explicitly treated, or justified, or presented attractively.


Scenes of Passion


	They should not be introduced when not essential to the plot.

	Excessive and lustful kissing, lustful embraces, suggestive postures and gestures, are not to be shown.

	In general passion should so be treated that these scenes do not stimulate the lower and baser element.






Seduction or Rape


	They should never be more than suggested, and only when essential for the plot, and even then never shown by explicit method.

	They are never the proper subject for comedy.

	Sex perversion or any inference to it is forbidden.

	White slavery shall not be treated.

	Miscegenation (sex relationships between the white and black races) is forbidden.

	Sex hygiene and venereal diseases are not subjects for motion pictures.

	Scenes of actual childbirth, in fact or in silhouette, are never to be presented.

	Children’s sex organs are never to be exposed.




	III Vulgarity: The treatment of low, disgusting, unpleasant, though not necessarily evil, subjects should always be subject to the dictates of good taste and a regard for the sensibilities of the audience.

	IV Obscenity: Obscenity in word, gesture, reference, song, joke, or by suggestion (even when likely to be understood only by part of the audience) is forbidden.

	V Profanity: Pointed profanity (this includes the words God, Lord, Jesus, Christ—unless used reverently—Hell, S.O.B., damn, Gawd), or every other profane or vulgar expression however used, is forbidden.

	VI Costume




	Complete nudity is never permitted. This includes nudity in fact or in silhouette, or any lecherous or licentious notice thereof by other characters in the picture.

	Undressing scenes should be avoided, and never used save where essential to the plot. Indecent or undue exposure is forbidden.

	Dancing or costumes intended to permit undue exposure or indecent movements in the dance are forbidden.




	VII Dances




	Dances suggesting or representing sexual actions or indecent passions are forbidden.

	Dances which emphasize indecent movements are to be regarded as obscene.




	VIII Religion




	No film or episode may throw ridicule on any religious faith.

	Ministers of religion in their character as ministers of religion should not be used as comic characters or as villains.

	Ceremonies of any definite religion should be carefully and respectfully handled.




	IX Locations: The treatment of bedrooms must be governed by good taste and delicacy.

	X National Feelings




	The use of the Flag shall be consistently respectful.

	The history, institutions, prominent people, and citizenry of other nations shall be represented fairly.




	XI Titles: Salacious, indecent, or obscene titles shall not be used.

	XII Repellent Subjects

	The following subjects must be treated within the careful limits of good taste:




	Actual hangings or electrocutions as legal punishments for crime.

	Third-degree methods.

	Brutality and possible gruesomeness.

	Branding of people or animals.

	Apparent cruelty to children or animals.

	The sale of women, or a woman selling her virtue.

	Surgical operations.









Despite its seemingly exhaustive language, the Production Code’s application wasn’t always so cut-and-dried. Savvy filmmakers often found ways to artfully work around the guidelines to insert vague sexual references, forcing audiences to connect the dots for themselves. Censorship under the Code operated on a case-by-case basis and was largely dependent on context. At times, it was only loosely enforced. According to Marshall Croddy and Patrick Denning, coauthors of Testimony of a Death, “How much these reforms actually affected behavior is not clear. The Hays Board proved something of a paper tiger. Despite puritanical grumbling throughout the United States, the studio bosses knew sex and violence meant bigger revenues.”

The Production Code remained firmly in place through the 1950s and was visibly unraveling by the early 1960s. It was ultimately replaced with the current tiered ratings system in 1966.
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The Ruse

Loretta Young and Judy Lewis

THE LITTLE GIRL LOOKED SO MUCH LIKE HIM, IT WAS UNCANNY. IT WAS November 6, 1935. A gray dawn had given way to a cloudy morning, and a calm breeze carried the smell of salt through the air. Loretta Young had given birth to Judy in secret, sequestered in a small house on Rindge Avenue in Venice Beach with her mother. The two ladies had just returned from a lengthy stay in Europe which, by design, had been meant to offer Loretta some discretion during her controversial and highly secretive pregnancy. Even the studio hadn’t found out. Now, recovering in her bed, Loretta felt only a temporary pang of relief. All that was left to figure out was what to do with Clark Gable’s baby.
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Loretta Young was born Gretchen Young in Salt Lake City. Once in Los Angeles, she made her screen debut as a child extra at the age of three. By age seven, she had appeared in a scene in the 1921 Rudolph Valentino picture, The Sheik. A hiatus from acting afforded her time to attend the well-established Ramona Convent secondary school in Alhambra, an eastern suburb located near downtown Los Angeles. But, inevitably, Hollywood called her back. The fourteen-year-old Gretchen was cast in a supporting role in the 1927 farce, Naughty But Nice, alongside flapper icon Colleen Moore. It was during the making of this film that the teen first adopted a new, star-worthy name: Loretta. This film would also lead to her first contract with First National Pictures.

With her bright, lively eyes (even as she advanced in age), striking brunette hair, and luminous smile, the teenage Loretta was cast as a classic beauty. She had a graceful elegance about her that, on camera, looked stylish and high-end. She moved on quickly to leading roles and higher billing.

Loretta was ambitious. She loved glamour, and she loved the camera. She actually carried one with her everywhere she went, as she was constantly shooting home movies. The actress was lucky to have been exempt from the doom that talkies brought to many of her fellow actors. She’d moved seamlessly into the sound era and into a new contract with Darryl Zanuck’s Twentieth Century Pictures. Her performances were magnetic, her line delivery sharp and refined, revealing a clear intellect behind her words.

In 1935, twenty-two-year-old Loretta was cast in Call of the Wild, opposite leading man and international heartthrob Clark Gable. The shoot was to take place during the winter and on location in Mount Baker, several hours’ drive out of Seattle. Once on location, heavy snow caused delays on-set. Crew members fell ill, creating even more complications.

While they waited for the myriad production obstacles to work themselves out, Clark and Loretta found themselves with hours of spare time together. Loretta’s home movies from this period show a close-up of Clark in the snow. Outfitted in a heavy fur coat and hat, he’s contorting his face, flirting and playing with the woman behind the camera. Another movie, shot by a third party, shows Clark and Loretta huddled together between shots, keeping warm with their legs intertwined. Loretta is wearing dark glasses to protect her eyes from the glaring snow, and the two can be seen leaning in close, whispering quietly to one another. They look so intimate, so natural together. Though he was married, everyone on the set knew who Clark meant when he said “my girl.” Rumors of an affair between them lingered for years, both in the press and within the industry. These rumors were repeatedly and categorically denied by both parties.

In an era immediately following Will Hays’s descent on Hollywood, the studios were extremely vigilant in maintaining a squeaky-clean image of their stars. The turbulent stream of scandals in recent years had left studio chiefs scrambling to cover up every action that could be deemed offensive to a reform-minded public. Entire publicity departments were now devoted to this cause, with the full-time “fixers” on staff to ensure that any misbehavior on the part of their stars was kept out of the papers. This left Hollywood to continue to function essentially as is, while masquerading to the public as a business that centered on pristine, palatable, family-friendly morality.

Upon her return to Los Angeles from the location shoot, there were changes around the studio. Zanuck had recently joined forces with Joe Schenck to merge Twentieth Century and Fox Film Corporations, forming 20th Century-Fox.

Loretta sat down with her older sister, Sally Blane. She confided that she had just missed her period. Sally was sympathetic, assuring her that her cycle was probably just thrown off, due to her recent travel and the stresses of work. She added that Loretta ought to schedule a massage, and that this would surely put her on the right course again. Sally got up and thought nothing of it, but Loretta was not reassured.

As time passed, the truth became increasingly evident. When Loretta noticed her waistline expanding, she knew she could no longer deny what was happening. She was pregnant, and she was terrified. She knew a pregnancy—especially one out of wedlock—would be a violation of her contract’s strict morals clause. The scandal could put a stop to her burgeoning career.

Loretta also knew that if her studio found out, the fixers would descend on her, pressuring her to have an abortion. She’d already seen the same thing happen to Gloria Swanson, Jean Harlow, and Joan Crawford. Loretta had watched these women go on seemingly unaffected, some even delivering award-winning performances after their studio-mandated abortions.

But Loretta had grown up Catholic. She knew the church’s rigid stance on the matter. She didn’t want to commit what she felt would be a mortal sin.

Loretta hid her pregnancy as well as she could as she came up with a plan. She departed for Europe, only to return under the guise of recovery from a long illness. The Associated Press reported that she had been suffering from a nervous disorder and, according to her trusted doctor, Dr. Walter M. Holleran, she had been strictly confined to her home. She didn’t work for a year, and Dr. Holleran was tasked with releasing carefully vetted press statements on Loretta’s increasingly delicate condition. She gave only one interview, to journalist Dorothy Manners of Photoplay magazine. Loretta’s daughter, Judy Lewis, would later write about the elaborate setup the interview required in her 1994 memoir, Uncommon Knowledge:


On the appointed day my grandmother and my mother, who had moved back to Bel Air for the interview, set the stage with great care and attention to detail. My mother, now almost nine months pregnant, lay in bed covered by rose-satin eiderdown comforters so thick that nothing underneath could possibly be discerned. The only thing that showed was her face, all but buried amid thick pillows.

My grandmother hired a nurse, highly recommended as trustworthy, to stand beside the bed during the entire interview. Should the conversation take a turn that might be uncomfortable or compromising, she had been instructed to end the interview with the excuse that her patient was being overtaxed and needed rest.

The nurse rigged an intravenous bottle with the tube taped to my mother’s arm dripping slowly into a pan hidden under the bed….

Dorothy Manners was led into the bedroom, where, with all the acting skill she possessed, my mother played the role of a gallant sick woman conserving her strength to face an eventual major operation.



The scam worked. In her profile on Loretta for Photoplay, Dorothy Manners set the record straight.


This is the truth about Loretta Young’s illness…. It has weakened her, sapped her strength in the great loss of energy; and an eventual operation is the only remedy. In her present run-down condition she is not ready for that operation…. But as her strength returns, she will be permitted by her physician to return to the studio for one picture right after the first of the year. She has been surprisingly lucky in not losing too much of her preciously acquired poundage put on during her vacation trip to Europe.



Loretta never made a public appearance. In the vacuum of information about the missing star, rumors continued to surface. Some thought she must have been in a disfiguring accident. Others thought that maybe she’d lost all of her money and was now in a derelict state. Many believed an extension of what they’d heard after the crew’s return from the location shoot of Call of the Wild—that Loretta was pregnant with Clark Gable’s child.
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Loretta named the baby “Judith” after Saint Judas, the patron saint of difficult situations. With barely any time to recover, she left the infant in an orphanage and staged her triumphant comeback. Loretta Young returned swiftly to the screen. Upon securing his divorce from second wife Ria Langham, Gable would soon move on to his next great love—the blonde actress Carole Lombard, who would go on to become his third wife.

Loretta kept herself going and kept working, doing her best to hide the milk that leaked from her aching breasts. Nineteen months after giving birth, Loretta legally adopted Judy, making a delighted announcement to the press that she was ready to start a family. She raised Judy as her adopted daughter. No one knew the truth but her family—not even the studio. Loretta never publicly acknowledged Judy as her biological daughter. Still, rumors persisted. Hollywood’s “worst-kept secret” still held that Judy’s father, listed officially as Unknown on her birth certificate, was actually Clark Gable, the King of Hollywood.

As Judy grew, Loretta could see that the child’s features evoked a smaller, softer version of a familiar face, a striking resemblance to the debonair Gable. As it turned out, everyone else in Hollywood could see that, too.

What set the most tongues wagging among the social sets were the girl’s astonishingly prominent ears. They looked so much like Gable’s, and they were his most distinctive feature. He was known and recognized around the world—even parodied—for his famous ears, which, like Judy’s, stuck out. Loretta did what she could to hide them. Today, nearly every photo and home movie show little Judy wearing a bonnet. In some, she is wearing a hat. Other photos and home videos show a strategic arrangement of little blonde curls that fall just so, flaring delicately out around her ears. In an ultimate and final attempt to obscure the physical evidence of the child’s parentage, Loretta would eventually resort to having the ears surgically pinned back when Judy was seven.

One of these early home movies, shot in vibrant color, was taken during a playful romp on a lush green lawn. Judy looks to be about three, and she is dressed in a crisp white outfit with a matching bonnet, customarily tied into a neat bow under her chin. The sunlight matches the child’s energy, reflecting brightly off her white pinafore. The tiny, luminous figure can be seen trotting joyfully along, the ties of her bonnet gradually loosening and ultimately coming undone. Judy, engrossed in her jubilation, takes no notice. Suddenly, her mother enters the frame, running up from behind. Loretta hastily grasps the ties of the bonnet, interrupting the child’s velocity and, by the looks of it, causing much annoyance. Loretta, disregarding the tiny whines of protest, adjusts the small bonnet, tying a quick bow and securing it back into place. Judy swiftly takes off again and exits the frame.
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Judy Lewis knew she wasn’t adopted. The whispers in Hollywood had been too great to ignore. She’d always known that Loretta was her biological mother, but no one in her family would give her a straight answer as to who her father was. It wasn’t until 1958, in the weeks leading up to her own wedding, that the truth was finally revealed to Judy.

It came from a decidedly unexpected source—her fiancé, Joe Tinney. He’d said it so casually. He told her it was common knowledge. “Twenty-three years of my life had passed and everyone in the world knew about me,” Judy later lamented.

When Clark Gable died in 1960, Judy’s grandmother sat her and Joe down to discuss something “very important.” Judy would later remember, “I was convinced that she was finally going to tell me that my father was Clark Gable. My excitement and expectation were shared by Joe. It was too late by then to know my father, but at least, after twenty-five years, I would have the truth.” Much to her dismay, her grandmother launched into a story about a pressing concern involving the family’s housekeeper.

Eternally reticent, Loretta had continually refused to speak on the matter. She didn’t relent until Judy was an adult in her thirties. By then, Judy had a daughter of her own—with a tiny pair of prominent ears.

“I want to know who my father was,” Judy said, point-blank.

“Why?” her mother asked, exasperated. “This is the eighth time you’ve asked me this. You’ve gone this far without knowing. What do you want to know for?”

Judy took a long inhale. “Because,” she exhaled, “it’s very important for me to know. I’ve been told that my father was Clark Gable.”

Loretta’s expression was deadpan. “How would you feel if he was Clark Gable?” she hedged. “What would you think about that?”

Judy didn’t hesitate. “It would make me very happy. From what I understand, and from what everybody tells me, he was a wonderful man.”

Loretta’s face finally registered emotion. She gave her daughter a long look. Finally, in a spectacular anticlimax, the words came out. “Well, he was your father.”
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Today, new rumors circulate. Clark Gable is alleged to have date-raped Loretta Young during an encounter either during their time in Washington State or on the train home to Los Angeles. The source of this allegation is Linda Lewis—Loretta’s daughter-in-law—married for decades to Judy’s half-brother Christopher Lewis. She says that Loretta had confided this to her in the 1990s, upon learning the term “date-rape” from a television special. Linda says that when Loretta first heard the words, she’d asked for clarification. When she understood their meaning, her entire demeanor changed. Her eyes became misty, and her face took on a faraway look.

“That was what happened with Clark and me,” she finally said.

When she was young, no such term existed. Loretta had always believed that what had happened was her fault, that her failure to stop him had been her responsibility. She thought that was just how things went with men and women.
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Ice Cream Blonde

Thelma Todd’s Last Night Out

THE WOODEN PEWS OF THE WEE KIRK O’ THE HEATHER WERE JAMMED to capacity with over two hundred mourners who had gathered to pay their final respects. Heavy clouds were hanging low over the slopes of Forest Lawn, looming over the quaint stone chapel as echoes of a cheerless organ tune drifted out of its heavy wooden doors. The frigid December morning matched the gray mood of the somber occasion.

Beloved comedic actress Thelma Todd was laid to rest in glossy blue satin pajamas. The sumptuous set had been one of the many Christmas gifts she hadn’t lived to unwrap. Her silk-lined casket was flanked by luxuriant palms, and a funereal flurry of flowers had arrived by the truckload in advance of the ceremony. The blooms now surrounded the fallen star, sending her off with melancholy reverence and forcing attendees to navigate the chapel floors with care to avoid tripping over them.

A specially woven blanket of evergreen sprigs laced with white roses sprawled glumly across the bottom portion of the casket, upon which rested a spectacular spray of white roses and lilies of the valley—Thelma’s favorite flowers. The display had been a final tribute from the actress’s bereaved mother. The chapel was thick with the solemn scent of the arrangements.

In life, Thelma Todd had been such a spirited presence. She was so lively and dynamic, forever in constant motion. She was sprightly and playful, always ready to perform a stunt or crack a joke. She’d seemed fearless. Thelma Todd had held her own in quirky roles opposite the era’s most prolific comics, and she looked great doing it. But, above all, she was kind. No one who knew her had anything but good things to say about the bubbly blonde actress. Thelma Todd was beloved by all.

It had been an unbelievable shock to the Hollywood community when her lifeless body was mysteriously found in her car in the Pacific Palisades. It just didn’t make sense. In its coverage of her final rites, the LA Times lamented, “None seemed able to fathom or understand the quirk of fate that snatched the gay young actress from the flower of life and placed her there in a bright casket of orchid brocaded satin.”
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Thelma Alice Todd was born in Lawrence, Massachusetts, on July 29, 1906, to John and Alice Todd. She’d always had a vivacious charm about her. Growing up, Thelma was tomboyish and energetic, with sandy blonde hair and boundless energy for playing games and roughhousing. She easily made friends in the schoolyard. Thelma especially loved school, and she was an excellent pupil. Her goal was to grow up to be a teacher. To that end, after finishing high school, she’d promptly enrolled in training at the Lowell Normal School to earn her teaching credentials.

As she matured, Thelma Todd became a strikingly beautiful young woman, with saucer-like eyes over high, chiseled cheekbones. She began modeling in between her classes. Her services were in demand, and she began appearing in vaudeville and fashion shows in the Lawrence area. The increased frequency of these appearances led to an acquaintance submitting Thelma’s photos into a nationwide search for talent, to fill spots in the inaugural term of a new acting school founded by Jesse Lasky of Famous Players-Lasky Corporation.

During this time, Thelma entered a beauty contest on a dare and, much to her surprise, she won. She was crowned Miss Lawrence. She then went on to win the title of Miss Massachusetts in 1925. She enrolled in the Famous Players acting school, which later came to be called the Paramount School. Thelma particularly stood out in the Paramount School’s showcase production, Fascinating Youth—her motion picture debut. With her momentum snowballing, she came to Los Angeles and signed with Paramount. And just like that, Thelma Todd was the newest face in the growing Hollywood firmament.

As a working actress, Thelma quickly developed her own brand of physical comedy. On-screen and off-, she would come to be known not only for her obvious physical beauty, but also for her penchant for madcap shenanigans. She was completely unafraid of being silly. She loved practical jokes, and she never shied away from using her feminine wiles to intrigue the audience or get a laugh. She was fearless on-screen, jumping at the chance to perform stunts that most actresses wouldn’t dare attempt. One such stunt has her literally falling out of her clothes during an amusing tumble out of a first-story window. She lands in the garden in her lace slip. Rather than employ a body double, Thelma liked to perform the stunts herself. She was a natural.

Thelma Todd was also delightful company. Witty, wisecracking, and refreshingly down-to-earth, the fun-loving actress was exceptionally popular with the film crowd. Her complete lack of pretense made her incredibly easy to work with; she paid attention to crew members, remembering their names and asking them about their families. According to Hal Roach, she was “a favorite with everyone on the lot, from the lowliest employee to the highest. She apparently was always joyous and happy and seemed thoroughly to enjoy her work.”

Once her hair was lightened to a pale platinum shade, Thelma’s star-making image was born. The new color perfectly framed her cherubic face and softened her Germanic features. She was nicknamed “The Ice Cream Blonde” for her cream-colored curls as well as for that essential quality: her pleasant sweetness. She was rarely seen without a gracious, good-natured expression. She smiled easily, and at times her naughty grin could be downright impish. She had a curvaceous physique and supple, rounded shoulders that gave her posture a vaguely Edwardian quality.

When Thelma signed her new contract with Hal Roach Studios after leaving Paramount, her curves would be strictly monitored in a weight clause. The clause stated that, at the time of signing, her five-foot-four, 122-pound frame was contractually bound to remain virtually as is. If she gained more than 3 pounds or lost more than 6, her contract could be subject to termination. Roach is said to have referred to this rigid regulation of bodily proportions as his “potato clause.”

Recognizing her extraordinary comedic abilities, Hal Roach raised Thelma’s star stature by casting her in two Marx Brothers comedies: Monkey Business in 1931, and Horse Feathers in 1932. Playing opposite the legendary funnymen gave Thelma exposure, but it also afforded her the opportunity to both sharpen and display her acting prowess. It is the contrast between the Marx Brothers’ trademark tomfoolery and Thelma’s straight reactions that makes this collaboration so amusing.

Roach also set Thelma up in an especially memorable screen partnership with the actress Zasu Pitts for short comedic films. The two women were billed together as the female equivalent of another prolific Roach pairing: Laurel and Hardy. Todd and Pitts made a formidable comedy duo, predating the dynamic of Lucy and Ethel with their indelible on-screen chemistry and hilarious slapstick antics. Todd plays the cheek-ier, more adventurous of the two, usually initiating the hijinks and sometimes getting the pair into trouble. Pitts is quieter and more unassuming, even slightly nervous; she is often unwittingly dragged along for the ride and tasked with reeling Thelma in with her impeccable comedic timing and docile demeanor. Thelma Todd and Zasu Pitts made seventeen comic shorts together between 1931 and 1933.

Thelma was inspired to pause her usually bustling dating life when she fell in love. Thelma met Pasquale “Pat” DiCicco in a friend’s apartment at the Ambassador Hotel. The attraction between them was instantly electric, and they reportedly kicked off their courtship with a spectacular argument. Handsome and ambitious, Pat DiCicco told Thelma that he was a talent agent. He was an avid polo player at the Riviera Country Club, and had underworld connections. It’s now widely believed that he was involved with New York Mob boss Charles “Lucky” Luciano.

Thelma was smitten, and they quickly became an item. By July of 1932 the pair were off to Prescott, Arizona, where they giddily eloped.

Thelma’s star continued to rise. She would receive fourth billing opposite Buster Keaton and Jimmy Durante in the 1932 comedy Speak Easily. In the film, Todd’s character, Eleanor Espere, audaciously enters a Broadway casting office in a sequence that gives the picture its name. As an extraordinarily meek and polite casting hopeful is shown out, Thelma struts into the office and haughtily stands before the secretary’s desk, her hand perched on her hip.


Todd: Who’s the guy that’s putting on this brawl?

Secretary: Who wants to know?

Todd: Eleanor Espere—the personality girl.

The secretary shows her in.

Secretary: Miss Eleanor Espere, and Personality.

Durante: Send them both in.



Vying aggressively for a role in a musical, Eleanor Espere launches into a history of her prior performance engagements, one of which was in a speakeasy. Keaton plays a highbrow, scholarly character who, apparently unfamiliar with the term, corrects her. “You should say, speak easily.”

A glow of inspiration suddenly flashes across Durante’s face. “It’s here, it’s here…! The title for our show! Speak Easily!”

Wasting no time, the young woman diverts the attention back to herself. “Say, get an eyeful of this!” She walks across the room and undresses to her lace slip. Eleanor Espere gets the part.
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In 1934, Thelma opened Thelma Todd’s Sidewalk Café in the Pacific Palisades with director, producer, business partner, and sometime lover Roland West—as well as his wife, former silent actress Jewel Carmen. The building they chose had been completed in 1928 and had previously served as a commercial shopping center for the developing housing community in the hills above.

Todd and West felt this would be a perfect location for a beachside eatery. It was ideally situated on the Roosevelt Highway—now Pacific Coast Highway—and offered a convenient stopping point for beach travelers going between Santa Monica and Malibu. Thelma’s name, celebrity, and social popularity would drive customers into the restaurant, while Roland West’s business acumen would see to the more practical aspects of the venture.

West and Todd shared the apartment quarters above the café, partitioned by a center drawing room. Jewel Carmen, whose participation in the venture was decidedly minimal, stayed in West’s enormous Mediterranean-style house on the hill above the café.
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Thelma’s relationship with Pat DiCicco was falling apart. Their marriage was volatile and tumultuous, and DiCicco was often prone to violence. Todd had endured several beatings at the hands of her husband. Newspapers and gossip columnists had been reporting on their lack of harmony as a couple as early as 1933. The two divorced on March 3, 1934. On their divorce decree, Thelma cited the causes as cruelty and incompatibility.

It is rumored that during their marriage, Pat DiCicco had introduced Thelma to New York mobster Lucky Luciano. Luciano was the kingpin of his crime family and had joined forces with other Mob bosses to form a national crime syndicate. He oversaw gambling, prostitution, and extortion rackets, and business was flourishing. In 1930s Los Angeles, organized crime was expanding considerably to meet the demands of a vice-hungry city. Payoffs to police ensured protection, and the crime syndicate operated in LA with virtual impunity. Lucky Luciano and his coterie saw to that.

Multiple sources claim that Thelma Todd and Lucky Luciano became romantically involved. During their courtship, he reportedly showed a vast interest in her Sidewalk Café. He wanted to establish a syndicate gambling operation on the top floor. The café’s luxurious setting and oceanfront views would no doubt be a huge draw to the high-rolling clients he hoped to attract with this venture. Of course, Thelma Todd’s name over the door would certainly add a nice air of legitimacy to the operation. Gangsters frequently sought out celebrities to glom on to for secondhand snippets of legitimacy. Luciano was pushing hard for Thelma to accept his proposal, but Thelma already had her own plans for the café’s top floor. She wanted to use the space for a new, more-exclusive dining and dancing parlor. The swanky new lounge would be called Joya’s (Spanish for Jewel’s) and feature a special menu, set off by spectacular panoramic views of the Pacific Ocean—without professional gambling.

During a tense dinner at the Brown Derby, Todd and Luciano again touched on the subject. Thelma was resolute. In her usual brash manner, she informed Luciano that he would gain control over her restaurant “over my dead body.”

“That can be arranged,” he is reported to have said.
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In the early spring of 1935, Thelma began receiving threatening letters, apparently aiming to extort money from her. The first one read: “Pay $10,000 to Abe Lyman in New York by March 5 and live. If not our San Francisco boys will lay you out. This is no joke.” The letter was signed with a clumsily scrawled doodle of an ace of hearts playing card, and the author of the mysterious letters was known thereafter as Ace.

The note was addressed to Thelma, but it was sent to Hal Roach Studios, destined to be jumbled in with the fan mail that regularly arrived there. Rather than forwarding it directly to Thelma, however, suspicious studio employees escalated the letter until it landed on Hal Roach’s desk. He showed it to Thelma personally. Reading the chilling note, Thelma was at an uncharacteristic loss for words. She got in touch with Lyman. The bandleader was a good friend of Thelma’s—they’d dated toward the beginning of her career. He was just as confused and concerned as she was. He advised her to call the police.

A report was filed, and Thelma and Roach went public with the threats in the hope that the exposure might deter further nefarious action. A security detail was promptly appointed to look after the frightened actress’s safety.

During this time, a strange man showed up at the Sidewalk Café, claiming to have a delivery for Thelma and asking for her home address. Thelma’s maid, Mae Whitehead, refused to give it to him. If he had a delivery for her, he was more than welcome to leave it there at the café, she offered. The man became irate and left in frustration.

Thelma was shaken by the news of the mysterious visitor. Soon, long-distance collect calls started coming into the café from the “Ace of Hearts” in New York. There were even bomb threats.

More letters continued to arrive, some demanding as much as $20,000. One cautioned that it would be “too bad” if Thelma didn’t pay up. Another letter was sent directly to Abe Lyman, warning that Thelma would be killed if she didn’t pay $10,000, and advising him to convince her to comply. When that didn’t work, Lyman received another note, admonishing that because he had missed his chance to save her, Thelma would be kidnapped. The harassment didn’t stop. The letters kept coming.
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Thelma Todd spent her last night out at Billy Wilkerson’s Café Trocadero on the Sunset Strip, at a party given in the private dining salon by British actress Ida Lupino. Her father, Stanley Lupino, had just arrived in the States, and they’d planned a huge celebration to mark the occasion. Thelma was to be the distinguished guest of honor, and for this she dressed accordingly. She donned a clingy, sparkling blue evening gown and slid her pedicured feet into blue high-heeled sandals, specially dyed to match. Shrugged over her lithe shoulders was her favorite luxe mink coat. She accessorized with diamond-encrusted hair clips in the bobbed waves of her famous ice-cream blonde hair.

Pat DiCicco had wrangled an invitation to the event by cold-calling Ida Lupino; he was offended that he had not garnered an invitation to a party honoring his ex-wife. Caught off guard, Ida reluctantly conceded. She made last-minute adjustments to the table settings to accommodate the indignant, uninvited guest.

DiCicco showed up to the Trocadero with actress Margaret Lindsay on his arm. Instead of attending the private party, he took a table in the main dining and dancing salon, leaving his host fuming over the empty seat in the banquet room.

In the banquet room, the party toasted with champagne and dined on chef Felix Gano’s specialty menu of seafood cocktail, green turtle soup, and filet mignon. Throughout the evening, Thelma was, according to theater proprietor Sid Grauman, “talkative and happy.” Leaning in over her after-dinner brandy, she whispered conspiratorially to Ida about a man she had been seeing in San Francisco. Thelma was, according to Lupino, “desperately in love.” Smiling that wicked smile of hers, she turned to her friends at the table. “I’ll bet you a dinner that you won’t come to my place tomorrow,” she challenged.

In an intriguing contrast to her demeanor at the party, however, a hatcheck girl saw Thelma step out to take a phone call and said that the actress had seemed “exceedingly anxious that no one overhear her conversation.” DiCicco was also seen making an urgent-looking phone call shortly after midnight.

Thelma ignored the curfew that Roland West had unduly placed on her that night. As he was seeing her off for the evening, West had offered her an unwelcome piece of advice: If she planned to stay out past two o’clock, then she ought to stay at her mother’s. Thelma had chuckled, although she was truly annoyed that he’d been so insistent.

Nevertheless, shortly before 2:00 a.m., she asked Sid Grauman to place a call to Roland West, to let him know she was on her way home. Thelma then went back to enjoying her party, staying out considerably later than her lover’s imperiously imposed curfew. It wasn’t until 3:15 a.m. that she bade everyone good-bye, thanking Ida fondly for the evening.

After the customary round of affectionate air kisses, Thelma walked briskly out onto Sunset Boulevard, her mink billowing behind her as she climbed into her chauffeured car.
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The ocean air was crisp and the tides were just receding as Mae Whitehead arrived at the Sidewalk Café on Monday morning. She was early. With the sound of the waves lapping behind her, she unlocked the double doors and turned on the lights. The click of her low heels sent cavernous echoes through the vast, empty café as she put her purse away and began the workday.

A few minutes later she emerged from the immense building and shut the door behind her. She started up the hill to take care of her first duty: fetching Thelma’s Lincoln Phaeton from Roland West’s garage and driving it back down the hill. Every morning, Mae parked the car in front of the café for her employer’s daily use. She knew Thelma hated to make that walk, and that she avoided it at all costs.

Reaching the garage at the top of the hill, she undid the latch and slid the heavy wooden door open. She paused.

Something wasn’t right.

Mae walked around to the driver’s side of the Phaeton and froze. There, slumped over in the front seat, was her employer. Thelma, that famous blonde, always so vivacious and full of energy, was now completely still.

Mae recognized Thelma’s crumpled outfit as the one she’d helped her into on Saturday night. Her shiny, still-coiffed hair draped limply over the car’s upholstery. The jewelry still glistened on her wrists and fingers, a diamond brooch in the shape of a knot drooping against her mink coat. There was blood on her face.

Mae Whitehead let out a wailing gasp. She put her hand over her mouth and backed into the concrete wall behind her. Tears were already streaming down her face. She turned and ran out of the garage. She needed to call for help.

Captain Bruce Clark was the first to arrive on the scene, ushering in a chaotic whirl of activity. Flashbulbs popped and questions were hurled in every direction as officers and reporters crowded into the garage to take photographs and record the grisly details of the scene.

As the sun climbed higher into the sky, Thelma’s body was finally covered with a sheet and removed from the car. As the tragic day’s bustle carried on loudly around him, Roland West sat dejectedly on the passenger’s sideboard, stared down at the floor, and wept.

Thelma had a broken nose and two cracked ribs. There was a cut on her lip from where a gold filling had inexplicably been knocked loose, cutting her when her face made contact with what was assumed to have been the steering wheel. A laceration at the back of her throat suggested that something with a hard edge had been violently thrust into her mouth just before she died. The autopsy’s report on the contents of her stomach revealed that, about an hour before she died, Thelma had dined on peas and carrots. Ida Lupino told investigators that peas and carrots hadn’t been served at her party at the Trocadero.

The office of Buron Fitts declared that Thelma’s death was a suicide. With an abundance of lingering questions and physical evidence pointing to the contrary, an inquest was called. Coroner Frank Nance concurred with the need for closer analysis in his statement: “The death of the deceased appears to have been accidental… but we recommend further investigation to be made in this case by the proper authorities.”

Investigators probed for an explanation.

Roland West testified that, when she’d missed her 2:00 a.m. curfew, he had bolted the side door. It was suggested that, without the appropriate key, Thelma had knocked on the sheet-metal door, creating a loud ruckus and waking the dog, who had barked at the sound.

Still unable to rouse Roland West from his stuporous slumber, she gave up. She must have hiked up her evening gown, he said, and trekked up the steep hill to Posetano Road. There, she let herself into the garage to wait for the watchman, who made his customary rounds every morning around six. That was only two hours away. Shivering in her evening gown in the frigid December coastal breeze, he reasoned, she closed the garage door and climbed into her car to start the engine for warmth—apparently not realizing the fatal danger this action would present.

There are many problems with this explanation. The first and most obvious is the fact that, on that night, Thelma was in possession of her key to the side door. It was the entrance she always used to get into her apartment above the café. As Thelma was getting ready for the evening, Mae Whitehead had slid the key off the key ring and slipped it into a white coin purse for the actress. This she had put into her beaded evening bag. The key was found in the purse in the car next to her. It is unknown as to whether the bolt Roland had engaged at 2:00 a.m. necessitated the use of a separate key.

Secondly, if indeed she had been locked out, and if she had failed to rouse her sleeping lover, Thelma Todd would likely not have given up so easily. Finding herself locked out on a previous occasion, she’d knocked at length on the metal door and then on the windows. When this yielded no results, she’d broken through a small pane of glass to get the sleeping West’s attention. In recounting the incident, Roland West said to coroner Frank Nance, “You could not keep Miss Todd out of any place she wanted to get in.”

Her freshly dyed, high-heeled evening sandals didn’t exhibit the wear that the long hike up the hill would have caused, and removal of the shoes would have meant snags and tears on her fine hosiery as she trekked up the wooden stairs and uneven terrain. Her silk stockings were unscathed. The lacquered curl set in her hair was still polished, the shiny pin curls perfectly coiled and pristine. It didn’t look windblown or salty. Her overall appearance gave no indication that she had walked any considerable distance through the windy evening. It looked as though, instead, she was driven up the hill by someone who might have picked her up.

Most importantly, Thelma Todd was a woman who was devoted to her collection of cars. “I have a Cadillac, a Lincoln, and a Packard,” she’d said proudly in an interview. She enjoyed working on them, often maintaining the motors and making necessary repairs herself. Surely Thelma would have had an awareness of the risks associated with prolonged carbon monoxide exposure. Moreover, a series of public service announcements by the media and the Auto Club had long been warning motorists of the immediate danger posed by carbon monoxide emissions. It is highly unlikely that, knowing this, Thelma would have turned on the car to use the heater in an enclosed garage.

Lastly, if Thelma had indeed been locked out at 4:00 a.m. and only had access to the garage, where did she get the peas and carrots?

Thelma had exhibited no outward indications of wanting to end her life. Her career was soaring; she’d just wrapped one film and had already begun work on another. Joe Schenck was in the wings, waiting for her to finish out her contract with Hal Roach. He’d already offered her a lucrative new contract with 20th Century-Fox. Thelma had also been busily overseeing the renovations for the café’s top-floor lounge, and was excitedly planning the launch of Joya’s.

Her travel plans excited her—she adored England, and she had just finalized the purchase of her own property there. She was also planning her next trip home to Lawrence.

Finally, under the Christmas tree in her apartment was an immense pile of presents, beautifully wrapped and ready to be sent out. She’d already written and stamped all of her Christmas cards.

The evidence at the crime scene and the presence of bodily trauma suggest that Thelma was beaten and somehow incapacitated before being placed in her car. It would seem that whoever placed her there had turned on the ignition, walked out, and closed the garage door, leaving her trapped and unconscious in the front seat of her car, where she was slowly asphyxiated by the noxious fumes. Her blood samples tested for 75 to 80 percent carbon monoxide saturation.

The Chicago Tribune reflected on the inconsistencies. “While a grand jury ruled that Todd committed suicide, it was unable to explain her broken nose, the bruises around her throat and two cracked ribs. Apparently, the grand jury thought Todd also beat herself to death.”

Roland West would tell conflicting versions of his own story, evidently under some external duress. Anyone with knowledge of the events leading up the night of December 14 seemed to have been silenced. According to author Michelle Morgan, “Alberta—Jewel Carmen’s sister and the cashier at the Sidewalk Café—would never talk about what had happened at the restaurant during the lead-up to Thelma’s death. The only thing the woman would say was that she and others were told by some ‘bad guys’ that if they disclosed anything they knew, not only would they be killed, but they ‘would suffer a long and painful death.’” Even the grief-stricken Alice Todd would change her story a few times.

Grand jury foreman George Rochester gave a press statement: “It is apparent Miss Todd did not die accidentally. We are not convinced what the motive for her death was, but it is obvious certain witnesses either have concealed what they knew or have given false evidence.”

The case became still more confusing when a waiter in a Hollywood Boulevard café reported seeing Thelma drive by at about 2:00 p.m. on Sunday—several hours after the actress is supposed to have died. Jewel Carmen herself also claimed to have seen Thelma that day, this time in the company of a “foreign looking” man and wearing a “smart hat.”

A Mrs. Martha Ford reported that Thelma had planned to attend a day party that Sunday afternoon at her house on Laurel Canyon. She too was confused about the coroner’s reported time line of Thelma’s death, because she said that at around 4:00 p.m. Sunday she received a call from Thelma letting her know that she was on the way to the party. Investigators told Mrs. Ford that she must have been mistaken. At the time of the reported phone call, Thelma had already been dead for nearly twelve hours.

Mrs. Ford was adamant. She and Thelma had known each other for years. She knew Thelma’s voice, and she insisted that it was her on the phone. She said that Thelma had pleaded with her to excuse her appearance, apologizing in advance that she was still wearing her evening clothes from the night before. Would that be all right? Mrs. Ford had assured her that it was. Thelma went on to inform her that she would be bringing with her a mystery guest, adding, “You’ll drop dead when you see who I am bringing.”
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A TOUR THROUGH HOLLYWOOD’S UNDERWORLD
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Nightclubbing

The Battle for Sunset Strip

THE STORY OF THE SUNSET STRIP AND ITS LEGENDARY NIGHTCLUBS OF Hollywood’s Golden Age cannot be told without also telling the story of the LA underworld and its evolution during the same period. The two are intrinsically and inextricably intertwined. It’s a story of fantasy and reality—of Technicolor and film noir. On one side: bright neon and sunshine, green palm trees, shiny cars, fast success. On its flip side: seedy vice, shadowy government corruption, the Mob, murder.

The 1.7-mile stretch of Sunset Boulevard connecting Los Angeles and Beverly Hills was, for a time, a lawless land, designated as unincorporated county territory for decades. Because the LAPD had no jurisdiction there, “the Strip” was the province of the county sheriff’s department. Notably, both the LAPD and the sheriff’s department were susceptible to graft during this time. LA’s media-savvy mobsters knew, however, that the sheriffs were much easier to buy off. The Sunset Strip became known as a place where vice operations could flourish, as wildly as the poinsettias and avocados that had once grown in its open fields.

Gambling operations, prostitution, and the drug trade were all the domain of the organized crime gangs, who, under the protection of the police and local government, essentially ran the city’s vibrant, neon-lit nightlife. Darkened back rooms and alleys behind celebrity-frequented clubs were prime breeding grounds for corruption and graft, for shady payoffs and violent shakedowns. Everyone was on the take, and the local law enforcement was no exception. “Everybody on the Strip knew everybody in the sheriff’s department,” a former employee at the fabled nightclub Ciro’s recounted to Dancing at Ciro’s author Sheila Weller. “They knew what was going on.”

If club owners did happen to find themselves in trouble, charges could be easily fixed—if they knew who to call. Vice squad sergeant Charles Stoker would later divulge, “There are prosecutions and ‘prosecutions,’ meaning that upon occasion the district attorney merely ‘punches the bag’ for public edification.”

This is how the glamorous, dangerous world of the Sunset Strip came into fruition.

In a 1953 profile on that famed piece of land, the LA Daily Mirror made an assessment that would prove to be enduring. “Since the mid-1930s, ‘the Strip’ has been the focal point for stars, starlets, ladies-of-the-evening, tourists and hangers-on, some with money, some just looking as if they had it.”

Sheila Weller describes the dynamic magnetism of a well-appointed Sunset Strip nightclub: “It was the chemistry between the glitterati and the proletariat that made a good club work. It was emotional and sensual camaraderie linking disparate types who secretly needed each other for validation. That’s what made a club sexy.” The sinful allure of the nightclub is further summed up by a few poignant characteristics: “Longing, envy, lust and glamour were the staples of a club you never wanted to leave, but those were just the basics.”

During the Sunset Strip’s zenith in the late 1930s and into the’40s, Hollywood Reporter publisher Billy Wilkerson’s nightclubs were where the glamorous, high-powered Hollywood crowd blended and intermingled with some of the most prolific Mob figures in LA. According to Cheryl Crane, only daughter of MGM’s own “Nightclub Queen” Lana Turner, “there was something exciting and darkly glamorous about getting close without getting singed.”
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It all began in earnest in 1921, seven miles away from the Strip at the Ambassador Hotel. The posh resort had opened its doors on New Year’s Day with a small, prototype nightclub that immediately outgrew its capacity. A new, larger space, named the Cocoanut Grove, opened three months later. It was an instant hit with the movie crowd.

Behind an arched set of golden, palm tree–etched doors, guests were invited down a sweeping staircase and immediately transported to an exotic, faraway location—a desert oasis replete with palm trees and striped cloth canopies. The nightclub was designed in the Moorish style, with intricately detailed scalloped arches lining the room, supported by metallic gold-patterned columns. Here and there a Moroccan swag lamp threw its labyrinthine shadows onto the richly colored canopy tents and draperies which surrounded the room.

It was as if the 1921 Rudolph Valentino vehicle The Sheik had sprung into colorful life. This was, in fact, not far from the truth. In a Los Angeles signature blend of fantasy and reality, the lush faux palm trees that dotted the club were papier-mâché props that had been salvaged from the set of that very film. The dense foliage stretched upward to a deep blue painted night sky that twinkled with sparkling stars and spotlights, and stuffed monkeys with gleaming amber eyes swung from the uppermost branches.

On select nights, visitors would be startled to catch sight of one of the monkeys coming to life and moving, actually jumping from tree to tree. More-seasoned patrons knew better. This was simply a signal that screen idol John Barrymore was there. The star was a regular at the club, and he was permitted to bring in his pet monkey, Clementine. The tiny primate would be let loose to climb the palm trees and carouse with the stuffed monkeys while her illustrious owner drank at his table below.

In her earliest days in Hollywood, Joan Crawford danced furiously on the Grove’s dance floor to win a great many of the club’s famed dance contests. Her repeated wins reportedly garnered the attention that led to her castings for Our Dancing Daughters in 1928, Dance, Fools, Dance in 1931, and Dancing Lady in 1933.
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On the evening of February 2, 1937, a nondescript car pulled into a vacant lot behind Guy McAfee’s Clover Club at 8477 Sunset Boulevard. Cutting off the ignition, the driver gave a subtle head nod to the next car that drove in, signaling the driver to park close by. Officers Hunter and Contreras settled into their seats and, across the empty lot, studied the Clover Club’s guarded back door.

Three hours passed. Suddenly, a man in an expensive-looking tuxedo emerged from the door, throwing it open just enough so that it remained slightly ajar as he walked toward a late-model car in the parking lot.

Hunter and Contreras sat up. Contreras turned his head to signal the backup officers in the car next to them. They were already at attention. A few minutes crawled by, the door swaying lightly in its frame, in rhythm with the chilly breeze. A few more minutes. Then, as if by miracle, the appointed guard walked around to the side of the building. This was their moment.

Contreras gave the signal. The officers hastened out of their cars and rushed across the lot and toward the Clover Club.

The sheriff’s deputies hardly needed to announce themselves. Once inside the club, pandemonium ensued. Gamblers at roulette tables tumbled over themselves to get out of their seats. Chips went flying through the air. Women in evening gowns and furs screamed and tuxedoed men tried to make for the exits, finding officers posted at every door. Captain Contreras stifled a chuckle as he recognized more than a few of the frantic faces from their film roles.

The panic only subsided when the sheriff’s deputies shouted an announcement over the melee: They were only there to arrest the manager and the dealers. The crescendo of activity eased to a halt, and one by one the sheepish patrons ducked out the back door.

Ten thousand dollars’ worth of gambling paraphernalia was hauled into a moving van that had parked outside. Before long, however, the Clover Club would get it all back.
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In 1937, the office of Mayor Frank L. Shaw was crumbling. His years of widespread corruption had led to a vehement public recall and intense scrutiny of his use of civic funds. LA’s reformers were demanding a change, and they saw it in a new mayoral candidate.

Fletcher Bowron was running on a reform platform that promised to upend the rampant vice and political graft that had been allowed to flourish unchecked under Shaw’s supervision. Shaw responded by attempting to cover his tracks. Vice raids were largely performative and only perpetuated a vague illusion of any real effort to clean up the city.

The night after the Clover Club raid, the Los Angeles Evening Citizen News reported on the chaos at the Sunset Strip nightspot the evening before. “While its extensive operations for many years were known to most people, the fact that the Sheriff never did anything about it was taken as proof that [the Clover Club] was paying liberally for the protection which its owners assured to its patrons.”

The spot-on accusation was promptly followed by a cynical set of solutions to LA’s criminal vice problem: “Since the underworld gangsters can pour out a couple of million dollars a year in campaign contributions, the people have only one of two courses to pursue: either to legalize the rackets that produce the huge incomes to corrupt and control our government, or secure legislation that will prevent the use of private campaign funds in the purchase of our public offices.”
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The Clover Club’s wily proprietor, Guy McAfee, was a noted gambling racketeer in 1930s Los Angeles. He himself had served for years as the head of the LAPD vice squad. His time in law enforcement put him in an ideal position for gleaning useful information about underworld happenings, which he used to his personal advantage. During his tenure with the vice squad, McAfee began to straddle both worlds, keeping his day job with law enforcement and surreptitiously using his insider knowledge to inform his more illicit business decisions. He ran bookmaking and gambling operations around Los Angeles, taking winnings from his gambling parlors that far outsized his salary at the LAPD.

Upon leaving the police force in 1920, McAfee was free to concentrate full-time on his lucrative gambling enterprise, working closely with his mentor, kingpin politician Charlie Crawford. McAfee also married Marie Conaty, a high-profile madam who operated a brothel on Spring Street, downtown. The establishment’s address had been directly under his jurisdiction as the leader of the vice squad.

Charlie Crawford was, as A Bright and Guilty Place author Richard Rayner put it, a “politician-racketeer” who commanded vice operations from his desk at Los Angeles City Hall. Crawford, a large man with a coiffed head of silver curls, had worked his way up from the bootlegging stills and brothels of Seattle to a position of power as a political fixer in sunny Southern California. Among his longtime cronies was the prominent 1920s prostitution and bootlegging gangster Albert Marco—the two had risen together to run highly lucrative vice rackets in their new territory. LAPD vice officer Charles Stoker later said “it was Crawford who had imported Albert Marco into Los Angeles… to operate some sixty-five bordellos under police protection.”

According to Rayner, Crawford operated “in the background, in the shadows, known only to those by whom he wished to be known, or those who wouldn’t or didn’t dare to mention his name. Crawford’s power lay behind the scenes, and relied on secrecy.” His lawyer was an up-and-coming, USC-educated attorney named Jerry Giesler.

Guy McAfee and Charlie Crawford had a great deal in common. Both had acted as the original bridges between the LAPD and the underworld; both held positions of power in the local political landscape; and both had substantial underworld connections. They both drew sizable incomes for themselves by essentially double-dipping into the profits of the nightlife while publicly touting a life on the straight and narrow. Both worked with fellow political larcenist Kent Kane Parrot, the lawyer and campaign manager who had fixed the 1921 election of notoriously corrupt LA mayor George Cryer, whom the LA Times had derisively dubbed “Parrot’s Parrot.”

The racketeers named their corrupt political enterprise the Combination.

The Clover Club shut down in 1938, the same year reform candidate Fletcher Bowron was elected as the new mayor. It was also the year that Guy McAfee relocated to Las Vegas. The extensive expertise that he had gained running his illegal gambling operations in LA would undoubtedly serve him well in the new, legal gambling township. There, in 1946, he opened the world’s then-largest casino, the Golden Nugget. It was Guy McAfee who foresaw the long row of casinos and posh resorts in the budding gambling town. He called the long Boulevard “the Strip.” It was a fitting homage to the Sunset Strip back home, which had brought him so much of his initial success.

Guy McAfee would spend the rest of his days insisting to anyone who would listen that he had not been driven out of Los Angeles. The time had simply been right, he’d say. He had made the decision to move on his own.
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Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel was born Benjamin Siegelbaum in 1906, and grew up in the poverty-stricken streets of Hell’s Kitchen. His crime profile started early, snatching purses from old ladies and extorting money from street vendors.

He befriended Meyer Lansky in 1918, and together the tough street kids started the Bugs and Meyer Mob. Before long, the Bugs and Meyer Mob had moved on to the more profitable Lower East Side and was engaged in car thefts, bootlegging, and floating craps games. They established a murder-for-hire enterprise featuring a gang of ruthless hit men, calling it Murder, Inc. The demand for their services was high, and their operations continued to expand. According to a profile by author and historian Donald Wolfe, “by the time he had turned twenty-one and graduated from the streets of the Lower East Side, Bugsy’s crime syllabus included hijacking, white slavery, robbery, rape, extortion, narcotics running, bootlegging, and murder.”

Throughout the Prohibition era, Lucky Luciano, a representative of the Sicilian Mafia, continually sought to strike down the growing influence of the young street toughs, in order to maintain the Sicilian grip on local underworld operations. Meyer Lansky noted the potential for growth if the Bugs and Meyer Mob and the Sicilian Mafia would stop fighting each other. He proposed they come together, and expand their business designtions.

By the early 1930s, Lansky and Lucky Luciano had joined forces to form a singular, overarching national crime syndicate. To clear the way of old-fashioned objectors who resisted the merger with the Jewish gangsters, they arranged to have Luciano’s own crime boss, Giuseppe “Joe the Boss” Masseria, killed in an Italian restaurant in Coney Island in 1931. Luciano had lured him there on the pretense of a business discussion over lunch. After Luciano excused himself to visit the men’s room, the restaurant’s front door flew open and Masseria was assassinated in a hail of bullets. Benjamin Siegel was one of three gunmen who performed the hit. Luciano stepped in as the new boss, and the national Syndicate was formed.
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With the repeal of Prohibition in 1933, organized crime families responded to the drop in demand for their bootlegging enterprises by shifting their concentration to new rackets. Drug running, prostitution rings, gambling rackets, and the horse race wire rose to fill the new gap in the market. The Syndicate watched the behavior of their consumers and made a new assessment: The race wire was quickly gaining favor. Entertainment-hungry gamblers could now drink legally, but they still eagerly played the odds. Bookies kept tabs on every racetrack, constantly updating gamblers with new odds and placing their bets. It was an incredibly lucrative racket, and its near-constant operation soon made it the primary moneymaker for the Syndicate.

With his sharply debonair dress, soft blue eyes, and matinee-idol good looks, Ben Siegel had the outward appearance and demeanor of a dashing, kindly gentleman. His violent and spontaneous homicidal rages, however, had earned him the nickname “Bugsy.” It was a nickname he hated. No one dared use the name to his face, lest they find themselves the unwitting recipient of one of those rages.

By 1933, Siegel was well known as one of Murder, Inc.’s top assassins. Though his wealth and stature had by then grown to the point where he could have hired anyone to carry out a hit, he preferred to execute his kills personally. He simply enjoyed the act. “He’s bugs,” an associate would say. “Instead of paying to have somebody rubbed out, he likes to do it himself and take unnecessary chances.” Bugsy Siegel’s crime signature was the explosive overkill of his victims.

Siegel first settled on the West Coast in 1934 and had no difficulty integrating himself into the LA social circuit, befriending society figures and partying with screen luminaries. He was seen at Pickfair with the socialite Countess di Frasso, and he’d become an acquaintance of Jean Harlow’s stepfather, Marino Bello. Jean was named godmother to Siegel’s oldest daughter, Millicent.

After living bicoastally for several years, Siegel came to live in Los Angeles permanently in 1937.
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Billy Wilkerson had no intention of opening a nightclub; the Hollywood Reporter publisher already had the Café Vendome down the street from his publishing office. His café served fine gourmet fare and was enormously successful as a luncheon destination for film industry insiders. It would become the birthplace of a later Hollywood staple: the power lunch.

Wilkerson was getting his café ready for the repeal of Prohibition, and he was in need of storage space for a $60,000 shipment of wine. When he heard that an abandoned nightclub at Sunset Plaza had an empty wine cellar, he drove out to see the place for himself.

Going around the side of the building, he broke through a window and climbed inside. The darkened space had once been home to La Boheme, a popular nightclub that had featured drag performances by legendary Creole queen Karyl Norman, and which had since shut down due to liquor and gambling violations. He found the wine cellar and tested its temperature. It was perfect.

Wilkerson arranged to lease the space from George and Francis Montgomery (whose descendants still own much of the land in Sunset Plaza) and moved his shipment in. The specially curated alcoholic additions at the Vendome quickly bolstered the publisher’s reputation as LA’s premier importer of fine foods; now he was also known as a purveyor of top-notch wines and champagnes. All was going swimmingly until his business managers informed him of an impending spike in his insurance premiums—unless he found a tenant to occupy the main floor of the building. Wilkerson decided to renovate and use the space himself.

Like his Café Vendome, the new venture would cater to well-paid show business figures—actors, directors, producers, and studio heads. Wilkerson knew they used the Sunset Strip to make the daily drive between their homes in Beverly Hills and the studios in Los Angeles.

Actresses Kay Francis and Norma Shearer had each confided in Wilkerson, lamenting that the meandering thoroughfare had no place they could stop for a meal without being hounded by fans and autograph seekers. His new, exclusive nightclub would be the solution to that problem, and more. Construction began in 1934.

For all of Billy Wilkerson’s supreme business savvy and steadfast sobriety (he only drank Cokes), he had one major Achilles’ heel: He was a compulsive gambler. It was a habit that often led him to squander away his capital, sometimes faster than he could make it. His son, W. R. Wilkerson III, later wrote that, were it not for his crippling gambling habit, Billy Wilkerson could surely have amassed an incredible fortune over the course of his long career.

The publisher certainly had the means, with multiple streams of income at his disposal. His trade paper, the Hollywood Reporter, was widely distributed and had massive influence over the movie town. His Café Vendome was constantly bustling with high-ticket customers, and, with the addition of fine wines, was showing no signs of slowing. With two close friends, gangster “Handsome” Johnny Rosselli and Fox studio head Joe Schenck, he even ran a lucrative side racket, shaking down movie studios for $50,000 a year. The smaller studios paid $25,000.

Even so, Billy Wilkerson often ran out of the money to see his investments through. A few months into the construction of the Trocadero, Wilkerson’s pockets were inside out and he had no viable plan for the club’s completion. Producer Myron Selznick ultimately came to his rescue, shelling out the remainder of the construction costs and paying for the opening-night party.

The Café Trocadero, later affectionately known by locals as “The Troc,” had an unceremonious debut in September 1934. The opening-night party was a virtual ghost town—no one showed up. Pacing the vacant dance floor in his tuxedo with tails, Wilkerson racked his brain for his next move. Suddenly, the publisher’s eyes lit up. He had an idea.

Crossing the empty room to the bandstand, he told the band to keep playing. He went to the front and told his maître d’ to put up the velvet rope. He instructed him to refuse all calls for reservations and to turn away anyone who came to the door. Anyone who asked was to be told that they were booked solid for two weeks. Amazingly, the quick maneuver did the trick. People flocked to the hot, in-demand new destination.

Within days, the Trocadero really was booked solid, for weeks. Billy Wilkerson, ever the master manipulator of publicity, had created an allure that was irresistible.

Adding to this allure was Wilkerson’s acute understanding of his intended audience. The Trocadero’s marketing was laden with Parisian pretense, with the address printed as 8610 Boulevard de la Sunset: “the West’s first genuine Paris sidewalk café.”

The first iteration of the club’s exterior resembled a large, private Colonial home. A long, striped awning surrounded the front of the building and spanned the entire width of the sidewalk; it was specially tailored to make an allowance for the LA streetlamp which stood directly outside. Large, neon Art Deco letters sat on the sloped roof, competing with the streetlamp and marking the club’s corner entrance: Café Trocadero. Planters and potted trees beckoned passersby up the three short steps and toward the main doors, hinting at the refined comforts that awaited them just inside.

Upon entering, guests were transported to a Parisian café setting. The club’s chic French-themed interior was created by renowned art director and interior designer Harold Grieve. The banquettes that lined the walls were ornate antiques, upholstered in a soft cream silk with tonal stripes. Hatcheck girls in jaunty caps and sheer aprons distributed numbered check tickets against a backdrop of an intricately painted Montmartre street scene. Glass-block walls allowed the passing lights of the bustling Sunset Strip traffic to shine through, elegantly blurred.

Once inside, patrons could choose from a range of settings.

The main dining and dancing salon seated four hundred around an expansive dance floor. The elegant room was decorated in shades of cream and gold, illuminated by crystal light fixtures overhead, its walls bedecked with cushiony panels of tufted upholstery. The salon featured a long row of windows across the south-facing wall, boasting an unparalleled view of LA’s city lights. The most desirable tables were, of course, nearest to the windows.

Patrons looking for a comparatively low-key dining experience were drawn to the more laid-back grill downstairs, where the powder rooms and the wine cellar were also located. The staircase leading down to this room created the illusion of an outdoor patio framed by a wrought-iron banister, overlooking the streets of Paris. Another remarkably convincing mural, this one depicting a serene view of the Eiffel Tower, extended across two walls as diners descended the steps.

The Louis XVI Room was a private dining and banquet room, generally reserved for parties and VIP guests. The intimate space seated fifty and was gracefully appointed, with crystal chandeliers and majestically draped windows overlooking the city.

The Troc became the ultimate place to see and be seen, and was often used by publicity managers to gain exposure for their newer stars. If one was lucky—or particularly well dressed—an evening at the Trocadero could result in a mention in the next morning’s Hollywood Reporter. As Jack Benny later put it, “Dining at the Troc was better than paying for an expensive publicist.” The club was not for the faint of heart or the thin of wallet; an evening at the Troc was largely out of reach for everyone but Wilkerson’s preferred clientele: LA’s power players and the Hollywood elite.

One anecdote has a group of friends arriving at the Trocadero one evening and, after checking their hats and coats, deciding that they weren’t going to have any drinks. They sat at the bar, where they ordered graham crackers and milk. When the bill came, the amount was for $17—roughly $308 today. The indignant group demanded to speak with Mr. Wilkerson.

Showing him their bill, they demanded an explanation.

Wilkerson, looking at the itemized statement with a furrowed brow, finally said “I’m puzzled.”

The angry customers told him he should be; the $17 charge was outrageous, considering that they’d only had a few crackers and some milk.

“I am puzzled,” Wilkerson said again. “Where in the world did the waiter get graham crackers?”

The Troc catered to a fast crowd. Jean Harlow, Clark Gable, William Powell, Lana Turner, Tyrone Power, Bing Crosby, and Fred Astaire were all regulars. In addition to the luminous buzz of celebrities, the club regularly attracted high rollers and well-dressed Mob figures. Thelma Todd biographer Michelle Morgan sheds light on this segment of the Troc’s esteemed clientele: “There was a darker element to the Café Trocadero, in the form of the notorious gangsters who enjoyed hanging out there.”

Indeed, Billy Wilkerson had incorporated a sublegal component to the Trocadero, which may have accounted for the attraction. The club had a secret gambling parlor in the back, run by Syndicate mobster Nola Hahn. In this darkened back room, high-ticket clients regularly gathered for Saturday-night games of high-stakes poker. Here, studio heads Samuel Goldwyn, Irving Thalberg, Darryl Zanuck, and Carl Laemmle Jr. mixed freely with Wilkerson associate “Handsome” Johnny Rosselli, gangsters Bugsy Siegel and Mickey Cohen, and gambling ship czar Tony Cornero. David Alexander of the Hollywood Reporter would later comment on the unexpected mix: “Organized crime came to Hollywood through Billy.”

The organized crime fold added a glamorous, subversive element to the club, and its patrons loved it. The club brought in $3.8 million in its first two years in business.
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Wilkerson’s restless gambling spirit led him to grow bored with the consistent, coasting success of the Trocadero. After a “mysterious kitchen fire” in 1938, Wilkerson cashed in on the insurance policy and sold the club to Nola Hahn—with the provision that Wilkerson and his family could eat there for free, and that food would be delivered to his home, as well as the home of his mother, at any time upon request. It is widely believed that, under the auspices of Nola Hahn, Bugsy Siegel and his young crony, Mickey Cohen, took control of the Trocadero during this time.

To mark the change in ownership, a new exterior facade for the club was designed.

The new version had a clean, scaled-back appearance. The Colonial house with sloping roof and awning were replaced by stark right angles. The corner entrance was now framed by tall, neoclassical columns, a theme that was repeated in a long row of columns on the eastern side of the building. Gone were the glass-block walls and the paned windows. The neon Art Deco letters survived for a time until they, too, were replaced for the sake of modern simplicity. The new sign spelled simply “Trocadero” in curling letters up the side of an otherwise blank wall. Even the potted plants were replaced with a single oversized urn on a pedestal.

The Troc changed hands a few more times, and was even shuttered for a spell, but the club would remain an iconic nightlife mainstay on the Sunset Strip for well over a decade.
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Meyer “Mickey” Harris Cohen was one of six children, born in 1913 to a Jewish family in Brooklyn. After the death of their father in 1914, the young family relocated to Los Angeles. They settled in the Boyle Heights neighborhood, then a Jewish enclave just east of downtown. Mickey, like his older siblings, grew up witnessing the hardships that their mother endured as a widowed single mother. As a child, he sold newspapers on a downtown street corner to help support his family. Later, he became a rookie prizefighter, moving to Cleveland for a short while to pursue boxing as a career.

Stout of build, with dark eyes, impressive brows, and a semicircular scar under his left eye, the young boxer wore a Star of David on his trunks and gained a cult following. His ego, however, couldn’t stand the ratio of inevitable losses that came with his many wins. He quit boxing altogether. He moved to Chicago, where he began to build his crime portfolio under the employ of The Outfit, the organized crime family founded during Prohibition by Al Capone.

During the 1930s, Syndicate mobsters began eyeing the perpetually sunny slopes of Southern California. In the film colony, that scandal-plagued boomtown, their vice rackets could flourish. Cohen came to Los Angeles in 1937, amid the westward tide of organized crime that surged toward the coast to take advantage of Hollywood’s many draws. The film colony’s metropolitan expansion and well-established penchant for vice had made it an ideal market for crime bosses to set up shop, and Cohen was sent to help organize their operations.

In Los Angeles, Cohen worked under Meyer Lansky, who teamed the young gangster up with the more-seasoned Bugsy Siegel. Siegel acted as a mentor to the young Mickey Cohen, and the two became a unit. Once back in his hometown, Cohen began to attract the ire of Jack Dragna, the Sicilian crime boss who had headed his own Los Angeles crime family since 1931. Dragna had long established his vice rackets in the burgeoning California market, and he was only barely tolerant of the increasingly significant movements of Ben Siegel. The graying capo didn’t welcome the additional competition from the young, pudgy ex-fighter.
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In the late 1930s, a Depression-weary Los Angeles yearned for social and political change. With hardly more than a passing awareness of the underworld happenings taking shape directly under their noses, Angelenos got more than they were bargaining for. The local culture and power dynamic were shifting dramatically.

On its sunny surface, LA had elected a new mayor in 1938. Fletcher Bowron rode in on a wave of reform politics, and his platform had promised to rid Los Angeles of its nagging crime problems once and for all. He vowed to take down the vice, corruption, and police graft that had run rampant since the town’s inception. A hungry public eagerly devoured his promises of “Good, Honest and Efficient Government.”

At the same time, the city’s seedier underbelly was also experiencing a seismic shift in power. The underworld saw The Combination of the 1920s dwindling, its control of the city slackening. Charlie Crawford was shot and killed in his Sunset Boulevard office in 1931. Albert Marco was arrested and deported to Italy in 1937, and by 1938, Guy McAfee was comfortably seated in his new position of power in Las Vegas. Control of that unincorporated strip of land was left open, and the East Coast Syndicate was all too ready to step in and take it over.
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Among his many business interests in Los Angeles, Bugsy Siegel held a stake in a wildly popular gambling operation run by Tony “The Admiral” Cornero, a seafaring gangster who had become famous for his gambling ships. He’d sailed to America from Italy as a child, and he had always felt a sentimental connection to the sea. His crime career began during Prohibition, smuggling booze into the States by boat. With Prohibition’s repeal, Cornero, like many of his contemporaries, scrambled to find his next vice operation. Gambling was the next logical racket and, like his rum-running, he could take it to the water.

His gambling ship, the SS Rex, opened in May 1938 to an enthusiastic flurry of guests.

What was advertised as a luxurious ocean liner was actually an enormous converted fishing barge. The nondescript ship’s industrial exterior was distinctly unglamorous. Like its earthbound cohort, the Trocadero, the Rex boasted an interior design concept that stood in sharp contrast to its crude exterior facade. Wood-paneled walls matched the hardwood floors, which also matched the countless bar stools strewn about the tables. Hanging pendant lamps illuminated each gambling station in a warm, ambient glow. Players delighted in the offerings, with traditional card games and slot machines supplemented by various games of chance. Most popular was a game similar to roulette, where players tried to guess in which direction a live mouse would run on the playing board.

The vessel floated just outside the three-mile limit off the Santa Monica coast, dodging California’s strict gambling laws by staying on international waters. Within a month, Tony Cornero had welcomed a million customers. Thirteen small tender boats were kept busy taking the Rex’s patrons on the twelve-minute ride to and from the gambling ship, which was open twenty-four hours a day. The SS Rex was rarely empty.
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As the 1930s came to a close, Billy Wilkerson was once again itching to get back into the Sunset Strip scene. An eatery called Ciro’s in Monte Carlo had inspired him to create his own version in Los Angeles (the name would also be applied to a popular nightclub in Mexico City). The building he chose, at 8433 Sunset Boulevard, had once been the site of the Club Seville. The Seville had a gimmicky dance floor made of transparent glass laid over a functioning aquarium, but Angelenos found that the novelty of dancing on fish soon wore thin. Wilkerson took over the empty space and had it completely redesigned. It is unknown what became of the fish.

Ciro’s opened to much fanfare in January of 1940, and Wilkerson loyalists eagerly filed into the new gem that promised to grace the Sunset Strip. Its visual presentation set a new standard for the modern Los Angeles nightclub. “The melodrama that pulsed through the Troc was transported whole to Ciro’s,” Sheila Weller would later write of Wilkerson’s newest nightclub venture.

The Sunset Boulevard–facing exterior of the new club was designed by George Vernon Russell in a style not unlike the revamped exterior of the Trocadero—stark right angles, corner entrance, and large blank wall with a single, diagonally curving word silhouetted in glowing neon: Ciro’s.

A swirling entrance pavilion encased in a neat row of colonnades afforded celebrity guests privacy as they were guided toward the cut-out corner entry, the top of which was surfaced with decoratively textured relief tiles.

The interior by decorator Tom Douglas was jarring in its contrast with the sharp, angular exterior. In its distinct absence of right angles, the nightclub’s design was an exercise in plush, comforting softness. Wilkerson’s secretary, George Kennedy, called it a “feast for the eyes.” W. R. Wilkerson would later aptly describe his father’s second nightclub as a “riot of color and texture,” with drapings of heavy ribbed upholstery silk on every wall in a pale, minty shade called Reseda Green. The overstuffed banquettes were upholstered in lipstick-red silk and had high, swirling backs. Elegant tufts brought out the glossy sheen in the smooth, inviting fabric. The chairs that hugged the center tables were also upholstered in the lustrous red silk, and the high ceiling was painted in the same shade. The room was accented with intermittent metallic bronze flourishes; gleaming curtain tiebacks held the sweeping silks in place to frame doorways, and intricately scalloped moldings crowned the edges where the drapings met the crimson ceilings.

Flanking the bandstand and doorways, chubby bronze cherubs on gleaming pedestals held up oversized urns, out of which overflowed deep green strands of ivy. Shining through the green leaves, spotlights in the urns dramatically doubled as hidden uplighting. Cigarette girls in short petticoats and silk stockings meandered throughout, selling fine cigarettes out of the shallow boxes slung over their shoulders on wide velvet ribbons. Hatcheck girls in the vertically tufted, upholstered hatcheck booth were accustomed to handing out check tickets in exchange for all manner of items for their distinguished guests, including poodles and pet cheetahs.

Wilkerson had a spotlight installed that shone directly on the steps down from the club’s foyer, making patrons feel like movie stars upon entering. The spotlight also served a more practical purpose. It ensured that no one would arrive unseen—a preventive measure to stave off the fistfights that had inexplicably become a frequent occurrence there.

Again with his prospective high-paying clients in mind, Wilkerson had phone jacks installed at every table. If a patron wanted to make a call without getting up to walk over to the (then cutting-edge) soundproof phone booths, a telephone could be brought out to the table and plugged in. Call details were logged and added onto the bill.

The private “Ciro-ette” room catered to VIPs and could be booked for private parties.

In what had become a trademark for a Billy Wilkerson enterprise, the new club also had a gambling parlor in the back, also run by Nola Hahn, and also regularly frequented by Mob bosses and studio chiefs.

Like the Troc, Ciro’s catered to Hollywood’s most exclusive social set. The first New Year’s Eve party at Ciro’s was advertised by sending out special invitations to local celebrities, inviting them to book their tables and booths to ring in 1941 in style. Reservations went for $17.50 per person, plus a $1.25 tax. In total, that equates to just over $350 today.

One amusing anecdote in the Los Angeles Evening Citizen News would attest to the club’s seductive nationwide appeal. In 1949, two young students visiting from Ohio State made a bet with skeptical friends that they could “shoot the works in the most expensive joint in LA—and not pay a dime for it.”

The starstruck duo arrived at Ciro’s and secured their table. They ordered drinks, a shrimp cocktail, hors d’oeuvres, expensive entrees, salads, desserts, and two bottles of burgundy—which the report noted were “imported, $16 a bottle.” They sent a drink to Kirk Douglas’s table and invited Joseph Cotten to join them for a drink. He declined. They sent over a fresh bottle of burgundy anyway.

When the bill came, the report said, the mirthful youths looked it over and called the manager. When he bent down at their table, they told him, “We’ve got exactly one cent. But we’ll be glad to wash the dishes.” The manager stood up and straightened his jacket. “Ciro’s,” he declared, “already has a dishwasher.” The brash young men slept off their hangovers in county jail.

Ciro’s counted among its regulars the likes of Rita Hayworth, Lena Horne, Lana Turner, Lucille Ball, Howard Hughes, Ava Gardner, Linda Darnell, and, later, Marilyn Monroe. Movie fans regularly gathered outside the entrance, waiting in giddy anticipation to watch the celebrity guests alight from their limousines and sweep toward the club’s entrance.

Columnist Sidney Skolsky reported in the Los Angeles Citizen Evening News that his “favorite autograph hunter is the girl who stands outside of Ciro’s on Saturday nights wearing an evening gown. Because the movie stars go formal to Ciro’s, that night, she feels that she must dress for the occasion also.”

Again, within a few years Wilkerson found himself bored with his steady, monumental success. After another “kitchen fire,” he collected his insurance money and sold the club to Herman Hover.
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Harry Greenberg parked his car outside of his home on Vista Del Mar, in the looming shadow of the Hollywood Tower. He paid no attention to the Buick idling nearby. Harry Greenberg—aliases George Schachter, Harry Gottesman, Big Greenie, or simply “Green”—was cheerful. He’d just picked up his nightly copy of his favorite paper, and he would soon be coming into a sizable chunk of money. He’d recently called his former boss, Lepke Buchalter, and threatened to turn police witness, giving everything he knew about Murder, Inc. to authorities unless he was paid $5,000. He was expecting his first installment any day now.

Bugsy Siegel stepped out of the stolen Buick and walked over to Greenberg’s car. He reached inside the open window and pistol-whipped Greenberg repeatedly, reducing his face to a bloody pulp. Siegel then adjusted his grip on the weapon, emptying its chambers into Greenberg’s head. The would-be informant slumped over the steering wheel.

Echoing over the bloody scene were the ominous words of Lepke Buchalter: “All I know is, when a witness ain’t around, there can’t be a case.”

Siegel walked back to the Buick, where Abe “Kid Twist” Reles was waiting in the driver’s seat. They sped away, abandoning the stolen car outside the Château Élysée and jumping into a second getaway car driven by Frankie Carbo and Al Tannenbaum.

The next day, a neighbor called in about the suspicious Buick. On the floor in the back seat were two handguns—a .45 and a .38. Al Tannenbaum would later testify in exchange for immunity that he had obtained the weapons in New York and supplied them to Carbo and Siegel.

When Abe Reles was taken into custody for racketeering in New York, he turned informant for the police. He told them everything he knew—including the details about the still-unsolved hit on Harry Greenberg in LA. Siegel was taken into custody on September 14, 1940, and promptly hired notorious Hollywood lawyer Jerry Giesler for his defense.

While Siegel was in his jail cell at the top of the Hall of Justice awaiting his trial, he refused to eat the jail food and instead ordered food from Ciro’s to be brought to his cell. Billy Wilkerson sent the meals to him personally.

Meanwhile, in New York, Abe Reles was mysteriously thrown out of the sixth-story window of his hotel room.
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The Mocambo opened at 8588 Sunset in early 1941, during the height of the US obsession with Latin America. The club’s exterior again followed the template of its predecessors, mimicking the outward austerity of the Trocadero and Ciro’s with its blank wall and singular defining mark—the sloping word Mocambo with rhythmically oversized, slanting letter O’s that made the word look like it was doing the conga.

Dubbed “the nightclubber’s nightclub,” the Mocambo was an instant hit on the Sunset Strip. If the Ciro’s interior was a riot, the Mocambo’s interior was an orgy. The splashy, vaguely south-of-the-border-themed nightclub was decorated by Tony Duquette and described by a contemporary reviewer as “a cross between a somewhat decadent Imperial Rome, Salvador Dali, and a birdcage.” Red, white, and green candy-striped columns supported voluminous, tree-like awnings edged with cheery, multicolored pompoms. The walls were painted in a fiery red throughout, matching the sleek red and bronze lamps that lit up every table. The seating was upholstered in lively shades of verdant green, ranging from warm grass to dramatic forest.

Oversized flowers of shiny tin were strewn across the walls behind the sloping dining banquettes. Here and there a Jane Berlandina painting hammered home the quaintly stylized, Latin American theme. Most distinctive of all was the club’s center attraction: built-in glass aviaries filled with live exotic birds. Colorful macaws, parrots, and cockatoos fluttered about in their vitreous enclosures, likely confused by the constrained spaces and blaring bass of the big band music. When the ASPCA raised its strenuous objections to the display, co-owner Charlie Morrison was able to talk his way out of it. He insisted the avians were having as great a time as his club patrons, and that he kept the shades drawn during the day to allow the birds extra time to rest.

For years, Charlie Morrison’s partner in the nightclub venture was none other than Bugsy Siegel.

The Mocambo counted among its regular guests Lana Turner, Marlene Dietrich, Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, Clark Gable, Charlie Chaplin, Cary Grant, James Stewart, Ava Gardner, Hedy Lamarr, Louis B. Mayer, and Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz. The Mocambo certainly competed with Ciro’s for its celebrity guests, but also in booking the performances of bandleader Xavier Cugat to play on the Mocambo’s green velvet–draped stage. The in-demand musician frequently shuttled back and forth between the two clubs—both as a performer and as a partygoer. When he wasn’t sitting in the crowd, Desi Arnaz passionately led his band in his famous conga beats on the bandstand, frequently stirring up the frenzied crowd into a spontaneous conga line.

The Mocambo’s green velvet stage was also the setting for the popular story concerning Ella Fitzgerald and Marilyn Monroe. When the famed jazz crooner was denied a singing engagement, fan and friend Monroe personally called Morrison to ask what was going on. She insisted that he book the singer. In exchange, the blonde star offered, she would take a front-row table for each night of Fitzgerald’s performance run—and bring friends. The press would go wild, she baited.

The publicity draw was too great for Morrison to resist. He relented and booked Fitzgerald for a few weeks. On opening night, Frank Sinatra and Judy Garland were also seated in the crowd, eagerly awaiting the legendary songstress’s performance.

When Fitzgerald was prevented from using the club’s front door, Monroe stayed outside, refusing to come in unless the singer was welcomed through the main entrance. The shows all sold out, and a week was added to the singer’s contract. “After that, I never had to play a small jazz club again,” Ella Fitzgerald would later recall. Monroe “was an unusual woman,” the singer mused, “a little ahead of her times… and she didn’t know it.”
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One afternoon at Ciro’s, Billy Wilkerson’s partner, Tom Seward, was readying the club for the evening when a State Board member walked in with a citation. Seward looked down at the sheet of paper. They were being fined for serving alcohol to minors.

“I wouldn’t be so stupid [as] to jeopardize revoking the Ciro’s license,” Seward protested. The man sneered a remark and approached Seward, mockingly jabbing his finger into his chest. Seward reflexively punched the bureaucrat, laying him out cleanly on the nightclub’s plush red-carpeted floor.

A few days later, as Seward was again preparing to open Ciro’s for the evening, a notice to appear in court was hand-delivered to the club’s front door. Seward was being charged with assault and battery on a state officer, below which was added the previous citation for serving to underage drinkers.

Tom Seward began anxiously pacing. What was he going to tell his boss?

Johnny Rosselli, ensconced in one of the silken corner booths playing cards, noticed him pacing and summoned him over. He asked Seward what was wrong. Seward attempted to brush off his concerns, telling the gangster that it was nothing. His partner piped up. “If he’s asking, you tell him!” Rosselli introduced his partner. It was Ben Siegel.

Seward recognized him. The notorious gangster loved Ciro’s—he was always there. He kept an elegant walnut-paneled ground-floor apartment at the Sunset Tower, just across the street.

Seward let his newly pressing troubles spill out. The citation, the pompous officer, the battery charges. Wilkerson wasn’t going to be happy, he sighed.

Siegel threw down his hand of cards and stood up from the booth, stalking over to one of the soundproof phone booths. He made a quick phone call. He walked back, sat down, and told Seward to disregard the summons. Tom Seward never heard anything about the matter again.
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Virginia Hill had intended on becoming an actress, posing for headshots upon her arrival in the film colony. Her flaming auburn hair and piercing gray eyes had certainly made her a memorable presence in Hollywood. She dressed expensively, and was always impeccably coiffed. Virginia Hill always had money, and yet nobody seemed to know what she did to earn it. She spent a reported $70,000 in Hollywood nightclubs in 1941 alone.

W. R. Wilkerson would later remember that Virginia “frequently rented Ciro’s for parties, counting $5,000 in $1,000 bills into Wilkerson’s hand and telling him that if he had any other events scheduled for the evening she wanted, it was too bad.”

Virginia Hill had risen from dire poverty in the American South to become a prominent Mob figure in her own right, working with the likes of Meyer Lansky, Lucky Luciano, Jack Dragna, and Frank Costello. As a trusted courier, drug runner, money launderer, confidante, and informant, she would become well established in the Syndicate world by her teen years.

She and Bugsy Siegel had met around 1937. They shared a stormy and impassioned relationship, marked by heated altercations that could turn physical. Their making up, however, was often as intense as their fighting. The tumultuous cycle would continue on and off for ten years.

“Nightclub Queen” Lana Turner, herself a creature of the nightlife, knew them both. She would later say that Virginia was a “fun gal,” and that Bugsy was a “great dancer.” Lana’s second husband, Stephen Crane, was a longtime close friend of Virginia’s—she’d even fronted him the money for his cosmetic surgery in 1940.

For all her money and glamour, Virginia Hill was not one to take the high road when slighted. The Mob moll wasn’t afraid to throw her purse down and grapple in public. In 1944, she scratched the brunette nightclub singer Toby Tuttle in the face during a catfight at the Mocambo. While the outmatched Tuttle cried out for help, Australian actor Errol Flynn stood by, watching gleefully. He was providing sports-style commentary of the fight to his good friend, Freddie McEvoy.

Tuttle, infuriated at Flynn’s refusal to step in and help her, inexplicably got hold of a raw egg, smashing it over the actor’s head in a farcical scene that made the next day’s papers. Tuttle was quoted as saying “I think I even rubbed it in a little bit.”

There was no comment from Virginia Hill.

By early 1947, Virginia Hill was staying with Siegel in Las Vegas, keeping him company as he struggled to finish construction on the Flamingo Hotel and Casino—which, under his leadership, had run far over budget and behind schedule. His opening-night party had been a disaster, and the new casino’s tables were operating in the negative. Somehow, the house kept losing. Helmed by the hotheaded and impulsive Bugsy Siegel, the Syndicate’s newest gambling enterprise in the dusty desert town was already proving to be an excruciating and embarrassing financial loss.

Virginia Hill’s years as a Mob courier and insider had granted her social connections with the mobsters she worked with, but she had also gained their confidence. She’d known her associates for well over a decade, and all of them entrusted her with sensitive information.

Virginia Hill knew everything that went on in the Syndicate. She knew about a planned hit on Siegel’s life at least as early as May 5, when he visited her in the hospital after she’d overdosed on sleeping pills. Hill is said to have awakened to see Bugsy sitting next to her bed, upon which she immediately panicked, screaming “Get out! Get out before they kill you!”
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The feds had caught wind of the immense fortunes being amassed aboard the SS Rex, and on January 5, 1947, Governor Earl Warren declared the end of offshore gambling. The Rex was raided and its operation was shut down. Officers were photographed carrying out heavy slot machines that sank immediately when tossed overboard. Card tables were thrown overboard one by one. One particularly irate officer took his pious anger out on a loose handful of playing cards, which he threw overboard as though giving a reprimand. The cards fluttered anticlimactically down to the water below. Instead of sinking, the wooden card tables and scattered playing cards floated tragically, littering the surface of the water. Officers stomped on playing cards left on the deck of the boat, grinding their heels slightly in a public show of condemnation. The interior of the casino lay empty, pendant lamps swinging and tables overturned.
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On June 20, 1947, after a late dinner at the Mob-affiliated Jack’s at the Beach in Ocean Park, Benjamin Siegel slipped his solid gold engraved key into the lock of Virginia Hill’s Beverly Hills mansion at 810 North Linden Drive. He liked this key—it had been custom-made from a gold bar that he’d gotten in his divorce from his ex-wife the year before. It was just like Ben Siegel to turn something as innocuous as a house key into an ironic symbol of vengeful spite.

Once inside the stately home, Siegel’s dinner crew dispersed for the evening. Virginia Hill’s brother, Chick Hill, went upstairs with girlfriend Jerri Mason, who was also Virginia’s secretary. Siegel’s associate, Allen Smiley, joined him in the living room. It was about 10:30 p.m. Bugsy had picked up a copy of the LA Times at Jack’s—it was a custom at the restaurant to give out free copies of the Times with a note inside reading “Good night. Sleep well!—with the compliments of Jack’s.” Sitting down on the floral chintz sofa with his back to the window, he unfolded the paper and perused the headlines on the front page.

Allen Smiley sat down with Siegel on the couch. Outside, an unknown assailant approached the window, standing for a long while before silently taking aim with a rapid-fire carbine. The night was deadly quiet, the song of crickets echoing in the warm summer evening.

The sounds of gunfire were punctuated with shattering glass as the unseen gunman emptied the entire clip. The first shot hit Bugsy in the back of the head, exiting through his left eye. The second one hit him in the right cheek. The shots kept coming—nine in all. Smiley’s sleeve was grazed as he dove to the floor, but he was unhurt. The assassin had consciously focused his kill on Siegel.

Nearly three hundred miles away, within minutes of the shooting, three of Lansky’s henchmen walked into the Flamingo and announced that they were taking over.

Exactly who put the hit on Bugsy and for what reason would remain officially unsolved. While Siegel’s killing made national news, it is unlikely that local law enforcement involved themselves emphatically in the killer’s pursuit amid a tangle of leads. Officers seemed to be of the opinion that, given Bugsy’s life and career spent in organized crime, his death carried a certain level of inevitability. After all, any number of people could have been responsible for the dramatic hit. As one officer put it, “When you stick your finger into a buzz saw you can’t tell which tooth hit it.”

Virginia had fled to Paris a week prior, setting sail on June 13. She heard the news of the bloody siege in her Linden Drive mansion while at a party on a boat on the Seine. After Bugsy Siegel’s death, Virginia Hill threw herself into a constant stream of parties. She kept her evenings full of music and people, distracting herself with, as one newspaper put it, “artificial gaiety.” At the very least, it kept her mind off June 20.
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With his mentor and partner gone, Mickey Cohen stepped in to take his place as the newly christened King of the Sunset Strip.

This revelation was unwelcome news to Jack Dragna. He’d always thought Mickey Cohen was just a punk, and had watched the young gangster muscle in on his territory since his arrival in Los Angeles a decade before. Now, just like that, the kid was a Mob boss?

Dragna resolved to take Cohen down.

In 1948, Mickey Cohen opened a clothing store on the Sunset Strip called Michael’s Exclusive Haberdashery. The store sold fine men’s clothing and accessories in a walnut-paneled room outfitted with gleaming, specially lit glass cases. In reality, the shop was essentially a front for Cohen’s numerous Syndicate gang operations. It was a fitting Mob front for a man who, despite (or perhaps due to) a rough upbringing and reputation, always liked to appear impeccably dressed. He owned so many suits that people who knew him claimed to have never seen him in the same suit twice. He housed them all in a richly appointed, custom-built walk-in closet in his comparatively modest, one-story home on Moreno Drive in Brentwood.

The attention to detail Mickey put into his appearance extended to an intense fixation with his hands. He was exceedingly particular about them. Those who knew him socially were familiar with his peculiar habit of constantly excusing himself to wash his hands, always needing to wipe them dry with a freshly laundered towel. Modern armchair psychologists might attribute this to a case of undiagnosed obsessive-compulsive disorder. Strange as his habit may have seemed, it saved his life.

On that balmy day in the summer of 1948, the haberdashery was targeted for an attempt on Mickey’s life. Whispers in the rumor mill would say that the hit was put on Cohen’s shop by Jack Dragna. When the henchman burst in and opened fire, Mickey Cohen was safe. At that exact moment, he had been back in the men’s room, performing his ritual of washing and drying his hands.
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Shirley Temple was ready to go home. Standing outside of Sherry’s at 9039 Sunset Boulevard, the twenty-one-year-old former child star waited for the valet to bring her Cadillac around for her. It was the summer of 1949. Seeing the car pulling up, she descended the steps and extended a tip to the valet. Tucking the bulge of bills into his pocket, he closed her door for her with care.

On her drive home, Shirley noticed something peculiar. A man’s hat was on the passenger’s seat next to her. She didn’t recognize it, but she could see that it was exceptionally large and made of a fine felt. Thoroughly confused, she turned it over in her hands at a red light. A streetlamp directly outside the window shone in, illuminating the car’s interior.

Shirley realized with a start that the car’s upholstery and stitching were not hers. She turned her head to look into the back seat. On the floor there lay a long, black case made of soft leather. She reached into the back seat to touch it. Inside was something hard and metallic.

Her heart skipped a beat. This isn’t my car.

She turned the strange Cadillac around and headed back to Sherry’s. What an inconvenience, she thought. She was tired. The valet was practically jumping with nerves as she pulled up to park at the curb. Seeing the young actress return with the car, the anxious valet breathed a visible sigh of relief.

He gladly rushed to get Shirley’s dark blue Cadillac, ushering her gratefully into her own car before shutting her door and watching her drive away.

He’d just narrowly escaped a certain death. The car he’d mistakenly given out belonged to Mickey Cohen.

Inside, Mickey Cohen was holding court in his favorite booth, animatedly telling stories with his friends late into the morning hours. At his table were fellow mobster Neddie Herbert, Mickey’s attorney general–assigned bodyguard Harry Cooper, young starlet Dee David, and columnist Florabel Muir. Around four a.m., the party stood up to leave and made their way towards the exit. They stopped near the Sunset Boulevard entrance to wait for the valet to fetch their car.

As Florabel Muir bent down to buy a morning edition of the newspaper, echoes of gunfire rang out from across the Boulevard.

Everyone ducked down. Cohen was hit in the shoulder. Dee David was hit in the back. Neddie Herbert’s spine was shattered, and he later died of his injuries. The state-appointed bodyguard, Harry Cooper, was hit in the stomach. Florabel Muir was hit in the behind by bullet ricochet.

According to historian Donald Wolfe, “When the shooting was reported in the L.A. newspapers, Angelenos were mystified over why the California attorney general had assigned Officer Cooper to protect a notorious gangster.”

Florabel Muir would later note that while the Cohen party sat at Sherry’s, a gangster squad officer whom she recognized, Sergeant Darryl Murray, had also been present, with his blonde wife. According to another witness, Murray’s wife had been watching the Cohen party, and just as they were getting up to leave, she stood up and sauntered out. He believed that the officer’s wife had “come out just ahead of [Cohen] as a signal to the two gunmen waiting across the street.” As soon as she reached the sidewalk, the shapely blonde had picked up speed, practically jumping down the steps and into a waiting car before it sped away.

Now, along with Dragna, the LAPD had good reason to want Cohen dead. He had recently come forward with explosive public allegations of corruption and graft in the highest levels of the police department. He’d declared that two officers on the vice squad, Sergeant Elmer Jackson and Lieutenant Rudy Wellpott, had been extorting money from him for years. Cohen was scheduled to go before a grand jury to make his claims in court later that year. The failed Sherry’s shooting, it would seem, had been meant to silence him before he could make that appearance. According to Donald Wolfe, “it was obvious that someone had leaked information regarding Cohen’s forthcoming testimony before the Grand Jury about payoffs to the LAPD and the Sheriff’s Department.”

Only the month before, Cohen had survived another hail of bullets, this time as he was entering the Brentwood apartment he used as his operational headquarters.
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A few months after the Sherry’s shooting, the house Cohen shared with his wife on Moreno Drive in Brentwood was bombed. Thirty sticks of dynamite had been stuffed into the crawl space beneath the front bedroom of the house. Luckily for Cohen, he had been in his wife’s bedroom on the other end of the house when the sticks were detonated. Mickey Cohen had dodged his appointment with death yet again.

His collection of prized suits, however, suffered a different fate. Mickey’s entire closet was destroyed in the explosion, and the vast majority of his wares were reduced to cinders. What was left of the once-luxurious wood paneling was singed beyond recognition, while an entire wall and part of the roof was missing. Walking into the blackened room, Mickey was greeted by the sight of his front lawn, trees, and the street beyond.

Mickey Cohen would survive a total of eleven assassination attempts throughout his long crime career.
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In 1951, the showgirl Lili St. Cyr was performing one of her famous striptease acts at Ciro’s when sheriff’s deputies arrested her in her dressing room for giving a “lewd and nude act.” She was hustled out of the club in her robe, and the bra and panties she’d worn onstage were confiscated as evidence. They were shown in court as exhibits A and B.

The famed burlesque dancer arranged for Jerry Giesler to represent her. She won her case without having to give a demonstration of the dance she’d performed at Ciro’s, disappointing a room full of spectators who had rather hoped to see her in exhibits A and B.

It would later come to light that Herman Hover, the nightclub’s owner, had called the police himself, arranging the stripper’s arrest as a publicity stunt for Ciro’s. Indeed, the scandalous story had made for sensational copy.
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After over a decade of dealing in luminous fun on the bustling Sunset Strip, the Trocadero’s doors were shut for good by early 1947. The site now houses a retail building that closely resembles the Trocadero’s original Colonial-style facade, in homage to the historic nightclub that glamorized the Strip. It is now part of the shopping promenade at Sunset Plaza.
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Rumors persist that, in addition to its Syndicate gambling operations, Ciro’s also ran a leg of the extensive LA underground abortion ring out of its basement. Others would claim that the staircase leading down to the basement was the designated spot for Syndicate affiliates to carry out their contract hits. Still others believe that the basement was used by the Syndicate as a discreet holding place for torturing enemies. While admittedly not entirely out of the realm of possibility, these claims have never been confirmed.

In any case, Ciro’s closely followed the cultural zeitgeist and underwent a seismic shift in the 1960s, when glamour was out and rock and roll was in. The club converted into a music venue that hosted The Doors, The Byrds, and Bob Dylan. It reopened as the Comedy Store in 1973.

Across the street, Bugsy Siegel’s ground-floor apartment at the Sunset Tower is now a sumptuously designed and famously discreet gourmet restaurant. Select corner booths offer deliciously historic, panoramic views of the city.
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The Cocoanut Grove was the longest-running LA nightclub, operating continuously from 1921 to 1989. The Ambassador Hotel was tragically stained with national notoriety as the site of the Robert Kennedy assassination in 1968. Over the ensuing decades, the historic hotel lost its luster and, sadly, fell into disrepair. It was razed in 2006.

The site is now home to a school, although vestiges of its glamorous past still remain. The Moorish arch over the palm-etched doors of the school’s auditorium boasts a metallic-painted sign that reads: “Cocoanut Grove.”
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Hollywood Before #MeToo

Errol Flynn’s Statutory Rape Trial

THE SUNLIGHT WAS GROWING WARM AS THE SLEEK PEACH PACKARD convertible headed south on Highland Avenue. The sun was still high, its reflection gliding along the contours of the car’s exaggerated hood as it turned right on Sunset. Staying close to the curb, the Packard crawled to a stop in its usual spot outside of Hollywood High. The driver was golden-haired and tan of skin, his easy demeanor belied by the dark shades and short sleeves rolled up over his biceps. He reached for the ignition key and cut off the engine as the afternoon traffic cruised on beside him. It was 2:56 p.m. Errol Flynn sat in his custom-built convertible, waiting for the bell to ring. He often did this when he wasn’t working.

The bell signaled the end of the school day, sending a rush of anticipation over the actor’s body. He sat up slightly, watching the double doors swing open as the first of the students poured out into the sunshine. He watched as the young girls descended the short flight of steps onto the sidewalk, the pleats in their knee-length skirts swishing with every movement. “San Quentin quail,” he called them. The assorted cliques of students gathered and scattered, hugging and shouting greetings to each other on the sidewalk and across the grass lawn—cheerfully unaware of the peach Packard that stood there almost every day, watching them.
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Errol Flynn’s career had picked up seemingly where Doug Fairbanks’s left off. He was an action star with a colorful, rough-and-tumble persona that made him especially suited for the types of roles that would make him famous. He had a suave, devil-may-care, bad-boy appeal. What his biographers—particularly Jeffrey Meyers—seem to love most about Flynn was his constant willingness to flout any and all conventions and social norms. He was a man who lived for a good time, and who would try anything once. The actor lived as if the rules did not apply to him. Asked to characterize Flynn in an interview, Meyers gushes, “love of adventure and danger, love of skating on thin ice, love of doing something that was illegal with the possibility of getting away with it, this attitude that ‘I don’t give a damn about anything.’” Flynn’s own self-professed greatest fear: “to discover when I come to die, that I have not lived.”

He came from Tasmania, where he’d spent his youth raising hell and getting expelled from nearly every school he ever attended—once for seducing the school’s laundress. Errol Flynn didn’t just play swashbuckling roles on film; he’d actually lived the life of adventure that he was so adept at portraying on-screen.

As a young man, he had managed to scrape enough money together to buy his first boat. He’d spend the next few years sailing, stopping for a time in New Guinea, where he took part in various trades: diamonds, cobra, tobacco, and human slaves. He sailed home with malaria, gonor-rhea, and a nasty scar on his ankle where a Papuan native had shot him with an arrow. Errol Flynn prepared for his next voyage: to Hollywood.

Jack Warner had taken a chance on the unknown actor, giving him his first major role in the 1935 film Captain Blood. The movie made him an instant success, and Flynn was now a major box-office draw at Warner Brothers. The moviegoing public loved him. With the nation still reeling from the Great Depression, audiences craved the sense of adventure that had evaded them for so many years. Flynn’s virile performances gave them a much-needed dose of heady escapism that jolted them awake, reminding them that life could indeed be exhilarating. Even if they themselves could not abandon everything for a life at sea, jumping from boats and brandishing swords toward their enemies, they could still get an hour or two of vicarious excitement by watching Flynn do these things on-screen. The youngest Warner brother was, for his part, exceptionally pleased with his swashbuckling discovery.

By 1941, Flynn’s career was at the height of its success. He bought an eleven-acre parcel of land high on Mulholland Drive and built his estate. His new home would be, according to reports, “the ultimate bachelor pad.” Secluded on the hill, he built a sprawling, window-filled ranch house that framed a curvaceous pool. An elaborate staircase led down the hill and onto the tennis courts. Also on the property were horse stables and a barn. Flynn had designed the home himself, and he proudly called it Mulholland Farm. In the home’s interior, pine walls and ceilings filled the house with the scent of freshly varnished timber. A hidden staircase led to a small space dedicated solely to his voyeuristic thrills. A strategic vantage point in the clandestine passage afforded a clear view into the bedrooms and bathrooms. His master suite had a large mirror installed over the bed, which was usually dressed in theatrical white satin sheets.

In his memoir, Bring on the Empty Horses, David Niven describes Flynn and their decades-long friendship:


In those pre-war days, Errol was a strange mixture: a great athlete of immense charm and evident physical beauty, he stood, legs apart, arms folded defiantly and crowing lustily atop the Hollywood dung heap, but he suffered, I think, from a deep inferiority complex. He also bit his nails.

Women loved him passionately, but he treated them like toys to be discarded without warning for new models, while for his men friends he really preferred those who would give him the least competition in any department.



Few people today realize the grim origins of the old epithet “in like Flynn.” Errol Flynn’s sexual appetites ranged from insatiable to highly problematic, often deviating into the murky realm of the criminal. Women in Hollywood frequently threw themselves at him, and Flynn was always happy to oblige. But his preference was for young girls.

His reputation for sexual perversions was one that he seemed to relish in, even flaunt. He wasn’t above exploiting his sexual notoriety for laughs. “I may as well confess,” he once said in a speech at the New York Friars Club, “that at the age of twelve I fucked a duck.” The crowd went wild.

Flynn was a noted patron of the sex trade in Los Angeles. He was reportedly a regular client of Lee Francis, a high-profile Hollywood madam who operated her brothel on the Sunset Strip. Scotty Bowers, the Hollywood Golden Age’s “sex fixer” and author of the scandalous gas station tell-all Full Service: My Adventures in Hollywood and the Secret Sex Lives of the Stars, remembers the day he received a phone call from the action star. “This is Errol Flynn. That gas station of yours has gained quite a reputation.” Flynn asked him for women who looked and acted like underage girls. Bowers was happy to arrange the dates for him. It is unknown as to whether Flynn made the same request of Francis.

This is all explained away by his biographers. “Flynn was constantly having women throw themselves at him. Literally swimming up to his yacht, and just climbing up the ladder naked. Without their birth certificate or driver’s license that he could use to ascertain their exact age,” Meyers says with an eye roll, “so if a woman offered herself to Flynn, as indeed if [she] offered herself to you or me, you’d very likely to be strongly tempted.”
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Sixteen-year-old Betty Hansen was picked up in a seedy hotel and arrested on a vagrancy charge. Before being booked into juvenile hall, she was brought into the Hall of Justice for questioning. In a drafty interrogation room, she smilingly told police lieutenant Robert W. Bowling about her relationships with two adult men who worked in the studios.

A torn scrap of paper bearing a hastily scrawled phone number had been found in her purse, and Lieutenant Bowling asked her about it. She beamed. It was Errol Flynn’s private phone number. She told him that during a party at the Bel Air home of Fred McEvoy, the handsome actor had led her upstairs to the “Blue Room,” a stately bedroom decorated exclusively in shades of blue. He’d locked the door behind him. She said brightly, “He took off most of his clothes but left his shoes on.” She giggled. “Wasn’t that funny?”

Bowling wasn’t laughing.

The officer went upstairs to the office of District Attorney John F. Dockweiler to obtain statutory rape charges against all three men named by the teenager. According to the New York Daily News, “the D.A.’s aid[e] paled when he heard Flynn’s name. This was too much for him.”

Dockweiler made the following announcement: “It doesn’t matter whether this girl consented to these acts or not. She is a juvenile and, under the California law, that is statutory rape. The evidence against Flynn is as good as the prosecution ever has in cases like this. We’ll prosecute.”

It emerged shortly thereafter that Peggy Satterlee, a fifteen-year-old high school sophomore, had a similar experience on Flynn’s yacht, the Sirocco, on the evenings of August 2 and 3, 1941. This brought the charges against Flynn up to a total of three counts.

In reaction, Errol Flynn evidently heeded the clarion call of “Get me Giesler!” The running joke around town referred to high-powered Hollywood defense lawyer Jerry Giesler, who was known for his ceaseless tenacity in the courtroom and his excellent track record. He was the lawyer to call if you needed to get away with something, and if you had the money. Flynn quickly sought out Jerry Giesler’s services for his defense.

Giesler immediately got to work, digging up any information he could find that he might be able use in his planned smear campaign against the young accusers. He then carefully chose the jury of nine women—all housewives. According to columnist Florabel Muir, “he believed that ‘good’ women would react against a ‘bad’ girl and sympathize with poor Errol.”

Giesler indeed painted Satterlee and Hansen as “bad,” confused little girls. He zeroed in on Betty’s starstruck consent to the sex acts. He fixated on an abortion Peggy had had the year after she’d been on the yacht with Flynn. Muir writes, “I have watched [Giesler] in most of his big trials in the past fifteen years in Los Angeles. Inevitably, he finds someone to cast as the villain. This takes the heat off his client and shifts the jury’s nasty thoughts toward someone who isn’t even on trial.”

As the trial got under way, Peggy Satterlee took the stand to testify about the cruise to Catalina. She had not, incidentally, swum up to his yacht naked. She had been invited as a weekend guest on the schooner with Flynn and some friends. Satterlee said that, while out at sea, Flynn had knocked on the door of her stateroom, pushing his way in as she opened the door. He proceeded to kiss her.

Stopping him, she’d asked the actor if he’d forgotten that she was “J.B.” It was a euphemism that Flynn had used to refer to her earlier in the day. The initials stood for jailbait.

“He said he would take his chances, or something to that order,” she testified. “I resisted him at first, but I didn’t fight or anything. I just told him he shouldn’t do that. I pushed him away, but that is about all.”

Apparently not satisfied with the girl’s testimony, Giesler pressed her.


JG: Did you attempt to scratch him?

PS: No.

JG: Didn’t you think of making an outcry?

PS: No.

JG: Mr. Flynn didn’t have your mouth covered?

PS: No. What was the use of crying out? All the people on the boat were Flynn’s friends.



When Betty Hansen took the stand, she testified as she had during her interrogation at the Hall of Justice. She said that, months earlier, while at a party at Fred McEvoy’s on St. Pierre Road, she’d become ill. She said that Flynn took her by the hand and led her upstairs to the bedroom.

Giesler circled the girl like a pit bull.


JG: Did you object when he tried to take off your slacks?

BH: I didn’t have no objections.

JG: Did you know what was going to happen to you?

BH: Yes, I thought he was going to put me to bed.

JG: You thought this dear kind man was going to tuck you in. Is that right?

BH: Yes, that’s right.



The courtroom immediately erupted into mocking laughter.

During the trial, Flynn was hosting a long-term guest at Mulholland Farm. He had met the young, Mexican-born actress Linda Christian while he was in Acapulco. She was seventeen years old. They had begun an affair, and he’d convinced her to return with him to Hollywood. She stayed with him quietly at Mulholland, taking leisurely dips in the pool and awaiting his return from court at the end of each day.

Fearing further legal implications for Flynn should this arrangement be discovered, his friends strongly advised him against the affair. The ironic impropriety of his behavior during a highly publicized statutory rape trial was not lost on them. Flynn, on the other hand, didn’t seem to mind.

Syndicated journalist Fred Othman penned an intriguing item about the mountains of mail that came in from readers expressing outrage over his coverage of the court proceedings. One reader in Texas simply didn’t like the way the two accusers were described. He’d said the journalist was “low on chivalry.”

Decidedly less mild was the response from, according to Othman, “a committee of ladies, forming the White Plains, N.Y. chapter of the Flynn Protective Association (honest, that’s what they said).” The members of the newly formed association demanded that Othman “hurry over to court and tell the judge to stop the trial. They said Flynn was not guilty. They said they could tell by his face.” Othman concluded, “What they said about accusers wouldn’t look so well here.” Whether the Flynn Protective Association had any additional chapters remains a mystery.

Meanwhile, at the Hall of Justice, a new girl had already caught Flynn’s eye. Young Nora Eddington ran the concession stand in the courthouse lobby, selling cigars and candy to the eager spectators that gathered each day. At the very least, she was eighteen. Flynn began courting her, and Linda Christian moved out.

Jerry Giesler ruled every courtroom he entered, and his meticulous jury selection had had the intended effect. His relentless ridicule and brutal character assassination of Hansen and Satterlee was successful in convincing the jury of his central defense concept: that the apparent inevitability of statutory rape was due to a moral decrepitude on the part of the girls, rather than on the defendant.

The prosecution had a moment to speak, reflecting “We have hardly known who was on trial here.” Firing back, Giesler doubled down and addressed the jury directly. “Do you think that this defendant has to take a young woman of that kind if he wants to perform or engage in acts of intercourse?”

After twenty-four drawn-out hours of deliberation, the jury emerged just after eleven a.m. on February 6, 1943, to read the verdict. They found Flynn not guilty, on all three counts.

Florabel Muir wrote: “Errol Flynn, the accused, quickly returned to the role of Errol Flynn, the actor. He bowed graciously to the audience and gallantly shook hands with each of the jurors, lingering lovingly over the trembling hands of the ladies.”

Errol Flynn and Nora Eddington were married six months later, in August 1943. He bought her a house in Hollywood, where she would live full-time. Sometimes he had Nora up to Mulholland for occasional weekend visits. The couple had two daughters, Rory and Deirdre, and they counted among their friends Rita Hayworth and Orson Welles. Notably, while Hayworth and Welles were attempting a marriage reconciliation during the filming of The Lady from Shanghai, the Flynns hosted a small celebration for Rita’s birthday aboard Flynn’s newer yacht, the Zaca, in Acapulco.

After the trials, Flynn’s career made a minor recovery with more action roles. A few box-office hits followed. In the meantime, however, his compulsion to live life to the fullest drove him to try virtually every drug that crossed his path. By the end of the 1940s, Flynn was using heroin on a regular basis. It was a habit that he easily kept hidden from Nora at first, thanks in part to their separate living arrangements. Before long, though, his debilitating addiction became a reality from which it was impossible to hide. Their marriage fell apart in 1949.

His contract was dropped by Warner Brothers in 1950. Shortly thereafter, he lost Mulholland Farm.
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The general consensus on Flynn’s later relationship with the teenage Beverly Aadland holds that their romance began when she was fifteen. According to Lana Turner’s daughter Cheryl Crane—who spent time with Aadland in juvenile hall—the affair began when Aadland was twelve. He was nearing fifty. Aadland had a stage mother who had put her in a merry-go-round of castings, drama and dance lessons since she was a toddler. According to reports, Beverly’s mother had “eagerly blessed” the relationship, allowing it to go on for years.

Flynn had first spotted her at a dance rehearsal for a Gene Kelly film. She was tall and coltish, only a few years older than his daughter, Deirdre. He sent over a messenger to garner an introduction. Once she was in his dressing room, he casually asked her to come over to the home of Huntington Hartford, where he was staying. He wanted her to read for a part in a play. He didn’t tell her that the part had already been cast. She used his dressing room telephone to call her mother, who agreed that it sounded like a great opportunity.

That night, Flynn took the girl to dinner at Imperial Gardens on the Sunset Strip, where she had her first taste of hot sake.

Back at the Hartford estate, Flynn invited Aadland to join him on a bearskin rug by a roaring fire. In a later article for People magazine, Aadland describes what happened next:


I knew next to nothing about sex. With Errol I didn’t know what was happening at first—I thought he was just trying to kiss me. He knew so many women who would say yes that when I was saying no, no, no, he thought I meant yes. I know that because I asked him about it later. I was scared. He was just too strong for me. I cried. At one point he tore my dress. Then he carried me off to another room, and I was still carrying on. What was going through my head was, What was I going to tell my mother?



By the end of the 1950s, Errol Flynn was a ghost of his former self. Decades of hard partying and his extensive drug use had taken their toll. He was broke, bloated and puffy; he drank constantly and had recurring heart problems. He’d been diagnosed with cirrhosis of the liver, and he still used heroin to alleviate his chronic back pain. He looked easily twenty years older than his fifty years. He was, as his daughter Rory later put it, essentially “non-hirable.”

In desperate need of money, he made arrangements in 1959 to sell his prized yacht, the Zaca. He found an interested buyer—George Caldough, a stock promoter in Vancouver. Flynn and Aadland flew up to meet with him. Upon his arrival in Canada, a reporter stopped him in the airport to ask why he was always in the company of such young girls. Flynn’s glib response: “Because they fuck so good.” Needless to say, it didn’t make it to print.

They discussed the sale at Caldough’s home in the British Properties, after which Flynn and Aadland were his houseguests for the better part of a week. They partied incessantly and quite overstayed their welcome. As Caldough was driving them back to the airport, Flynn complained bitterly about pain in his back and legs. They stopped at the apartment house of Dr. Grant Gould, who injected Flynn with Demerol.

For a time he felt better, and a handful of guests began to arrive at the doctor’s apartment to meet the wasting star. Flynn was delighted to have an audience again. He sat with them for hours, regaling them with animated stories about his exploits in the golden days in Hollywood.

Finally, his energy spent, Flynn excused himself with the characteristic gesture of his finger in the air, saying, “I shall return.” He retired to the doctor’s bedroom where he lay down on the floor—something he often did for his back pain.

Beverly came in a few minutes later to check on him. He had removed his jacket and, thinking he looked chilly, she placed it over him like a blanket. She bent down to kiss him. His face was cold. Beverly screamed, alerting the rest of the party.

Dr. Gould hurriedly injected adrenaline into his heart, and emergency services were called. They rushed him to the newly built Vancouver General Hospital, but it was too late. Errol Flynn was pronounced dead on arrival. The heartbroken Beverly Aadland was just seventeen.
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The Lost Girl

Elizabeth Short’s Hollywood

THE LIGHT IN DOWNTOWN OFTEN FADES A BIT BEFORE SUNSET AS THE sun dips back behind the buildings. This day was no exception. It was January 9, 1947. It had been unseasonably warm that day, and the gusty breeze was all that hinted of the time of year. In the city’s center, Pershing Square was still alive with people taking a twilight stroll around the historic park. The sun had already set behind the Biltmore Hotel, swallowing the lush, tree-lined park in its long, diagonal shadow.

A tan Studebaker pulled to a slow halt on Olive Street near the tall glass doors of the Biltmore’s lobby entrance. The coupe’s passenger door swung open. An attractive, well-dressed brunette emerged.

Elizabeth Short hadn’t been in Los Angeles in over a month. She’d been keeping a low profile in San Diego, and the young drifter was both anxious and excited to be back.

She had managed to hitch a ride with a young man she had just met during her time in San Diego, an amiable, copper-haired salesman who often went by the name “Red.” At her request, he had first driven her to the downtown bus depot to help her check her bags. From there, they’d headed straight to the Biltmore.

The Biltmore had opened in 1923 as the newest, most luxurious hotel in downtown Los Angeles, eclipsing the aging Alexandria just down the street. Every aesthetic indulgence was humored in the design and construction of the hotel’s Beaux-Arts motif. Its innate opulence gave the hotel an immediate appeal that had defied the typical pattern of Los Angeles establishments. Its appeal had proved to be enduring.

By 1947, the Biltmore was still the pinnacle of LA luxury, the crown jewel of downtown Los Angeles. The hotel’s ornate lobby was dense with lush plants and fine furnishings. As the last of the remaining sunlight diminished, the incandescent glow took over and the ambience became warmer, cozier. Segmented by the lights and shadows, it was a room that invited one to sit down and talk.

On this breezy January evening, however, the lobby would be anything but relaxing.
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The beautiful brunette kept pacing, her black pumps clicking in rhythm and echoing up into the cavernous vaulted ceiling. She looked like she was waiting for someone.

She wore a black skirt, white frilly blouse, long beige overcoat, and black suede pumps. In her hands she held her white gloves and a top-handle purse of glossy black patent leather. Elizabeth Short was always exceptionally well put together, despite her frequently troubled financial circumstances.

She kept fidgeting around, never straying too far from the door. She seemed unable to sit still. Every few minutes she glanced up at the roman numerals on the gargantuan clock that hung over the elevators, as if hoping to find in its place a message from the party she was waiting for.

She made several phone calls, and the bellhop noticed that she’d made inquiries at the reception desk more than once. Others in the lobby began to take notice of this young woman who seemed to be waiting quite impatiently for someone to arrive, or for something to happen.

A woman who spotted her in the ladies’ room found her to be memorable due to the contrast between her refined appearance and her fidgety demeanor. She took particular notice when she saw the pretty girl applying candle wax to her teeth to fill in the cavities.

As the evening wore on, Elizabeth continued to pace the polished floors of the Biltmore lobby, glancing constantly at the enormous, ornate doors, never sitting or standing in one place for too long.

Finally, at about ten p.m., she seemed to give up. She walked toward the enormous glass and metal doors. Pushing one open, she walked through the hotel’s open vestibule and out onto the sidewalk.

The young woman’s exit prompted an almost palpable response from the patrons in the Biltmore lobby. There seemed to be a collective sigh of relief at her departure. They watched her through the glass doors as she stood for a moment on the sidewalk. Backlit by the lanterns of Pershing Square across the street, she turned right and began to walk, disappearing from view as she made her way south toward Sixth Street.

That walk would be her last known sighting.
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The morning mist in Leimert Park had already surrendered to the warmth of the sun, but at ten a.m., the air was still crisp.

Betty Bersinger was pushing her small daughter in a lawnmower-shaped Taylor Tot stroller, its hard wheels gliding easily on the smooth, just-poured sidewalk. It was the morning of January 15, 1947. The odd discarded Christmas tree still lingered on the grass verges here and there, their needles dry and shedding.

Betty was headed south, walking to the local cobbler to pick up her husband’s shoes. The ever-growing grid of tract houses in the neighborhood was still in development. She passed a series of vacant lots where the sidewalk had been built in anticipation of the cookie-cutter GI Bill houses that would eventually spring up. The expansive lots were filled with her neighbors’ dumped grass cuttings and overgrown with weeds, the last vestiges of LA’s rural past. Still, something about these empty lots was vaguely ominous. Betty Bersinger continued on, carefully pushing the enameled metal contraption that held her daughter over shards of broken glass on the sidewalk. Stepping warily, she was inspecting the path before her when something strange gave her pause.

In the vacant lot straight ahead, she could see something white on the ground, a few feet from the sidewalk. The sight of it was vaguely unsettling, but she didn’t know what it was. She pushed on, edging closer to the object in the weeds. When she got close enough to make out some detail, she saw that it was just two halves of an old department store mannequin. She pushed on, thinking it was certainly an odd place to dispose of a mannequin. But this was Los Angeles, and strange things happened all the time.

She kept walking until she came within a few feet of the discarded object. Betty Bersinger stopped in her tracks, the Taylor Tot wheels squeaking to a halt. Her heart sank as an icy chill rushed over her body.

What she was looking at was no mannequin. It was the nude body of a young woman. It was bisected at the waist, badly beaten and severely mutilated, and what was left of her corpse had been posed for maximum visual impact. Betty Bersinger retreated a few steps, but not before she could fully register the gruesome scene.

The young woman had been a striking brunette. Her head lolled limply onto her left shoulder, the sunlight disappearing into the grisly grin that was carved on her face. Her eyes were bloodied and unfocused, her teeth broken and missing.

Horrified at the delayed realization of what she was looking at, Betty began to scream, rushing toward the nearest house and hysterically banging on the front door. The confused neighbor opened up and peered through the screen door at a frantic Betty, in tears and begging to use the telephone. Betty didn’t know where else to go or what to do. All she knew was that she needed to call the police.
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The first reporter on the scene was Agness Underwood of the Herald-Express. She later claimed in her memoirs that she’d been the first person on the scene altogether, although her claim has never been substantiated.

The working relationship between the press and the LAPD during the early twentieth century was unique. The press and the police would often collaborate, piecing together details that could help solve cases in a mutually beneficial arrangement.

Columnists who had long-established relationships with law enforcement were granted access to crime scenes, evidence, and confidential information. Some reporters might accompany officers on an investigation, and it wasn’t unheard of for a reporter to actually beat investigators to the crime scene. It was a symbiotic relationship that was key to both investigators and reporters during that era. Reporters could get their scoop; investigators could get useful details that could aid in their investigation. Agness Underwood was one such reporter with established law enforcement connections. When she arrived on the scene, she greeted officers Perkins and Fitzgerald before setting out to survey the damage.

The body was neatly bisected at the waist, the cut completely devoid of any tearing or hacking. It was clean and precise, as if it had been done by a skilled surgeon with a fresh scalpel. They had even managed to locate and slice through the cartilage between two vertebral discs, so as to cleanly separate the body without any messy bone breaking.

The bottom half of the body was sprawled out, its legs pulled wide open and straight. There was a vertical incision extending down from the navel, and a chunk of flesh was missing from her thigh. The young woman’s upper half was positioned a few feet away, her arms arranged above her head and at right angles. Another chunk of flesh was missing from the left breast, and the right breast was missing entirely.

And then there was her face. It had been rendered virtually unrecognizable from what looked like days of torture. An ugly grin was carved at the corners of her mouth, extending almost up to her ears. Her head and face had been violently bludgeoned, and the teeth were broken. The cool green eyes that must have made the girl a great beauty now stared blankly from beneath her lowered lids, lifeless and bloodshot. Her dark hair, framing the tragic remains of her face, lay limp in pathetic curls, frizzy from being freshly washed. It showed regrowth at the roots from having recently been colored with henna.

It was evident that she had been tortured extensively. Her wrists and ankles showed ligature marks where she had been tied up, presumably to a chair. Under her chin were small, triangular puncture wounds, as though someone had been using a knife to taunt her—perhaps lifting up her chin with the weapon to force her to make eye contact while she was tied up. The bottoms of her feet were grimy, as if she had been walking around for days without shoes.

Remarkably, the grass between the two halves of the body was still fresh and green, the last drops of dew glistening in the sunlight. In fact, there was no blood at the scene at all. It had all been drained out elsewhere, likely in a bathtub. Her body had been washed and scrubbed harshly with a fiber brush that had left tiny abrasions on her skin. Empty cement bags lay nearby, with drops of water still on them. In the water drops were faint traces of blood.

The media sensation that followed this gruesome discovery fed a peculiar appetite that the public had for these kinds of macabre stories. The first two days’ coverage of the crime would foreshadow the morbid sensation that the case would induce. On January 16, the Santa Maria Times issued the following report: “A slim, pretty young woman, stripped nude and bound at the wrists and ankles, writhed for hours under an orgy of torture by a maniacal sadist before he strangled her and hacked her mutilated body in two.”

It was unlike anything LA had ever seen before.

Newspapers printed a photo of the crime scene that had to be altered; a blanket was airbrushed in to cover the poor woman’s nudity, and the grisly grin had to be edited out just to make it to the presses, leaving the majority of the horrific details to the public’s imagination. Enthralled readers raced to buy their daily editions, eager for more sordid details of the beautiful young woman’s horrific death.

As soon as fingerprints identified her, a photo of Elizabeth Short was tracked down and plastered all over the front pages under sensational headlines. Her story would remain on the front page for weeks. She was dubbed “The Black Dahlia,” derived from the title of a film noir starring Alan Ladd and Veronica Lake, The Blue Dahlia, which had debuted the year before.

The precise origin of this nickname is still widely debated. Some who claimed to have known Short from meeting her in Hollywood bars said she’d already had that nickname while she was alive. It was given to her, they said, because she was known to have a mysteriously becoming demeanor, wore a lot of black, and liked to wear flowers in her hair. Others claimed that the nickname was simply bestowed upon her by a sales-hungry press after her death. In either case, the lurid nickname was certainly memorable. The moniker stuck, and only served to sensationalize the killing even more. Angelenos were riveted, hungry for more details about Elizabeth, her strange life and even stranger death, as well as the fervent search for her killer.

The LAPD’s switchboard began lighting up. People were calling in, claiming to be the killer. Something in the public imagination had been stirred by the case. It was Dahlia madness.
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The phone rang at the Short residence in Medford, Massachusetts. Phoebe Short picked up the receiver. The man on the other end introduced himself as Wayne Sutton of the Herald-Express. He told Phoebe that Elizabeth had won a beauty contest in LA, and he needed a few details about her for his celebratory write-up. He thought he’d reach out to the woman who’d known her best, he explained. The elated mother was practically glowing with pride as she answered all of Sutton’s questions about her beautiful daughter.

As soon as Sutton was satisfied that he had everything he needed for his story, he had been instructed to come clean. He told Phoebe the truth about her daughter. She refused to believe him. Eventually the LAPD had to call the local Medford police to send them to the house to tell her, in person, that she would be needed in Los Angeles to identify the body. Phoebe collapsed into a chair and sobbed.
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Police officers conducted house-to-house canvassing in the first few days after the murder. They came to each house in Leimert Park, knocking on doors and asking a series of questions in an attempt to gather any pertinent information that might give them any clues.

Some residents in the immediate vicinity of the vacant lot reported seeing a dark 1936 or 1937 sedan park there just before dawn. They hadn’t thought much of it at the time, since neighbors were known to dump grass cuttings on the lot. The significance of the dark, idling car wouldn’t become clear to them until the gruesome discovery a few hours later.

Mr. W. A. Johnson, who lived six blocks away, said that at about nine p.m. on January 14, he had driven to the vacant lot to dump some grass cuttings. As he parked at the curb, he saw a black 1936 sedan parked near the fire hydrant, at the same spot that would later become the Black Dahlia crime scene. A thin man of about forty-five stood near the car’s open door, looking out at the vacant lot. He wore a long tan overcoat and a dark hat, pulled low. When the man saw Johnson approaching with his bundle of cuttings, he seemed startled and behaved strangely. With his hands in his pockets, he crossed to Johnson’s car and looked inside the cabin.

Thinking the man might be a burglar, Johnson hastened to scatter the clippings before hurrying back to his car. He decided to circle once around the block before heading home, just to see if the man was still there. The man was back in his car at this point, and when he saw Johnson’s car approaching again, the sedan sped away with, as Johnson put it, “grinding gears and burning tires.”
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The case took a turn when, a week after the murder, a mysterious envelope was delivered to the Los Angeles Examiner offices reeking of gasoline. Inside was a chilling message made of letters cut from a newspaper. It read: “Here is Dahlia’s Belongings. Letter to follow.”

Inside the envelope were the dead girl’s birth certificate; a black leather address book with pages torn out, the cover of which was embossed with the name “Mark Hansen”; and the baggage claim ticket for the luggage she’d left at the Greyhound station on January 9. When detectives attempted to lift fingerprints from the items, they came up empty. The gasoline had rinsed them off.

The next day, another letter arrived. The killer offered to give himself up at ten a.m. on Wednesday, January 29. “Have had my fun at police,” the note read. The killer had christened himself with a chilling moniker, signing the note “Black Dahlia Avenger.” The note was written in ink on a penny postcard, in all capital letters.

Officers assembled at the specified time and place. Not surprisingly, the killer failed to show up, sending a follow-up note indicating that he had changed his mind: “Too much fun fooling police.” It was the last note the killer sent.


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]


The russet-haired “Red” was eventually tracked down at a friend’s house and brought in as a suspect. Investigators were piecing together the last months of the girl’s life. They knew that she had ridden with him from San Diego, and that he had been the last person to see her alive. He cooperated with police and submitted to two lie detector tests, which he passed. He had an airtight alibi for the days of the killing, and his tan Studebaker didn’t match the witness descriptions of the black sedan they’d seen at 39th and Norton. He worked with police by providing what information he had, and identifying items that had belonged to Elizabeth.

An astonishing number of calls continued to pour in from people claiming to have committed the grisly murder. While the police attempted to eliminate as many of these would-be suspects as they could, they had no choice but to follow up with the ones they deemed most viable.

Army corporal Joseph Dumais confessed to the killing of Elizabeth Short based on his own inkling that he may have done it during a blackout drinking binge. He said that he had had a date with her on January 8 or 9 after running into her “by accident” in San Francisco. His last memory was just after midnight, when he slipped into an alcohol-induced stupor. He came to days later at Penn Station in New York, with no memory of the past few days or how he had gotten there. There was blood in the pocket of his trousers and a newspaper clipping from January 18 about the Dahlia case. The blood on his trousers was tested. It was type AB. Elizabeth’s blood type was AB.

He signed a fifty-page confession which was described by the Hollywood Citizen News as “a rambling and confused document.” His involvement was ultimately disproved, however, when he was reported to have been seen at Fort Dix in New Jersey on the dates in question.

Daniel S. Voorhees called in from a phone booth with his confession. He was a young army veteran from Phoenix, and in a shaky voice he told investigators that he’d made the call because he “couldn’t take it anymore.” He asked to be picked up on a corner downtown, describing himself as wearing “[an] old green sports shirt and army-issue trousers.” He signed a one-line confession that, within twenty-four hours, was invalidated. His statements under questioning did not align with the realities of Elizabeth Short’s body or the crime scene. He was released.

Leslie Dillon was an embalmer’s assistant who was investigated as a suspect based on the fact that he would have had knowledge as to how to drain a body of its blood. Police were focused on him because he could not be accounted for on the evening of January 14 and the morning of January 15, and he resided near the diner where Elizabeth’s purse and shoes had been left on top of some trash cans. However, because he had been held illegally and without access to an attorney, investigators were forced to let him go.
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Elizabeth Short was born in 1924 in Medford, Massachusetts, to Phoebe and Cleo Short. Sometimes nicknamed “Beth” or “Betty,” she was the middle child of five daughters. When Elizabeth was five, her father left without a word, never to return. The young family was mystified as to his whereabouts, or whether he was even alive or dead. Phoebe Short was alone, left to fend for herself and her five girls.

Elizabeth grew up a very pretty and friendly young girl with a big smile, high forehead, clear gray-green eyes, and glossy black hair. By the time she reached high school, she was known among her classmates for her charming sweetness and striking physical beauty. Her high school yearbooks bore multiple signatures by admiring classmates who referred to her as “a friend worth having” and “Medford High’s Deanna Durbin.”

Her mother said that Elizabeth loved to go out, and would often drop into her mother’s bedroom just to sit and talk about everything she did on her outings. Phoebe also mentioned that, for Elizabeth, there were marked periods of darkness. There was a streak of despondency in her daughter that sometimes seemed to strike without any warning.

Phoebe knew that her daughter wanted to be an actress, but when Elizabeth first left home, it wasn’t to chase stardom in Hollywood. She was prone to ill health, and the frigid weather in Massachusetts often exacerbated her asthma. It was advised that she move to a drier, warmer climate. She moved to Florida, where she found a job as a waitress in Miami. She wouldn’t stay for long. Her restless streak was emerging, and this period would mark the beginning of the nomadic lifestyle that Elizabeth would adopt for the rest of her brief life.

She moved to California in the spring of 1943, where she found a job as a civilian clerk at Camp Cooke, now the Vandenberg Air Force Base in Lompoc. Later that year, she was arrested in Santa Barbara for underage drinking. She got back in contact with her father, who she discovered was alive and living in Vallejo, California. She could move in with him, he’d offered.

But this arrangement would prove to be short-lived. “She came to live with me in Vallejo,” Cleo Short said, “but she spent all her time running around when she was supposed to be keeping house for me, so I made her leave. I didn’t want anything to do with her or any of the rest of the family then. I was through with all of them.”

Once again a free agent, Elizabeth went south—to Hollywood.
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One of the defining characteristics that would emerge in the investigation was Elizabeth’s apparent tendency to tell lies and half-truths—some small and inconsequential, others large and significantly deceptive. Detectives soon realized that it would be difficult to ascertain which details about Elizabeth’s life were real and which ones were made up.

Over the first few weeks of the investigation, investigators hit dead end after dead end, as the stories told by the people she knew—friends back home, people she’d met in LA, roommates, family—would all contradict one other. Detectives didn’t know which leads to pursue and which to drop. While several of her stories were complete fabrications, certain segments of the stories Elizabeth told to each of these people may have contained small grains of truth.

She was also hard to pin down. In Hollywood, she rarely stayed in one place for long. She kept packing up and moving. She moved from one rooming house to another, sometimes living with as many as seven other young women her age. She lived at the Hawthorne Hotel on 1611 North Orange Drive with fifteen-year-old roommate Lynn Martin and Marjorie Graham, Elizabeth’s friend from back home. Then she moved to the Chancellor Hotel on 1842 North Cherokee. She lived on the top floor in apartment 501, with seven other girls who each paid a dollar a week.

From there, she moved to a house on 6024 Carlos Avenue. The home was owned by Mark Hansen, the owner of the leather-bound address book found in Elizabeth’s belongings. He also owned the Florentine Gardens nightclub—he’d bought out his share of the club from Bugsy Siegel. Elizabeth’s roommate at the Carlos house, Ann Toth, said that Elizabeth hadn’t lived there for very long, but she did live there twice. She’d first moved in for a few weeks over the summer, after which she’d moved out. Then she came back to live in the house later in the fall.

According to Mark, the address book had been given to him as a gift years earlier. It had gone missing from his desk—right around the time Elizabeth moved out the second time. This small book contained over seventy-five names of Hansen’s contacts around the LA area.

It is generally believed that Elizabeth Short was an aspiring actress, and that her dreams of stardom were what brought her to Hollywood. This may have been true. Despite what she had written home to her mother, however, there is no evidence that she ever worked as an extra. She wasn’t known to go on auditions, and there is no evidence that she ever seriously sought any kind of movie work during her time in Los Angeles.

What is certain about Elizabeth is that her social life was incredibly active. She was known as a regular at bars and clubs. There is a rumor that she gained employment at the Florentine Gardens nightclub on Sunset Boulevard as a B-girl. B-girls were young, attractive women who were employed by bars and clubs to fraternize with the guests, encouraging them to order more drinks and running up their tabs at the bar.
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On a tip from Red, Elizabeth’s luggage was retrieved from the downtown Greyhound bus station by police and Examiner reporters. LAPD Captain Jack Donahoe quickly took possession of the suitcase, and its contents have never been revealed to the press or the public. Donahoe, according to Black Dahlia Files author Donald Wolfe, stated that the evidence inside was “dynamite.”

There was another trunk, her former roommates told investigators. Elizabeth had spoken about losing all of her memory books when her luggage was lost during a trip from Chicago to Los Angeles in the summer of 1946. Reporter Will Fowler was promptly dispatched to find the missing trunk. He and a colleague, Baker Conrad, searched train and bus stations, Railway Express offices and freight depots, before uncovering the missing luggage at a Railway Express in downtown LA. “The luggage turned out to be a suitcase and some bags—not a trunk,” he later said. “Sure enough, the memory books were inside.”

The contents revealed a young girl captivated by romance. Inside was a bundle of love letters neatly tied with a red ribbon. According to Donald Wolfe, “the cache of Elizabeth Short’s love letters discovered by the Examiner revealed a romantic who dreamed of finding the right man—someone she could trust and give her heart to in an enduring relationship.”

Newspaper clippings were also found in the suitcase, and a hefty stash of photos depicted Elizabeth around town, and in the company of an array of servicemen. According to reporter Will Fowler, “after that the Black Dahlia case became the best-illustrated crime story in newspaper history.”

Captain Donahoe received a call from city editor James H. Richardson, informing him that they were now happily in possession of their own trove of evidence. He issued an ultimatum: “You’re welcome to the luggage we found, Donahoe, but I want it understood that the story is ours exclusively.” He offered to allow LAPD detectives to come to the Examiner offices where the luggage could be looked over and examined for evidence. Will Fowler would later remember, “Donahoe blew a fuse. But what could he do? If Donahoe refused to cooperate, Richardson told him he’d just have to damn well read about the contents of Beth Short’s luggage and the progress of the case in the Examiner.” Donahoe relented.
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A local restaurant owner called in and reported seeing a purse, shoes, and some clothes on top of the trash cans behind his diner. Officers raced to the site, but by the time they arrived, the trash had already been collected. They went to the city dump, where they combed the piles of refuse to locate the items. In the rubble, they found the black top-handle purse and one of the suede pumps.

Red positively identified them because he knew that hers had fresh caps on the heels. On January 9, he’d taken her to the cobbler and paid to have them fixed on the way up from San Diego.

Weeks went by, and detectives were no closer to solving the case than when they’d started. They’d interviewed hundreds of potential suspects and released them all. False leads kept pouring in, further watering down their chances. Newspaper reports lamented that officers had “plowed through scores of false clues, sifted dumps for bits of evidence, interviewed hundreds of persons, only to return their investigation to the letter writer who mailed in Miss Short’s belongings.”

When a bloodstained butcher knife was found in Coldwater Canyon near a cluster of empty cabins in early February, detectives believed it could be significant. It was treated as a possible new lead in the case. It was reported in the LA Times that the knife was sent out for testing, but the results were never made public, and the knife was never reported on again. Whether the test results were inconclusive or insignificant is not known.

Similarly, a bloody tarpaulin was reported as a potential clue in Indio. Such was the desperation to solve the case that, even as new leads continued to spring up seemingly out of nowhere, detectives were forced to pursue each one with equal fervor. No stone could be left unturned. Those long initial weeks of the investigation saw detectives chasing new tips down every avenue, often leading to dead ends.

Some investigators theorized that the killer might have cut the body in half for the sake of convenience, for the purposes of transporting it more neatly and with greater ease than if it had been still whole. The cement bags were thought to have been the wrapping with which the killer bound her severed body with ropes, like a parcel. For a time police entertained the notion that, because the body had presumably been severed for ease of transport, the killer could be a woman. On January 25, the LA Daily News expounded on this theory, reporting that “some of the evidence points to a woman killer—a brittle masculine type, who killed for revenge or sadistic pleasure, and who now, knowing the bewilderment of police officers, is trying to prove her superiority to men.”

Less than a month after Elizabeth’s body was found, another nude woman was found in a vacant lot. Her death had also been brutal—she’d been badly beaten and savagely stomped, and left in the vacant lot to die. She had been a minor celebrity during her lifetime as a noted nurse, aviatrix, and movie bit player. Her name was Jeanne French. Police wondered if the extreme nature of her killing indicated a possible connection to the Dahlia case. This seemed substantiated by the taunting message scrawled on the dead woman’s body in her own red lipstick: “Fuck You B.D.”

Investigators believed that “B.D.” stood for “Black Dahlia,” and that the crime could have been committed by the same killer, who apparently wasn’t done heckling the police. The press speedily dubbed the murder of Jeanne French the “Red Lipstick Murder.”
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Elizabeth Short arrived in San Diego in early December, unsure of what her next move would be. She found an all-night movie theater and bought a ticket. She lugged her suitcases and hatbox in with her and chose a seat in the musty, darkened room. At least here she could pass the night and hopefully get some sleep. In the morning she would figure out what she would do next.

Dorothy French, a clerk at the theater (no relation to Jeanne), noticed the pretty brunette struggling with her luggage. She knew that the theater was often used as an overnight crash pad for people who didn’t have anywhere else to go. During her shift that night, she took pity on this young woman and decided to approach her. She offered Elizabeth a temporary place to stay, on the couch in the apartment she shared with her mother and younger brother. She knew her mother, Elvera, would agree that it was the right thing to do, to help the young lady out while she got back on her feet.

Elizabeth gratefully accepted and went home with Dorothy after her shift. As it turned out, during her stay with the Frenches, Elizabeth didn’t appear to make any effort to get back on her feet. She seemed quite comfortable, even happy to stay on their couch. She wrote her mother back home, telling her that she had found work at the naval hospital nearby.

The Frenches refuted this, later telling investigators that Elizabeth had never worked during her stay with them. Furthermore, they had never even seen her looking for work. Instead, they were often exasperated to find her in the bathroom, gussying up to go out on dates with San Diego servicemen.
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Robert M. Manley was tall and lanky, nicknamed “Red” for his bright red hair and accompanying freckles. At twenty-five years old, he was a traveling salesman who sold pipe clamps out of his briefcase. He lived in Huntington Park with his twenty-two-year-old wife, Harriette, and their new baby. He traveled often for work and had often resisted temptation, never having been unfaithful to his wife. That is, until he met Elizabeth in December of 1946.

They’d met during one of his business trips to San Diego. While driving his tan Studebaker through the beach town, he’d spotted the pretty brunette standing on the sidewalk near a bus station. He stopped the car, letting the engine idle while he called out to her, asking her if she needed a ride.

At first she refused to acknowledge him. When he persisted, she finally turned toward him. Feigning indignation, she asked, “Do you always pick up strange girls from the street?”

He smiled. He said that he didn’t, but something about her had made him stop the car.

Apparently satisfied with his answer, she had gathered her belongings and made her way toward the Studebaker.

Over the next several weeks, every time Red was in San Diego, he would give Elizabeth a call at the Frenches’ and ask for a date. She always said yes. They would go to dinner, for drinks, or out dancing.

As the weeks rolled by, Elizabeth rang in the New Year in San Diego, still on Dorothy and Elvera French’s couch. She wrote often to a longtime beau, US Army Air Force lieutenant Joseph Gordon Fickling. He, according to Elvera French, sent Elizabeth a money order for $100—the equivalent of $1,300 today.

In the first week of January, three unidentified persons—two men and a woman—came and knocked on the Frenches’ door. They waited for a few moments, looking at each other in silence. They knocked again. Finally, when no answer came, they hastened to their car and sped off.

Dorothy later said that she and her mother had been asleep at the time, but that Elizabeth was awake and had peeked out the window to see who it was. According to Dorothy, when Elizabeth related this to her, she seemed deeply shaken by the experience. In fact, Dorothy said, anytime anyone came to the door, Elizabeth was visibly fearful. Dorothy French told investigators that she had been genuinely curious about this and wanted to know what was going on. Since Elizabeth appeared so disturbed, however, she’d elected not to press her about it.

About a month into Elizabeth’s stay on their couch, Dorothy and Elvera decided they had had enough. They sat Elizabeth down and asked her to leave. It was an exchange that, by all accounts, was polite and went smoothly.

Elizabeth called Red. On January 8, he was there to pick her up in his tan Studebaker. Neighbors who witnessed them leaving the Frenches’ said they appeared to be cheerful as Red helped her into the car with her suitcases and hatbox.

Investigators later learned that Manley had had business to attend to in San Diego the following morning, and after that, he’d told Elizabeth, she could ride with him back to Los Angeles. Until then, the night was theirs to do as they pleased.

They checked in at a motel in nearby Pacific Beach where they freshened up. That night, they went out to dinner at one of their usual places, Hacienda, and then out for drinks. After that they picked up some take-out and headed back to the motor court.

Once back in their room, Red told investigators that Elizabeth suddenly became cold. She was shivering, pulling her overcoat around her chest in an effort to get warm. He built a fire and pulled a chair up to the fireplace for her. He removed his coat and draped it over her, and found some extra blankets to pile on top of that.

His efforts, though valiant, were futile. Nothing seemed to quell the infernal chill that had overtaken her. She was still shaking, her teeth now chattering.

When Hearst newspaper columnist Agness Underwood interviewed Red for her column, she asked him if he and Elizabeth had been intimate that night, or at any point during their courtship. He strenuously denied it. According to Red, that night he simply kissed her, and they both went to bed.

The next morning, Red arose early to attend to his business calls. In the afternoon, he returned to the motel to retrieve Elizabeth. She was ready to go, dressed smartly in a black collarless jacket and pencil skirt, frilly white blouse, fresh stockings, white gloves, and a long beige overcoat. She carried a shiny black patent leather bag, and on her feet were black suede pumps.

She asked him if they could run a quick errand before they left. She wanted to go to the cobbler’s to put extra caps on the heels.

On the drive up from San Diego, Red could tell that Elizabeth was nervous. She kept checking the passing cars to see who was in them. At one point, when a car came up to pass them in the adjoining lane, she ducked down. She seemed terrified, paranoid that whoever was in the car might know her or recognize her. Red later told detectives that she did this repeatedly during the long drive back to Los Angeles.

Elizabeth told Red that her sister had checked into a room at the posh Biltmore Hotel and was already there waiting for her. But, oddly, she wanted to first stop at the downtown bus depot to check in her bags. When they arrived at the Olive Street entrance to the hotel, he offered to accompany her into the lobby. She initially resisted his offer, but when she realized he wasn’t going to leave her there alone, she gave in.

She asked him to wait in the lobby while she went upstairs to check for her sister. She seemed stressed, and he wanted to help. Left alone in the lobby, Red kept his eyes peeled for anyone matching Elizabeth’s description of her sister. She’d said her sister was short and blonde, so he approached a few women who matched that description, asking if they were Elizabeth’s sister. They weren’t.

Red sheepishly retreated and sat on one of the plush banquettes. Elizabeth returned a short while later telling Red that her sister had not checked in yet and that she would wait for her in the lobby until she arrived. By that point it was beginning to darken outside. Red had to get back home to Huntington Park. He bade her farewell and made his way out the ornate doors and toward his tan Studebaker outside.

At about 6:30 p.m., he revved the engine and started on his way, taking one last look through the doors at Elizabeth, alone in the lobby. He didn’t know that this would be the last time he would ever see her alive.
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The approximate week between Elizabeth Short’s last known sighting on January 9 at the Biltmore and January 15, when her body was found in Leimert Park, has been widely publicized as her “lost week.” However, it is interesting to note that during this period, there are many reported sightings of Elizabeth in and around Los Angeles. Most notable are the sightings by people who knew her well. The initial impression she inevitably left on those who crossed her path was an indelible one of beauty and refinement, making her especially memorable even to those who only vaguely knew her. She was seen with a tall blonde woman by more than one person and at more than one location in the days leading up to her death.

The following is a list of reported sightings of Elizabeth Short in and around Los Angeles during her “lost week”:


January 9 or 10—Chancellor Hotel resident and casual acquaintance Iris Menuay saw Elizabeth sitting in the Chancellor lobby at about 8:30 p.m., hugging a man who Iris said was dressed “like a gas station attendant.”

January 10—Elizabeth was seen at the Gay Way bar on South Main downtown, across the street from the Rosslyn Hotel.

January 10—Bartender Buddy La Gore of the Four Star Grill on Hollywood Boulevard saw Elizabeth walk in with two women. He recognized her as one of the bar’s regulars and was quick to note that she always dressed beautifully. Yet, on this night, her appearance was uncharacteristically disheveled. La Gore said she looked “seedy, as if she’d slept in her clothes.” Her sheer black dress was crumpled and stained. Although he always saw her in new stockings with perfectly straight seams, tonight she was bare-legged. Her dark hair was straggly and unkempt, and her usually immaculate lipstick was smeared on her face. Her face powder was cakey and built up.

January 10—An unnamed witness, given the alias “John Doe #1” by Captain Donahoe, saw Elizabeth getting into a black coupe on the 7200 block of Sunset Boulevard with two women, one blonde and one brunette. He’d overheard Elizabeth saying that they were staying in a motel in Sherman Oaks on Ventura Boulevard, and that they were heading to the Flamingo Club on La Brea.

January 10—Christenia Salisbury was a good friend of Elizabeth’s from Miami who owned the Miami Beach café where Beth had worked as a waitress in 1945. She ran into Elizabeth coming out of the Tabu Club at 7290 Sunset Boulevard with two women. One, Salisbury said, was a tall blonde. The other was a shorter brunette with very heavy makeup. While the others proceeded to the car at the curb, Elizabeth paused for a few minutes on the sidewalk to say hello and catch up. When Christenia asked for her new phone number, Elizabeth asked for hers instead, telling her that she was staying with the two women at a motel in Sherman Oaks and didn’t have access to a phone. “Give me your phone [number] and I’ll call you,” Elizabeth had said. She took the number and said good-bye, rushing off to the waiting car.

January 11—Painting contractor Paul Simone was working in the lobby of the Chancellor when he overheard a loud, “bitter argument” between two young women coming from the rear of the building. As he walked back to see what the fuss was about, he saw that one of the women was shouting and “cursing viciously” at a pretty brunette, who he identified as Elizabeth Short. He worried that the two women might start physically fighting. The woman stopped shouting at Elizabeth when she saw Simone approaching. She yelled, “Oh, nuts to you!” and stomped out of the building. “It was pretty hard language,” Simone said.

January 11—Another unnamed witness, alias John Doe #2, was a gas station attendant at the Beverly Hills Hotel. At around 2:30 a.m., a tan 1942 Chrysler coupe stopped for a fill. Elizabeth was in the back seat, and he said she’d seemed “very upset and frightened.” Another woman in dark clothing was also in the car. A man of about thirty was driving.

January 11—Cabdriver I. A. Jorgenson picked up Elizabeth and a man at the Rosslyn Hotel downtown at 5th & Main. The man told Jorgenson to drive to a motel in Hollywood.

January 12—Mr. & Mrs. Johnson owned and managed a hotel at 300 East Washington Blvd. It was ten a.m. on Sunday. A man came in to ask for a room but wouldn’t sign the register. When pressed, he said, “Just put Barnes and wife.” Elizabeth came in an hour later wearing a white blouse and pink or beige slacks, topped with her beige overcoat. A white scarf was tied over her head and she carried a shiny purse with top handles. The Johnsons opined that this must have been the man who killed her. They saw the man again on January 15.

January 12—At the Dugout Café on Main Street in the shadow of the Cecil Hotel, bartender C. G. Williams knew Elizabeth as a regular. Elizabeth came in, this time with a “small, attractive blonde” woman. This particular afternoon stood out because of a loud scene after two men tried to pick the two women up and were rebuffed. He remembered that the “fracas started when two men tried to move in at their table. The blonde went into a rage, and we had quite a time calming her down.”

January 13—Elizabeth was seen at Hollywood and Highland in the passenger’s seat of a 1937 Ford sedan by former jockey John Jiroudek. He had known her at Camp Cooke and remembered when she’d been named “Camp Cutie.” They spoke for a moment. The tall blonde behind the wheel expressed irritation that Elizabeth was talking to him, and drove away as soon as the light turned green. “She seemed jealous because Beth talked to me,” Jiroudek said.

January 14—Greyhound bus driver Ben W. Staggs claims that he picked up a woman he identified as Elizabeth Short during the early-morning hours in Santa Barbara. He said he dropped her off at the Los Angeles terminal.

January 14—Policewoman Myrl McBride was working outside of the bus depot when Elizabeth Short ran up to her, sobbing, in fear for her life. “Someone wants to kill me,” the tearful girl had said. She told the officer that she “live[d] in terror” of an ex-serviceman who threatened her life if he saw her with another man. The officer walked her back into the bar to get her purse. Elizabeth went back in and, later, came out with two men and a woman.

January 14—She was spotted once more with the tall blonde by cabdriver Charles Beckham, who was sure that it was Elizabeth he had picked up with the blonde on the 100 block of West 41st Street. He said that both women were wearing black evening gowns topped with fur coats. He dropped them off at separate hotels in Hollywood.



Later reports would suggest that the tall blonde was twenty-one-year-old Caral Marshall from Tulare, California. Officers picked her up in a bar in Barstow after the fair-haired, six-foot-one beauty was heard drunkenly proclaiming that she knew who had killed the Black Dahlia and, “for the right kind of money,” she’d share what she knew. According to derisive reports at the time, she was “dismissed by officers as a thrill-seeker who knew nothing of the case but what she had gleaned from reading the newspapers.”
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The Dahlia case remained fairly dormant until 2003, when retired LAPD homicide detective Steve Hodel published his findings, which had led him to the conclusion that his own late father, George Hodel, had committed the gruesome murder. He had begun his investigative journey after his father’s death, when he found two photos in his father’s possessions that he was convinced were of Elizabeth Short.

Hodel emphatically states that his initial motivation was to disprove that his father had had anything to do with her. The evidence he found, he says, would show otherwise. In the process of collecting his evidence, Hodel also made some startling discoveries about his own family.

George Hodel had been a socially prominent physician in 1940s Los Angeles. He ran a venereal disease clinic on 7th and Flower downtown, where he catered to the highest echelons of the city’s brass. While his particular profession thrived on discretion, it gave him access to highly sensitive information about some of the most powerful people in Los Angeles.

He was extraordinarily well-connected and kept company with such art luminaries as Man Ray, Henry Miller, John Farrow, and John Huston—who had previously been married to George’s third wife, Dorothy.

The Hodel family lived on Franklin Avenue, in a renowned Mayan-revival style house designed by Lloyd Wright (son of Frank Lloyd Wright) in 1926. The home is a local landmark called the Sowden House, and it is as distinctive and avant-garde today as it was when it was first built.

This was the house where Steve Hodel grew up. From 1945 to 1950 he lived here with his father George, his three brothers, their mother Dorothy (nicknamed Dorero), and their older sister, Tamar, from one of George’s prior relationships.

George would become well-known for the parties he gave for his famous friends at this house, ranging anywhere from artsy and innocuous to lewd and orgiastic. It was also not uncommon for him to include his children in the festivities. One of Hodel’s sons tells of the time he saw his father writing on the breasts of a topless woman in red lipstick, calling to mind the writing in lipstick on the nude body of Jeanne French in the “Red Lipstick Murder.”

Particularly featured in his debauched festivities was Hodel’s fourteen-year-old daughter, Tamar. She would allege that she had posed for nude photos for Man Ray when she was only a child, and that her father had taken it upon himself to “teach her” about oral sex at age eleven. At his parties, George would offer his fourteen-year-old daughter to his friends, often having sex with her himself. Tamar would later recall an incident in which she had narrowly escaped being raped by John Huston at one such party at the Sowden House. According to Tamar, her stepmother, Dorero, had stopped him, pulling Huston off the girl with little more than a gentle reprimand.

When Tamar was fifteen, she discovered that she was pregnant. It was decided that, in order to avoid scrutiny, she would be sent away until she could deliver the baby. The resulting child was named Fauna and given up for adoption. On the child’s birth certificate, the space for the identification of the father was left blank.

In 1949, Tamar filed an incest charge against her father. Much to the chagrin of the wealthy and socially connected Hodel family, the charge led to a highly publicized trial. Hodel swiftly secured a top defense team that included Robert Neeb and infamous Hollywood lawyer Jerry Giesler. At the trial, the rest of the family all but lined up to testify that Tamar was a habitual liar, pathologically predisposed to coming up with dream scenarios and living in a fantasy world of her own concoction.

Despite initially confessing upon questioning and later recanting his confession at the trial, George was acquitted of the charge. Though his reputation hadn’t emerged entirely unscathed, he was able to go back to his plush life as the sole breadwinner for the family, going back to running his clinic as before. Joe Barrett, a tenant who rented a room at the Sowden House, would later say that George Hodel had boasted that the $15,000 fee (nearly $170,000 today) he’d paid to Jerry Giesler had been used to influence the district attorney, helping to secure his acquittal.

Another of Tamar’s allegations was that, in warning her of her father’s dangerous capabilities, her stepmother had once pulled her aside and whispered to her that it was her father who had killed the Black Dahlia. Predictably, this assertion was brushed aside, along with the rest of Tamar’s “fantastical tales.” What was not brought up at the trial, however, was the fact that George Hodel was indeed a suspect in the macabre murder case.

LA Times journalist and author Steve Lopez had the unique opportunity in 2003 to peruse the DA’s locked Black Dahlia files for the first time in decades. According to Lopez, it was “like exhuming a body.”


My stomach turned when I came to photos of the corpses of Elizabeth Short, who was 22, and Jeanne French, 45. You could almost hear their screams. Both had brief flirtations with Hollywood. But fame came in death, delivering them finally to this cardboard coffin.

Flipping past those photos, a number of smaller mug shots slipped out of the stack, and looking up at me, his eyes dark and narrow, was Dr. George Hodel.

So he was a suspect.



In his profession, the physician was privy to confidential details pertaining to many members of LA’s upper echelons of society. He surely would have had knowledge of the city’s prostitution rings, and the police protection under which they operated. As Tamar would later put it, “he had a dossier on the cops and their prostitutes—he had something on the police department.” Steve Hodel asserts that his father’s intimate knowledge of the rampant LAPD corruption during the 1940s would have kept him safe from police confrontation.

George Hodel drove a black 1936 Packard, similar to the one seen by neighbors at 39th and Norton. Finally, the bloodstained fifty-pound concrete bags found on the vacant lot near Elizabeth Short’s body were identical to those that had recently been ordered by Lloyd Wright for renovations on Hodel’s home. The pallet of concrete bags was delivered to the Sowden House on January 9.

Hodel’s house was wiretapped by investigators on February 15, 1950. The recordings no longer exist, as much of the evidence in connection with the case has since been lost or destroyed. The recording transcripts, however, are still in the DA’s files.

On February 18, just after 7:30 p.m., Hodel was heard speaking to an unidentified man with a German accent. “This is the best payoff I’ve seen between law enforcement agencies. I’d like to get a connection made in the DA’s office.” Cryptically, he goes on to further explain to his German friend: “Any imperfections will be found. They will have to be made perfect. Don’t confess, ever. Two and two is not four [much laughter]. We’re just a couple of smart boys [more laughter].”

Most incriminating is the following statement by George Hodel: “Supposin’ I did kill the Black Dahlia. They couldn’t prove it now. They can’t talk to my secretary anymore because she’s dead.”

This is in reference to the 1945 death of his secretary, Ruth Spaulding, in which Hodel was also a suspect. He’d burned a number of her personal effects before calling the police, and the case was later dropped due to lack of evidence.

He continues, “[I] realize there was nothing I could do, put a pillow over her head and cover her with a blanket. Get a taxi. Expired 12:59. They thought there was something fishy. Anyway, now they may have figured it out. Killed her. Maybe I did kill my secretary.”

Later that evening, the microphone picks up panicked sounds of a woman in the basement. Below are transcription notes of the lost audio recordings.


8:20 p.m.—Sounded as though the two men went down steps and entered the basement and began digging. Something was referred to as “not a trace.” It also appeared as though a pipe was being hit.

8:25 p.m.—A woman screams.

8:27 p.m.—A woman screams again.



The following note accompanies the transcript entry: “It should be noted that a woman was not heard before the time of screaming since 6:50 p.m. She was not in any conversation, and not heard of again until the time of letting out these two screams.”

Chief inspector, Lieutenant Frank B. Jemison, said, amazingly, that the wiretap evidence “tends to eliminate this suspect.”

The DA dropped the investigation in 1950.

Six weeks after the wiretapping, Hodel fled to Hawaii. He then moved on to the Philippines in 1953, where he would remain for the next forty years. In 1967, a bisected woman’s nude body was found in a vacant lot in Manila.

Her body had been posed. The lot was within a mile of George’s house.

Chief of detectives Thad Brown later told his close friend, the iconic Dragnet actor Jack Webb, that despite the case’s officially unsolved status, he’d known who the killer had been all along. He said it was a “doctor in Hollywood who lived on Franklin Avenue.”
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Another theory, put forth by Donald Wolfe in The Black Dahlia Files, suggests that the triad between law enforcement, organized crime, and one of LA’s most historically influential families may have been responsible for Elizabeth Short’s murder and its subsequent unsolved status.

His theory holds that Elizabeth was working as a call girl for a prostitution ring in Los Angeles. During her tenure, she’d become a favorite of Norman Chandler, heir and publisher of the LA Times. He would entertain her in his penthouse at the California Club on Flower Street—just behind the Biltmore Hotel. Wolfe asserts that, as a result of their illicit relationship, Elizabeth became pregnant. The standard operating procedure for such a situation, of course, would have been an expeditious appointment with a Syndicate abortionist.

However, Elizabeth had a plan of her own.

“The implication that she was pregnant with the child of the richest and most powerful man in the city wouldn’t have escaped Elizabeth,” Wolfe maintains. She is said to have refused the abortion, with the idea of keeping the resulting child and asking for support from Chandler in exchange for her silence.

However, according to Wolfe, “those who didn’t cooperate had serious problems—especially if someone as powerful as the heir to the Chandler dynasty was involved. Indeed, if Elizabeth didn’t proceed with the abortion… she would indeed have had reason to be afraid of somebody or something.”

This would explain Dorothy French’s statements that Elizabeth had been terrified when two men and a woman had come knocking at the door of the French residence, as well as Red Manley’s testimony that she had been frightened on their drive back to Los Angeles.

Chandler’s affairs were generally looked after by Assistant Police Chief Joe Reed. Wolfe opines that a subsequent call from Reed or Captain Jack Donahoe to a top underworld figure would have taken care of Chandler’s particular problem.

The blunt-force trauma to Elizabeth’s head, Wolfe argues, was typical of Syndicate assassin Bugsy Siegel, who was known for pistol-whipping his victims. The slashing across her face was thought to be symbolically attributed to the Mafia custom of Omertà—the oath of silence. The vertical incision below her navel is consistent with that of a hysterectomy, and her uterus had been removed. Despite the organ’s absence, all reports on the body made it a point to mention that she wasn’t pregnant at the time of her murder.

Chandler was friends with Arthur Lake, husband of Patricia Van Cleve—the illegitimate daughter of William Randolph Hearst and Marion Davies. Wolfe maintains that Arthur Lake knew Elizabeth Short from her frequent rendezvous with Norman Chandler in his California Club penthouse. Even if she hadn’t known him personally, Elizabeth at least had access to Lake’s contact information. Indeed, Lake’s name was listed in the pages of the address book she’d swiped from Mark Hansen’s desk. It is unknown, however, whether Lake’s name and phone number were added to the book by Hansen or by Short.

In any case, word came down from Hearst’s office: Agness Underwood was ordered off the Dahlia case. Years later, she would say that she had spent the following days at her desk in the city room of the Herald-Express headquarters, neither answering her ringing phone nor speaking to anyone in the office, knitting in a silent act of defiant protest. She was planning on leaving her position when, days later, she was promoted to city editor.
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A final theory put forth by former LA Times columnist Larry Harnisch is similarly compelling. Dr. Walter Bayley had been a surgeon who was thought to have operated in the LA abortion rings of the 1940s. He would have had the surgical knowledge to perform the neat bisection of Elizabeth Short, as he was an associate professor of surgery at USC Medical School.

He’d lived only a block away from the crime scene. The Bayley and Short families also knew each other. His daughter, Barbara Lindgren, was the matron of honor at Elizabeth’s sister Virginia’s wedding. His office, like Hodel’s, was in the downtown area. He had advancing dementia and had reportedly undergone a dramatic change in personality.

According to Harnisch, in an interview with Bayley’s former secretary, he learned that Bayley and his mistress, Dr. Alexandra von Partyka, had a morbidly peculiar habit of picking up dinner and bringing it back to the office, where they played classical music and ate while watching surgery films. The office was on West 6th Street, a short distance outside of downtown near the Westlake district.

Alexandra von Partyka was blackmailing him about a secret, and it made the pages of the LA Examiner in 1948. “Intimidation by a young woman colleague caused Dr. Walter A. Bayley, physician, to disinherit his wife, the widow Mrs. Ruth A. Bayley, she claimed yesterday in a will contest suit, filed in Superior Court. Mrs. Bayley, who lives at 3959 South Norton Ave., asserts that while associated with Dr. Bayley in practicing medicine, Dr. [von] Partyka threatened to expose and ruin him if he returned to his wife.”

His estranged wife lived on the 3900 block of Norton Avenue and, as Harnisch puts it, Bayley was angry with her, and would have wanted to “put the fear of God into that neighborhood.” Harnisch sums up his theory, “He’s a surgeon with mental problems who underwent a drastic personality shift. He had the strange habit of watching surgery films at night. He has a secret and lived in constant fear of being exposed. I’ll never say I’m a hundred percent sure. I still don’t have all the details I’d like and I’m still hoping to get more. But it makes a neat package, doesn’t it?”
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The murder of Elizabeth Short has been famously described as a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma. It was the most sensational and famous crime in LA’s history. Los Angeles changed when her body was found on that vacant lot in Leimert Park, a few miles south of downtown. The city’s consciousness was altered by the sheer scope of the violence, grislier than can be concocted by any Hollywood producer or filmmaker. Most chilling is the fact that her killer has never been identified, and never will be.

Decades later, Walter Morgan, an ex-DA investigator who had worked on the case after 1949, was asked his opinion as to why the murder of Elizabeth Short has never been solved after all these years.

“The only thing I can think,” he replied slowly, “is some money must have [changed hands] between people.”

Larry Harnisch would conclude: “This is not a story where the victim got justice, the family got closure, and the killer was captured and punished,” he says. “As a result, this is a story that fades to conjecture. This is a story without an ending.”
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The Madam

Brenda Allen and Her Girls

HER REAL NAME WAS MARIE MITCHELL, OR SO SHE SAID. SHE WASN’T exactly forthcoming about her past or where she came from. When asked, Brenda Allen would only say that she had come from a small town somewhere in the East. No one in her family knew her occupation or that, while in the movie town, her name was Brenda Allen. This was, she’d explain, why she always wore elaborate hats and shielded her face with wide dark glasses when she knew she was going to be photographed. When she went home to visit, she used her self-taught beauty expertise to change her makeup and wear a different hairstyle. This was apparently all that was necessary to keep her identity as a prominent and notorious Hollywood madam under wraps. Brenda Allen would, by the sheer force of her will, remain a mysterious and elusive figure.

Brenda Allen was well-known in high circles in 1940s Los Angeles. She dressed expensively and, perhaps even surprisingly, she had good taste. Her dyed auburn hair was always shiny and impeccably coiffed, framing an attractive square face with round cheekbones, daintily punctuated by a small cleft in her chin. Her makeup was tasteful and her red lipstick, though slightly overlined, was always crisply applied.

Among the things she shared with her Syndicate business associate, Mickey Cohen—besides her profits—was the fact that she also had an intense fixation on her hands, constantly making sure they were scrubbed clean and that her nails were immaculately groomed at all times. The Hollywood madam’s meticulous attention to her long, flawlessly manicured nails bordered on obsession.

Brenda Allen didn’t present the image of a common party girl. She was distinctly dignified, and she was serious about her business. She had the air of a woman not to be trifled with.

What little is known about Brenda Allen is that, when she arrived on the West Coast in the 1930s, she came under the wing of a successful madam named Ann Forrester. Dark-haired and matronly with a gently sloping chin, the madam had the outward appearance of a despotic schoolteacher. Forrester had begun as a streetwalker downtown, eventually working in the Spring Street brothel owned by Marie Conaty, wife of vice lord Guy McAfee. Hardened by her occupation, Ann Forrester was nicknamed “The Black Widow,” and her reputation often preceded her. The madam could be harsh, sometimes ruthless. She carried with her a little black book in which she kept detailed notes on all of her professional contacts. Next to each person’s name, she dutifully logged any incriminating information she knew about them, in the event that she might later need to blackmail them into compliance.

Some of her girls later claimed that working for Ann was nothing like the glamorous, luxurious lifestyle she had initially promised them. They bemoaned the fact that she regularly overfilled their schedules with a barrage of clients, rarely allowing them time to rest. Even on days when they were sick, Ann had no mercy. The girls were still required to work. Moreover, they were only paid a fraction of the dollar amount that Ann had pledged to them. On top of all this, the madam was short-tempered and ill-mannered, quick to dismiss her underlings whenever she felt slighted in the least.

Not surprisingly, the girls in Ann Forrester’s employ came to resent her.

When the madam was tried in 1940 in connection with her prostitution ring, witnesses were called to testify against her. The prosecution had no trouble in securing the testimony of an assemblage of girls who had worked for her. The statements of these girls—dubbed “the Canaries” for the way they “sang” in court—aided in securing her conviction. Ann Forrester was sentenced to ten years in Tehachapi.
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Filling the vacancy left by her former employer’s incarceration, Brenda Allen moved to establish her own escort service. Where Ann Forrester had ruled with an iron fist, Brenda Allen took on a more motherly role with the girls in her employ. She took care of them, seeing to it that they were well compensated and lived comfortably.

Brenda’s target market for her escort service was rich and powerful Angelenos: film industry tycoons, celebrities, moneyed society men, wealthy businessmen, and government figures. The base price for a single date was $20—about $235 today. Depending on the girl (and the client’s wallet), this could increase to $30, $50, or even $100 per rendezvous.

Brenda was an astute businesswoman, and she knew her audience. She wanted her girls to seamlessly blend in with the high-class clientele to which her service catered. She herself was self-taught in proper etiquette, and she had worked on and cultivated her own image as a classy, well-dressed woman. She passed her skills on to her girls, ensuring that they were as well-dressed and impeccably groomed as she was. She created recurrent schedules for the girls in her stable, allowing them regular days off. She personally invested in each one, fostering relationships and positioning herself as a nurturing presence for each of them.

Brenda was wily and personable, as clever as she was comely. She ran her business not out of a single house, but citywide via a private telephone wire service. She kept multiple properties around the city. Her service was high class and ultra-exclusive. Each of her clients was thoroughly vetted, and newcomers could only get an appointment if they had a reference from an existing client.

Brenda kept a small black box full of index cards, with each one representing a client. The cards listed the name, contact details, tastes, and sexual affinities of each client. Her business worked like this: A client would call in and be connected with Brenda. He would describe what kind of girl he was looking for and the kind of evening he was after. If he was new, he would have to provide the references necessary to secure his appointment. If everything checked out, Brenda would create a card file for him. She would then call the girl she felt was best suited to that particular client. She’d provide the client’s location and any pertinent details, and that would be it. After each job, Brenda would collect her 50 percent cut.

LAPD vice squad sergeant Elmer Jackson was the man responsible for ensuring that Brenda Allen’s operation was protected from police interference. The young, reasonably handsome sergeant reported directly to the notoriously crooked, pockmarked Lieutenant Rudy Wellpott, also from the vice squad, and together they ran a lucrative shakedown racket. Brenda Allen’s prostitution ring counted as only one on a long roster of their “accounts.”

Jackson had begun collecting his weekly take from Brenda in 1946. He was also in love with her. He happily took bribe money from her, of course, but he also required a more carnal element in their arrangement. He wanted Brenda to sleep with him the way she directed her girls to do with their clients. He wanted the full experience—to believe that they were a couple, and that she loved him.

Brenda, for her part, was much more transactional in her relationship with Sergeant Jackson. For her, it was just something she had to do to guarantee the security of her business. She called him honey, and she made dates to see him whenever he asked, but she didn’t place any more weight on her relationship with Jackson than she did on any others who gave her the shakedown. To her, beyond being a bluecoat slug and a complete bore, he was just another payoff.
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Sergeant Charles Stoker joined the LAPD in 1942 and was quickly promoted to the vice squad. As a young, idealistic veteran who strictly adhered to his moral code, Stoker quickly found himself in over his head within the corrupt higher rungs of the LAPD—particularly after meeting and working with Rudy Wellpott. His bullheaded resolve to valiantly fulfill his duty as a “square apple,” or, as he put it, an “honest copper,” would ultimately be his undoing.

Stoker’s sheer determination to retain his professional integrity was rivaled only by his moralistic flair for the dramatic, once stating: “Laws had been made which were meant to be enforced; and I viewed myself as an instrument of their enforcement. Perhaps that was a naive or juvenile outlook in this cynical, Godless age. But I held to the conviction that police officers, of all people, shouldn’t break the law.” Stoker’s first-ever sting operation for the Administrative Vice Squad resulted in the successful arrest of a high-priced call girl in an unnamed luxury hotel downtown.

At first, Stoker had only heard gossip about Brenda Allen’s Hollywood demimonde above the Sunset Strip. Louder were the rumors that she was working with an officer from his own squad. As Stoker continued making call-girl arrests and venturing further into Hollywood, he became increasingly familiar with Brenda Allen’s call girl enterprise. As he put it, “no broken-down bags worked for Brenda. She procured the best for her Hollywood and Beverly Hills trade.”

The talk about his coworkers, he’d shortly find out, would also turn out to be true. According to Stoker, “[Allen] boasted to the girls who worked for her, and to her customers, that she was operating under police protection. And it was a known fact that the type of customer to whom Miss Allen catered had to be reasonably certain that he wouldn’t suffer the embarrassment of an arrest.”

Stoker resolved to take the madam down. He took it upon himself to hire noted sound engineer and wiretapper Jim Vaus to enter the basement of Brenda’s house on Miller Drive through a back door and install wiretaps on her telephone lines.

Among the recorded conversations with the newly installed equipment was one that made Stoker’s ears perk up. The madam picked up the receiver, dialed the private number of the Administrative Vice Squad office downtown, and asked for Sergeant Jackson. She was told that he was out. She left a message, identifying herself as “Mrs. Johnson.”

Jackson called her back. “Honey, I just came into the office and got your message. How’s business?” He asked about one of the girls, listening intently to the madam’s update.

Jackson told Brenda he was going to be busy the next day and couldn’t see her. But, he offered, the day after that, he would tell his wife that he was scheduled to be in court. He would visit Brenda instead, and, as Stoker put it, “sleep with her all day.” He made the rendezvous arrangements with Brenda for the specified day and, with an affectionate good-bye, hung up.

Brenda Allen placed another call. Another man answered. According to Stoker, “her conversation was littered with endearments. Among other things, she asked him why he hadn’t called her. She told him how much she loved him and asked him if he were going to come over and see her that night.”

She then recounted the conversation she’d had with Sergeant Jackson, saying, “That son of a bitch isn’t satisfied to take my money—he wants to sleep with me, too!” Gently the man’s voice came from the other end of the line: “As long as he is running things, you’ll have to tolerate it.”

Stoker’s intimation upon confirming the relationship between the vice squad officer and the madam comes straight out of film noir dialogue: “Their unholy alliance was for purposes of business, dirty business involving underworld money and police graft.”

After listening to these recordings, Stoker ramped up his investigation. He staged a raid of Brenda’s house on Harold Way using a decoy customer, securing her temporary detainment. With Brenda safely out of the way, Stoker and his partner, Ruggles, entered the house. He’d hired Vaus again, this time to fully equip the house with microphones. While waiting for Vaus to rig the equipment, Stoker perused the business files on Brenda’s desk.

Rifling through the books and stacks of papers, he came across a long list of names, phone numbers, and physical descriptions of each of the girls in Brenda’s service, along with detailed earnings reports for each girl. There were over a hundred names listed. With the help of Ruggles, Stoker quickly copied them all down.

With the wiretaps successfully planted, the officers went outside and installed themselves in a hiding place. There they would wait until the next morning, when the madam would return from jail. Over the new recording equipment, they could hear the phone ringing incessantly, each time going unanswered.

Finally, at about nine a.m. the following morning, a taxi pulled up in front of the house. Brenda and two of her girls got out and went into the house. The phone was still ringing, and Brenda answered it. It was Sergeant Jackson.

Stoker and Ruggles exchanged a look.

Jackson’s voice sounded urgent as he instructed Brenda and the girls to meet with him. He gave directions to the meeting place and hung up. The women called another taxi and left.

Newspapers that covered the surreptitious raid mirthfully noted that the intruding officers were given away by a minute detail. That day, just before the arrival of the decoy, Brenda had baked a pecan pie. Before the police had arrived to arrest her, the madam had taken the pie out of the oven and left it to cool.

The papers reported that upon her return from jail, Brenda eventually made her way into the kitchen, where she saw her pie sitting right where she’d left it—with one notable change. Where before there had been her usual playful pattern of halved pecans, she noticed instead a cluster of divots left behind by the missing nuts. That was when she knew that officers had been in the house.

The microphone picked up the voice of an incensed Brenda, assuming that the deputy sheriffs who had arrested her had used her keys to enter the house while she was in jail.

“How do you know?” came the lilting voice of one of her girls.

“Because,” Brenda fumed. “I made a fresh pecan pie and some bastard ate some of the nuts off the top of it!”

Stoker would later muse, “I remembered the pie, for it was I who had eaten the nuts off the top.”
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Stoker set up another sting operation at the house on Harold Way, this one designed to corner Brenda, trapping her from two sides.

Policewoman Audre Davis posed as a girl who was interested in joining Brenda Allen’s escort service. The attractive police officer was, according to former LAPD homicide detective Steve Hodel, the “daughter of Deputy Chief Homer Cross and the granddaughter of vice boss Charlie Crawford—which would explain Cross’s rise from patrolman to deputy chief in seven years.”

Meanwhile, Stoker had enlisted a second officer to wait at the bottom of the hill near a pay phone on the Strip. He instructed the officer to wait a while before calling the service, posing as a prospective customer with a legitimate reference from an existing client. He was to set up a rendezvous with a girl for later that same evening.

Audre Davis drove up to the house, followed by Sergeant Stoker. She met with Brenda in front of the house, introducing herself while Stoker hid in the overgrown bushes of a large estate across the street.

“You’ll be a thirty-dollar girl,” Allen said after looking over her new recruit.

She explained the schedule to Audre. The girls worked from one in the afternoon to three or four in the morning. Dinner would be provided, prepared by Allen herself. On average, the girls made about $100 or more in a night (just over $1,100 today), and the takings would be split fifty-fifty. While on the premises, Allen said, the girls were expected to conduct themselves as ladies.

Davis inquired about the possibility of arrest, to which Brenda coolly replied that she had police protection. “There’s always the possibility of an arrest,” Brenda assured her, “but there are only two vice squads around Hollywood. You don’t have to worry about them because they are fixed.”

Stoker watched as the two women retreated into the house for further discussion. About thirty minutes went by before Audre and Brenda emerged into the sunlight, still talking.

Audre later told Stoker that while inside the house, Brenda had asked her if she was ready to take a client who had just arrived and was waiting to be serviced then and there. Audre recognized the man—he was a noted screen comedian. She begged off, claiming to be on her menstrual period and assuring Brenda that she would call her back. She bade the madam good-bye and departed.

Inside the house, the phone rang. From the bottom of the hill, the second officer presented his reference and asked to be set up on a date for later that evening.

It must have been something about Audre, or maybe it was something about the caller. Whatever the cause, Brenda’s internal alarm was blaring. She knew something was up, and before any other officers could arrive for backup, she dashed frantically from room to room, rounding up all of her girls.

Inside the house, the recorder Vaus had set up was still whirring. Brenda could be overheard hustling everyone out before the police arrived to arrest them all. When one of the women couldn’t find her shoes, Brenda exclaimed that they needed to get out, and that she had better just throw on a pair of Brenda’s shoes for now.

When the backup officers finally arrived, they found the house dark and empty.

Stoker decided to continue staking out the house, waiting for Brenda’s return. She wouldn’t come back for days.
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On February 21, 1947, Brenda was sitting in the passenger’s seat of Sergeant Jackson’s car near her apartment at Ninth and Fedora. She’d just paid him his weekly takings, and they were sitting there talking as the colorful sunset silhouetted a long row of swaying palm trees.

A man named Roy “Peewee” Lewis ran up to the car and drew a stolen machine gun. Pointing the weapon through the cracked window at the couple in the car, the man demanded money.

Sergeant Jackson’s police instincts kicked in. Instead of reaching for his wallet, he grabbed his pistol. He threw open the car door, knocking the machine gun aside, and fired, hitting the would-be robber in the face. Lewis bled out and died on the street.

When the torrent of reporters inevitably arrived in a flurry of flash-bulbs, Sergeant Jackson grew increasingly uneasy. He knew there would be no way for his relationship with Allen to remain a secret after this. Still, he attempted to pass her off to prodding columnists as his stenographer.

One of the reporters recognized the Hollywood madam, and the elaborate facade that had long covered up what was really going on between Sergeant Jackson and Brenda Allen began to unravel. Their business/pleasure relationship was exposed.
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After years of relentless pursuit, Sergeant Stoker finally succeeded in securing an arrest of Brenda Allen on May 5, 1948. He’d rounded up a gang of reporters to convene in the Hollywood Hills, ready to document the arrest. The madam’s business files were confiscated, including the much-publicized card file containing the index cards listing her vast collection of clients.

As the madam was dragged out of the house, Stoker says, she forgot her usual discretion, spewing self-incriminating threats and a variety of angry expletives at her captors. Stoker would later recall, “I’ve heard dock workers, soldiers and all kinds of men use profanity and obscenities in my time, but you should have heard Brenda.”

Brenda’s pandering trial was set to begin on July 16, 1948. The same reporters that had jovially covered her arrest were present, clamoring to observe the impending trial proceedings. She was derisively referred to in the papers as Vice Queen.

Brenda alleged that she was paying double for police protection so that Hollywood vice officers would not, as the Los Angeles Evening Citizen News put it, “arrest the trick chicks in her sin bin.” She was paying $50 per girl (about $600 today) per week to vice squad sergeant Elmer Jackson. She was also being shaken down by another officer, she would allege, “as much as $150 per girl.” Acting under orders from her vice squad handlers, she pointed out the second officer as Sergeant Stoker. She took officers to her downtown safety deposit box where she kept financial records of each transaction.

Not a single girl from Brenda’s extensive roster came forward to testify against her.

Audre Davis perjured herself on the stand to say that Brenda had reached out to her personally, calling her on the phone to invite her to the house on Harold Way, where she would solicit her for sex work. Her testimony was a departure from the truth in that the sting had been set up with a call from Audre to Brenda, not the other way around.

To believe Audre’s testimony, one would have to believe that Brenda was in the business of cold-calling random numbers around the city in her efforts to procure girls for her business, dialing and dialing until she’d unwittingly landed on the police officer. Although it secured a conviction, Audre Davis would later recant her trial testimony.

The heartbroken Sergeant Jackson refused to offer any evidence that would incriminate Brenda. He really did love her, and didn’t want to see her go to prison.

When the confiscated black box of index cards was introduced as evidence, Stoker noted that the stack of cards inside was noticeably thinner than it had been when he’d picked it up during the raid on Brenda’s house. The Mirror News noted that the box was “only half full of address cards when it was produced in court… yet had been so full when it was seized that it could be turned upside down without spilling.”

Regardless of the cards’ disappearance, Judge Joseph L. Call ruled: “In the box are names of dignitaries of the screen and radio and executives of responsible positions in many great industries. Publication of their names would be ruinous to their careers and cause them great public disgrace. I order the exhibit sealed.”

Brenda Allen was found guilty of pandering and was sentenced to five years in prison.
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In May 1949, Stoker testified in secret before a grand jury to reveal what he had learned about the extensive graft and corruption found in the upper echelons of the LAPD. Grand jury foreman Harry Lawson proclaimed, “Brenda Allen is just peanuts compared to what he has given us. If he continues to name names, dates and situations as he did, he will be found dead on the curb within five days. He should be placed under guard.”

Stoker refused police protection and instead sought to obtain a gun permit. “I shot it out in the Army and I can shoot it out here,” he declared. He also indicated that he intended to open a private post office box to which Angelenos could write with their own reports of corruption and police graft. He planned to advertise this new grassroots feature of his one-man crusade in the metropolitan papers.
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Mickey Cohen made the papers when he came forward during a separate 1949 trial, alleging that he, too, was being shaken down by Sergeant Elmer Jackson and Lieutenant Rudy Wellpott. Before he could make it to the stand, he had survived a number of attempts on his life.

According to Stoker, “Cohen stated in open court that over a period of years he had wined and dined Sergeant Jackson, Lieutenant Wellpott and several of their friends in the more luxurious Beverly Hills and Hollywood night spots.”

Predictably, both Jackson and Wellpott strenuously denied this, but after “a procession of waiters, waitresses and others testified… both Wellpott and Jackson were forced to admit on the witness stand that they had not only been Mickey’s guests in various Hollywood restaurants, but that a girl friend of Wellpott’s had accepted an expensive gift from Cohen in their presence.”
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Police Chief Clemence Horrall, Assistant Chief Joe Reed, Sergeant Elmer Jackson, and Lieutenant Rudy Wellpott were all charged with bribery and perjury on August 16, 1949. However, when pertinent evidence disappeared from the DA’s files and Brenda opted not to testify in court, all were acquitted for lack of evidence.

Wellpott and Jackson were transferred out of Administrative Vice, and each was given two months’ paid vacation before reporting for duty in their new assignments.

Chief Horrall resigned from his post as LAPD police chief in 1949. He retired with his full pension. Whistleblowing Stoker was demoted to the traffic beat.

Later, despite having an alibi for the night in question, Sergeant Stoker was tried on a burglary charge based on testimony by Audre Davis. She later recanted her testimony, admitting again that she had committed perjury while on the witness stand.

Stoker was fired from the LAPD in 1949 for “insubordination and conduct unbecoming an officer.” This, according to longtime LAPD homicide detective Steve Hodel, was “an administrative charge so nebulous as to involve almost anything imaginable, a catch-all that permitted the department to get rid of anybody, anytime, for anything.”

Stoker was disgraced in the press, and in 1950 published an irate tell-all, titled Thicker’n Thieves, detailing his bitter disillusionment with his experience in the LAPD. He never regained his reputation and was never credited for instigating the investigation that blew the LAPD wide open, exposing its widespread corruption. He found work in a railway yard and died in obscurity in 1975.

A concurrent newspaper report said that the ensuing scandal “bounced around from there through a grand jury investigation, a full blown police scandal, retirement of Chief of Police C. B. Horrall, shake-up of the force, a handful of indictments against assorted policemen, then some dismissals and some trials where the police were found not guilty.” Stoker would bitterly reflect, “Despite any adulation my readers may have for District Attorney William E. Simpson and Mayor Fletcher E. Bowron, they may be assured of one fact—that a dead rotten law enforcement setup rules in this county and city with an iron hand.”
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Stoned

Robert Mitchum’s Laurel Canyon Raid

THE HOUSE ON RIDPATH DRIVE WAS ACCESSIBLE BY A LONG FLIGHT OF steps that traversed the hillside, leading up from the street level to the front door. It was a beautiful evening, as is the standard in LA: clear and crisp. It was a Tuesday night—August 31, 1948. The tiny cottage, nestled within the hills of Laurel Canyon, was brightly lit, bathing the surrounding trees in a verdant haze. It had only one bedroom and bath, but Lila Leeds was excited to share it with Vickie Evans; her friend and new roommate had just moved in a few days before. The girls looked forward to spending the year in such a charming little home up in the secluded canyon.

Lila was a shapely minor contract player at MGM, with a softly pleasant face framed by ice-blonde hair. She was a dead ringer for Lana Turner—only several years younger. She’d been in Hollywood for three years, coming out west as a seventeen-year-old who quickly booked her first role and never looked back. And now, she was dating Lana Turner’s ex. She’d met the movie star’s second husband, Stephen Crane, at Ciro’s, where Lila also worked as a cigarette girl. The dashing Crane had purchased a pack of cigarettes from the box that hung at her waist. As she lit his cigarette for him, he struck up a conversation with the pretty blonde. Lila was flattered—everyone in the underworld knew who Stephen Crane was. Everyone in the mainstream world knew him too, after his two-year marriage to screen siren Lana Turner. Lila and Stephen had begun seeing each other, and they soon became engaged.

Lana and Stephen’s daughter, Cheryl Crane, would later sum up her father’s feelings about his new fiancée’s liking for the other kind of cigarettes: “Dad knew that Lila had smoked pot ever since she tried it at a St. Louis party three years before with members of the Stan Kenton orchestra, and sometimes she overdid it…. She was often stoned, and his friends cautioned Dad that she had a problem, but he knew pot was no enslaving ‘devil’s weed.’” It was at Stephen’s popular Polynesian-themed restaurant on Rodeo Drive that Lila had met famous screen idol and fellow cannabis enthusiast Robert Mitchum.

Lila Leeds and Vickie Evans were home alone, the record on the player spinning quietly to its end. Lila was excitedly telling Vickie that they were invited to go have drinks over at Mickey Rooney’s house. Robert Mitchum was coming over with a friend of his, she said, and together they could all go to the party. Vickie hesitated. She’d rather stick around the house, she countered. Before Lila could protest, the phone rang. It was a man claiming to be a film reporter, who was interested in setting up an interview with Lila. Upon confirmation of the date and time, he asked for her address. She gave it to him.

She put another record on the player and lit up a reefer cigarette, inhaling deeply. The girls started getting ready for their guests. Lila fixed Vickie’s hair for her, rolling and pinning it into curls with the joint hanging out of her mouth. The phone rang again. Lila answered it, taking the cigarette between her fingers as she talked. She laughed, clarifying some driving directions she’d given to the caller. She hung up, laughing to Vickie, “The boys are lost down the hill. And are they loaded!” She took another hit from her joint and extinguished it in the ashtray before putting a few finishing touches on Vickie’s blonde pin curls. She secured the curl set with a scarf.

She took her friend’s face gently in her hands. “Are you sure you don’t want to go to Rooney’s?” she asked. Vickie was silent, avoiding her eyes.

Lila’s two boxers perked up their ears. Someone had just parked at the bottom of the hill.

She went to the window and looked down into the street. There was Robert Mitchum, walking up the long flight of steps to get to the house, closely followed by local Realtor Robin Ford. The two men had been out looking at properties all day.

Lila wondered if Vickie was serious about not wanting to go for drinks at Mickey Rooney’s. It certainly hadn’t been the answer she was expecting. Vickie was, after all, eagerly trying to gain entree into the movie crowd. She was a dancer, but she, like so many Hollywood imports, had vague ambitions of acting in pictures.

When the two men came in, Robert threw a pack of joints on the table. Lila warmly greeted her guests with a playful proclamation: “I hope you’ve got some good smokes!” Robert smugly replied in his trademark baritone boom, “You know we’ve always got the good stuff.”

Always a rebel, RKO heartthrob Robert Mitchum liked to buck authority. He enjoyed the mild bad-boy stigma that came along with smoking the stuff—and besides, he liked the feeling. The actor was known to tuck a joint nonchalantly behind his ear, bragging openly about the “wacky weeds” that grew freely near his house on Oak Glen Drive.

Mitchum had come from a rough past. After he was expelled from high school for allegedly punching the principal, he’d spent the remainder of his teen years hopping freight trains across the United States. A vagrancy arrest at fifteen led to time on a chain gang in Savannah, Georgia. Amazingly, he’d managed to escape, hitchhiking his way west before hopping one last freight train to California.

Now, Robert Mitchum’s career was soaring. He’d already been nominated for an Oscar in 1946 for The Story of G.I. Joe, and he had turned in another outstanding performance in the 1947 film noir Out of the Past. His seemingly blasé acting style endeared him to audiences, who found him both aspirational and irresistible.

Lila lit a joint and passed it to Mitchum, the vibrant pinky-red band of her lipstick staining the end. Sounds of chatter and laughter carried down to the street level—it was almost midnight, and it was clear that this “reefer party” would stretch late into the night. The nearby neighbors were already well familiar with the sounds of partying coming from the house. Sometimes it went on until three or four a.m. Smoke clouds drifted out of the open windows and ascended toward the sky, curling in the moonlight before dissipating in the soft canyon breeze.

“This tastes funny. What if it knocks me out?” Vickie laughed, her voice carrying out with the smoke clouds.

As the clock ticked closer to midnight, Lila thought she heard something in the bushes. She looked out the window, but everything was still. She wrote it off. After all, she had already been smoking for a few hours, and she was floating. Still, the young actress shut and locked the windows, just in case.

When she heard the strange sound again, she saw her boxer’s ears perk up in response. He’d turned his head to look toward the back door. Vickie noticed this, too. She got up to open the door that led to a small backyard. Narcotics squad sergeant A. M. Barr and his partner, J. B. McKinnon, burst in, holding Vickie in front of them and flashing their badges.

Mitchum sighed. They were being raided.

One officer plucked a lit joint straight from Mitchum’s mouth, the sheer band of lipstick still visible on its end. Without turning to look at the officers, Mitchum held out his left arm, rolling his eyes in a dramatic offering, his expression deadpan. The cuff was slapped on his wrist. He looked at the clock. He’d been in the house for less than ten minutes.

Robin Ford was sitting on the couch, staying perfectly still and staring, red-eyed, at the opposite wall, as though any sudden movement might give him away.

When the pockets of Lila’s bathrobe were searched, Sergeant Barr uncovered a torn piece of the Herald-Express, crumpled into a ball. Wrapped inside the paper wad were three hand-rolled marijuana cigarettes and eight Benzedrine tablets. Twenty more joints were confiscated in the house.

Vickie inexplicably piped up, telling the officers, “I’ve been smoking but you didn’t catch me at it. You don’t have anything on me.” She was the only one not holding a joint when the officers walked in. Still, they said, they were going to have to take her in.

The officers rounded up the four friends, packing everyone up and taking them to the police station where each was fingerprinted and booked. In 1948, marijuana was classified as a narcotic, and the accompanying felony charges carried serious weight. When booked at the police station, Robert Mitchum ruefully gave his profession as “former actor.”
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The eccentric Texas billionaire Howard Hughes had just bought RKO, and Robert Mitchum was one of his most prized players. Hughes’s interest in the actor went beyond the usual financial stakes—he was a real fan. The new studio head jumped to Mitchum’s rescue, arranging his defense by famed Hollywood defense attorney Jerry Giesler.

Giesler began by insisting that the charges be dropped because of the language used in the indictment. He argued that the words “possession and conspiracy to possess flowering tops and leaves of India hemp (Cannabis Sativa)” were difficult for his defendant to understand. The indictment, as Giesler put it, “might as well have been written in Japanese or hieroglyphics.”

The myopia of his defense strategy was on full display in his demurrer filing: “The statutes are not in the English language. Much of it is in Latin and I, myself, am not a student of Latin. The only words I recall are amo, amas and amat, which pertain to love, I think.” The demurrer was promptly denied.

In a statement to the press, Giesler sniffed out the case’s initial inconsistencies: “We have not yet had time to investigate the strange coincidences surrounding this arrest. We shall be happy to talk to the jury after a thorough independent investigation.

“This case evidently is to be singled out from the hundreds of identical cases which are not deemed to be of sufficient importance to submit before the grand jury. We also want to know why police watched Miss Leeds’s house for nearly three hours, then made the arrest shortly after Mr. Mitchum dropped in.”

Judge Nye sentenced both Mitchum and Leeds to a year in county jail for conspiracy to possess marijuana. Then, their sentences were suspended in favor of two years’ probation and sixty days in jail. Robin Ford was also convicted and was awaiting his sentence. Vickie Evans was acquitted.

Giesler filed a postponement motion to delay Mitchum’s sentence until filming could be completed on The Big Steal. The motion, according to Giesler, would save “hundreds of persons from being thrown abruptly out of work.” According to the LA Times, he maintained that the film could be completed in six weeks, and that Mitchum could then serve out his sentence.

The motion was denied.
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Of their sixty-day sentences, Leeds and Mitchum would each serve fifty days. The LA Times ran a story reporting on the beginning of their jail terms with the accompanying headline: “Actor Cheerful—She’s Resigned.” The story describes the newly regimented lifestyle of the Hollywood players. All inmates were responsible for thoroughly scrubbing their cells and mopping the floors, as well as the floors of the cell block directly outside their cell. The strictly scheduled meal hours were logged for the public’s perusal. “The 6:30 breakfast is followed by soup at 10 a.m., and dinner at 3 p.m. Each prisoner is given a cup and spoon which he must keep clean.”

Mitchum spent his sentence in denim jail blues, hauling concrete blocks at the Wayside Honor Farm in Castaic. He told the visiting columnist that he liked the daily breakfast of “oatmeal, apple sauce, coffee and bread.” The reporter would observe that, during his incarceration, Robert Mitchum was “sociable and engages in card games and conversation with other prisoners.” The columnist asked the actor what he found to talk about with his fellow inmates. “Oh, we just talk about our lives of crime,” Mitchum answered, with no small hint of biting sarcasm. “Mostly the other fellows don’t bother with me—they have their own troubles.”

He’d been permitted to keep some of his pocket change, and with it he’d bought four quarts of milk and two cartons of cigarettes from the concession stand. “I kind of like it here. I won’t get in trouble here,” he’d said with a shrug.

Lila Leeds felt differently about her time in her new cell on the thirteenth floor of the Hall of Justice, where reporters found her scrubbing a trash can. When asked how she was getting along, she reflected somewhat hauntingly, “The thing that gets me is the clanging of the cell doors.” The visiting columnist noted that Leeds’s hair was “carefully combed” and that she wore “lipstick and powder, but no rouge.” She was reportedly kept busy scrubbing pots and pans. Her first two cellmates, arrested for drunkenness, had had to be removed because they each, as she put it, “blew their tops.”

Weeks later, another story would run under the quippy headline “Through with Weeds, Says Lila Leeds.” In the article she is quoted as saying: “Hollywood is just too big a town for a young girl to run loose in without a guardian.” Asked what she would do when she got out of jail, she seemed hopeful. “I’m truly sincere about my career and with the help of my friends I hope for a much brighter future and a different Lila Leeds.”
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Also behind bars was the Mob-affiliated ex-agent Paul Behrmann. The self-described Hollywood business agent and sometime underworld informant was rumored to be working under the auspices of Mickey Cohen. His personal involvement in the Robert Mitchum ordeal and his subsequent allegations would soon blow open a new investigation into the LAPD’s reported involvement in numerous underworld dealings.

Paul Behrmann had enjoyed the bragging rights of his position as Robert Mitchum’s business manager until early 1948, when the actor’s wife, Dorothy, had gone to the bank to check their account. She was shocked to discover that, under Behrmann’s guardianship, they had been drained of their finances. The account only held $58. Paul Behrmann had mysteriously relieved the actor of $9,000—approximately $98,000 today. He refused an accounting of Mitchum’s losses, instead doling out a mere $20 a week for his living expenses. At the height of his acting career, Robert Mitchum was practically broke.

Mitchum called Paul Behrmann to let him know he was fired.

Behrmann responded by making threats against the person he held personally responsible for his misfortune: Dorothy Mitchum. Richard Ellis, secretary to the Mitchums, later testified that Behrmann had called him and said “that if Mrs. Mitchum didn’t stop making trouble for him, he’d do something violent. He said he’d do away with her.”

In a grand jury hearing, it was revealed that several of Behrmann’s clients had had a similar experience, including Lila Leeds. She herself had fired the so-called business agent in 1946. Another victim was the notable playwright Anne Nichols. Her comedic play, Abie’s Irish Rose, had just been adapted into its second film version in 1946. After employing Behrmann, however, her financial losses would amount to $9,700.

Robert Mitchum’s testimony at the grand jury hearing had aided in securing Behrmann’s conviction on a grand theft charge in March of 1948. Behrmann received a one-to ten-year sentence at San Quentin.
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Mitchum emerged from jail five pounds lighter and ready to resume his film career. Hollywood was ready for his career to resume as well. He was to report back at RKO to finish filming for The Big Steal with Jane Greer and Ramón Novarro the following Monday. Howard Hughes had already lined up his next roles. Mitchum would go from The Big Steal straight to the set of The Wonderful Country with Julie London, and then on to Holiday Affair with Janet Leigh immediately after.

When asked how his sentence went, he told reporters, “I liked it in jail.”

He did, however, offer a somber piece of wisdom he’d gleaned from his observations within the American judicial system: “You get a new chimpanzee and put him in Griffith Park Zoo, and everybody rushes out to look him over. And if the keepers don’t feed him well and take the best care of him, the public raises hell. But you put a man in a cage, and nobody seems to care how he gets along.”

Upon her release, Leeds reported that she had an offer to star in a film, complete with a forty-city personal appearance tour, as well as a four-month performance engagement in Monte Carlo. According to the LA Times, “[she] hadn’t made up her mind about either.”
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Behrmann posted bail, in the amount of $5,000. Predictably turning informant for the police, Behrmann decided to talk. His statements were indicative of a man who knew he was going down, and wanted to take everyone down with him. According to the LA Times, Robert Mitchum and Lila Leeds in particular “may have earned his enmity by dispensing with his professional services.” Behrmann’s startling revelations would prompt a widespread investigation into his many allegations, and shed new light on the raid in Laurel Canyon.

The first of his claims was that Mickey Cohen ran a large-scale sex extortion ring in Hollywood that set up dates for prominent businessmen, during which the men would invariably find themselves in “compromising positions.” Their nighttime rendezvous and wild orgies with Cohen-affiliated call girls would be surreptitiously taped, and this evidence became fodder for blackmail. Cohen and the girls would then divide the takings in a sixty/forty split.

Behrmann named names. Among those he named as Cohen’s gang of extortionist call girls were Lila Leeds, Vickie Evans, Toni Hughes, Helen Keller, Barbara Weir, red-haired Betty Jane Doss (who had dated George Raft), a woman simply referred to as “Bootsy,” another named Charlotte, and one Lois Martini. “Hollywood model” Helen Keller was subsequently questioned in connection with one such extortion endeavor. Keller had said that her roommate, Toni Hughes, did in fact own an electric recording machine, but she declared innocently that neither of them had ever used it before. She said that Hughes had thrown the machine away.

One of the extortion ring’s victims was, according to reports, “a wealthy playboy” who had paid $75,000 for his recording (over $800,000 today). Once in possession of the apparently damning evidence, he then paid a weekly retainer of $500 just to maintain the mobster’s silence. Another was a Beverly Hills shop owner who had fled to New York due to his inability to pay. Yet another was an heir to the Woolworth’s department store fortune who had served ninety days on a marijuana possession charge of his own. He would testify that it was Vickie Evans who had sold him the reefer cigarettes.

Under questioning at the Hall of Justice, Behrmann told the district attorney that he also had access to typewritten transcriptions of taped conversations inside Mickey Cohen’s home. He would not, however, divulge the contents of these conversations or reveal the source of the transcripts. “If I told you, some people would get killed,” he’d said. He did offer to return to the district attorney’s office on September 6, promising to reveal, as he put it, “some sensational stuff.” He never showed up, dropping out of sight for several days. His bail was revoked and a bench warrant was issued for his immediate arrest.

Once back in custody, Behrmann kept talking. His explosive testimony would allege that the police and the district attorney knew all about the sex extortion rings and strategically avoided making arrests on the girls, allowing them to operate with impunity. The San Francisco Examiner reported that he “asserted that two ranking police officers and members of the District Attorney’s office in Los Angeles gave the ring immunity against arrests and split the profits.” While the report does not divulge their names, it is believed that the two ranking officers in question were Rudy Wellpott and Elmer Jackson. The Examiner’s account continued: “There have been reports that certain officers obtained evidence of scandals in the movie colony and then turned the evidence over to a man outside the police department for use in shakedowns running into thousands of dollars.”

Behrmann didn’t stop there. According to the LA Times, he “charged that police were engaged in shakedown operations in association with a night club operator.” He was also inexplicably in possession of over fifty arrest reports and typed transcripts from secret police recordings. He claimed he’d gotten these from vice squad officer James Parslow, who was under suspension on brutality charges at the time.

Then, Behrmann suddenly went quiet. A report in the LA Times observed that “after first indicating that he might do so, Behrmann has suddenly shown a marked reluctance to cooperate with the District Attorney’s office or the police.” He was cited for contempt of the court after refusing to answer several of the questions asked of him during a grand jury hearing in connection with his accusations. It’s possible that the habitual informant recanted his willingness to share what he knew under some external duress.
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Lila Leeds accused Vickie Evans of setting up the raid. Indeed, the starstruck dancer hadn’t wanted to go out that night. On any other day, Vickie would have done anything for an invitation to Mickey Rooney’s house. No, she’d wanted to stay in that night to make sure the raid would proceed as planned. It must have killed her to say no to Rooney’s invitation. Lila only wondered why she hadn’t figured it out sooner.

Vickie’s somewhat irrelevant response? “I don’t know why Lila would want to say a thing like that. It’s ridiculous. I never smoked a marijuana cigarette in my life and never intend to.”

Lila Leeds would maintain that Vickie Evans had frequently smoked with her in the past. However, according to one report, “she refused to do so on the day of the raid.” Leeds told reporters that Evans’s behavior both leading up to and during the evening had led her to believe that Vickie Evans had worked with police in staging the raid.

Leeds recounted, “I was putting up Vickie’s hair, and I was smoking a marijuana cigarette. Why didn’t the cops, who were outside watching, as I found out later, pinch me then…? They didn’t. They waited until Mitchum got there.”

Leeds told an officer that, on the night of the raid on Ridpath Drive, “a pigeon for the vice squad named Rudy” was standing outside, silently overseeing the raid’s progress. She’d recognized the officer, she said, from meeting him a few days earlier.

The LA Times would give Lila Leeds’s account of that first meeting: “Two days before the raid, she was with Miss Evans in a Vine Street café and saw a girl named Betty Rice in the company of a ‘pock-marked fellow named Rudy.’ After she and Miss Evans went home, Betty Doss [one of the girls implicated by Behrmann in the ‘sextortion’ ring] telephoned her and said that Betty Rice and Rudy wanted to come up. She refused to invite them, however, and Betty Doss showed up alone.”

It’s highly likely that the “officer named Rudy” was the famously corrupt vice squad officer Rudy Wellpott, who was known to keep company with call girls and who also had a pockmarked complexion.

Shirley Temple would later write, “When Ruditsky [Barney Ruditsky was the manager of Sherry’s on Sunset, an ex-NYPD detective turned LA private eye and sometime Mob crony] recognized how impressed I felt near seedy characters like Cohen, he whispered that he had a treat in store. A combined posse of Los Angeles police and county sheriffs was planning a marijuana bust at a hideaway of actor Robert Mitchum and actress Lila Leeds. Would I like to come along in his unmarked car?” According to Mickey Cohen biographer Tere Tereba, the former child star “wisely passed.”

Gossip columnist Hedda Hopper would cover the scandalous developments of the Mitchum/Behrmann case in her columns, noting, “[A] wild rumor behind the scenes here is that the police decided to pull this caper with Mitchum in order to draw the heat off the department.”

In light of the new allegations, District Attorney William E. Simpson made an announcement that Mitchum and Leeds’s cases would be “reinvestigated to determine whether extortion had engineered the case.” When Behrmann refused to testify against Mickey Cohen for fear of reprisal, the case built on his allegations fell apart. According to Tereba, “Mickey celebrated with a provocative new photo taken outside the hearing room. Blonde beauty Lila Leeds, and Vickie Evans, posed at his side.”
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Robert Mitchum had emerged from jail as beloved a star as he had been before he’d gone in. Howard Hughes, of course, had been quick to capitalize on the scandalous arrest by casting the actor in back-to-back pictures. Audiences who had kept up with the case in the papers now flocked to see the new films featuring their favorite Hollywood bad boy in colorful action. The box-office receipts were completely unhurt by the scandal.

Robert Mitchum would go on to do films with Deborah Kerr, Gregory Peck, and Marilyn Monroe. In his opening monologue for a 1987 appearance on Saturday Night Live, he delivered a one-liner alluding to his robustly extensive career: “Live TV… I guess that’s supposed to scare me. Like if I screw up, I might miss out on that 110th movie.” His acting career stretched well into the 1990s.

Lila Leeds’s career, meanwhile, was on a steep downward slope. She lost her contract with MGM, and the other major studios wouldn’t touch her after her involvement in the scandal. She took what she could get. B-level studios attempted to capitalize on her legal ordeals by starring her in a campy marijuana propaganda film titled The Devil’s Weed, or She Shoulda Said No.

Unfortunately for Leeds, her troubles were far from over. In April 1949, she was involved in a car accident while driving a Cadillac with no plates on the Sunset Strip. The car was wrecked, and her right arm was broken. The young woman in the passenger’s seat suffered a concussion.

An LA Times item would report that in June 1949, Lila Leeds and two girlfriends became involved in a “disturbance” at a café on San Vicente, prompting the manager to call the police. The three girls disappeared. They were later pulled over by a watchful officer. When accosted by the officer, Lila reportedly said, “I’m just a seventeen-year-old girl trying to get home to my ma.” She was booked on a DUI charge. The new arrest and ensuing publicity wouldn’t bode well for her probation.

By the end of 1949, Leeds was banished from Hollywood by court order—not to return to the state of California until February of 1954. She tearfully sniffled into a pink handkerchief as Judge Nye delivered a scathing address: “You are a member of a profession upon which you have brought great disgrace. You have given a bad reputation to all others in the profession.”

Lila Leeds later sold the three-carat diamond engagement ring Stephen Crane had given her for only $750. She never again appeared in another film.
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The Ice Queen’s Daughter

Lana Turner, Cheryl Crane, and Johnny Stompanato

OSCAR NIGHT WAS ALWAYS A PERFECT OCCASION TO DRESS UP, AND LANA Turner loved dressing up. The legendary blonde actress had all the more reason this time around. After over twenty years in the industry, 1958 would be her first year attending the ceremony as one of the nominees. This time, she was up for Best Actress for her performance in Peyton Place. The film was a smash and had received nine total nominations. She’d cut short her vacation in Acapulco when she was notified of the honor.

Lana showed off her svelte figure in an exquisite white gown that perfectly offset her tan and her freshly bleached, icy-toned hair. Like the majority of the clothes she wore, her Oscars dress was custom made for her by Wilma, her personal dressmaker. At this stage in her career, Lana could hardly be caught dead wearing anything off the rack for an event. The potential embarrassment of running into another actress in the exact same outfit was simply too great a risk. Lana Turner needed to shine, and tonight’s look would help her do just that.

This year’s gown was a deliciously frothy confection of the finest lace, with a mermaid-type skirt that trumpeted out at the knees in three cloudy tiers. The curve-hugging dress would have been difficult for any mere mortal to walk in, but not the way Lana walked. Her walk, after all, had made her a star.

She let the dress take center stage, setting it off simply with her all-time favorite piece: a collarbone-length, two-strand diamond necklace that she still cherished from husband number three. Bob Topping had been a millionaire who’d particularly enjoyed presenting her with extravagant gifts, with an assumed air of nonchalance. He had proposed to her in New York by wordlessly dropping a fifteen-carat marquise-cut diamond ring into her cocktail. She said yes.

Also from Topping was the heavy diamond cuff bracelet she slipped onto her bronzed left wrist. He had given her this bauble by ambush, sliding it casually onto her wrist one morning while she was stepping off the bathroom scale. When asked about it in an interview, she jokingly told reporters that she’d immediately jumped back on the scale.

That was almost ten years ago now. Topping was long gone, as was the husband that came after him. But Lana kept all of her souvenirs. After all, the diamonds still glowed, and they looked perfect with her dress. She slipped on a few diamond rings and finished her look with a white wrap of glossy ermine.

Lana’s “dates” for the evening were her fourteen-year-old daughter, Cheryl (with husband number two, Stephen Crane), and her mother, Mildred. They had also been outfitted for the evening in custom gowns by Wilma. Cheryl wore a trendy new style of open-toed mules—called “spring-o-lators” for the way they sprang back onto one’s feet after every step—with her halter-style gown. It was made of soft chiffon, her first “grown-up” dress. She’d even gotten to pick the color. Cheryl later remembered it fondly as a lovely shade of green, the color of Prell shampoo.

Before their limousine arrived at the hotel to pick them up, Lana had stood at the mantel to give a short toast: “Mom, Cherie… if they don’t like the dress, to hell with’em.”

She raised her glass and downed the last of her vodka soda.
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The crowded entrance to the theater was guarded by a line of police. As their limo pulled up to the curb, the crowd of press stopped to observe the new arrival.

Lana emerged from the car to a quick succession of popping flash-bulbs. She was ushered into the theater with such haste that, in a true Cinderella moment, one of her dainty shoes got lost in the frenzy. She panicked, limping to her seat with one shoe, feeling the pile of the well-trodden carpet under her bare foot. Cheryl offered her mother one of her green satin spring-o-lators, which Lana declined. The color contrast would be too jarringly obvious.

Before they could make it to their seats, her publicist appeared holding the missing slipper. Lana gratefully slipped it on and the usher led them to their seats.

A buzz of excitement came over her as she was almost immediately summoned from her seat and swept away to the backstage holding area in preparation for the show’s start. Lana would be the first presenter of the evening, for the Best Supporting Actor award.

The stage-door side of the theater had been done up as a press pavilion. The makeshift room was lavishly festooned with thick draperies, plush couches, and sprightly trees strung with tiny lights. Photographers and reporters were everywhere. The ceremonial music, a flowery symphony, started up as the awards show began.

Lana positioned herself in the wings. She watched Jimmy Stewart, her old Ziegfeld Girl costar, walk out onto the stage, dapper in his tuxedo and ready to host the first portion of the night’s ceremony.

Someone handed an envelope to her, and she stood on her mark, waiting on her cue. She listened as Jimmy Stewart performed some comical dialogue with Janet Leigh and Don Murray.

With the show fully under way, Stewart introduced the first presenter. Lana clutched her silk handkerchief and took several deep breaths. When she heard him say, “Miss Lana Turner,” the applause began and the music swelled, and she was out onto the stage, her smile shining from ear to ear.

Strutting in her trademark sashay down the ramp and toward the stage’s center, she afforded the room one smiling glance before turning her attention back to her old friend. She extended her hand warmly and greeted him with a “Hello, Jimmy.” They began their short exchange of dialogue, beginning with Stewart attempting to depart so that Lana could take the podium.


LT: “Oh, but Jimmy, don’t leave, please.”

JS: “Oh? Why, y’ nervous?”

LT: “No, it’s just that I like you.”

JS: “Oh. Well. Now I’m nervous…. Well, you go ahead.”



Jimmy Stewart walked away, and Lana let out a sweet, restrained giggle. The gag was written as a light play on her well-known man-eating reputation.

The camera was trained on Lana, and for a second she paused for a breath. Her face registered a brief, unreadable expression. In a moment, it was gone.

Her voice wavered slightly as she began to speak. Her acting training kicked in, and she picked up momentum, her voice gaining strength as she read down the list of Best Supporting Actor nominees. Two of them were for her costars Arthur Kennedy and Russ Tamblyn, also nominated for their respective performances in Peyton Place. Opening the envelope, she cast her moonlike eyes upward in dramatic anticipation before looking down at the name on the card. She exhaled with a grin and announced the winner with a jubilant wave: Red Buttons in Sayonara. Applause erupted again.

Bob Hope introduced John Wayne, who would be presenting the award for Best Actress. Lana and “the Duke” had worked together a few years before in the nautical drama Sea Chase. Its on-location production was often fraught with tension on the ship set, mainly due to their contentious working relationships with director John Farrow. It was a project she’d been glad to finish.

Fixing her face in a serene expression, Lana waited as the nominees were read. In her peripheral vision, Cheryl and Mildred were slowly leaning forward in their seats next to her. She could almost feel them holding their breath.

John opened the envelope, and said “Joanne Woodward.”

Lana had expected as much. She was glad for Joanne. She had turned in an exemplary performance in The Three Faces of Eve, and she really did deserve it. Joanne, for her part, was already up on her feet and practically sprinting toward the stage, discreetly holding up her strapless ball gown. She collected her award, gave a sincere and emotional “Thank you” to the Academy, and galloped off.
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At the extravagant banquet following the ceremony, Lana presided over their table in her usual regal manner. She adored the nightlife and had been known for going out dancing on a near-nightly basis. It was a habit she’d started two decades ago as a sprightly seventeen-year-old, then just beginning to blossom into her stardom. She went out so much that she’d been dubbed “the Nightclub Queen” by the early 1940s, when the Mocambo had a table reserved for her every night of the week.

Sure, it may have seemed frivolous, but Lana didn’t care. There was something ritualistic in dreaming up fabulous outfits, playing music to dress and do her hair and makeup and, upon her arrival, silencing the club by making a breathtaking entrance. The staircase at the Cocoanut Grove was ideal for this. With all eyes on her, she could gaze around the room to take note of the people she knew, waving and blowing kisses to them on her way to her table. She never went to greet them at their tables. People came to her.

Clark Gable, still tall and dashing even in his late fifties, walked over to her table to say hello. He and Lana had been in four pictures together over the years. Rumors of an affair between them ran rampant then, and they persist to this day. It was precisely this rumor that had led his beloved wife, Carole Lombard, to rush home from a war bond tour, changing her plans to board a plane that ultimately came down and crashed into the side of a Nevada mountain. Tragically, there were no survivors. That was in 1942, while he and Lana were filming together for Somewhere I’ll Find You. Somehow, he’d pulled through.

Cary Grant, the only person in the room with a tan deep enough to rival Lana’s, strolled over. He sat for a while, nestled in between Lana and Cheryl, enjoying the night’s celebration. He himself had also been nominated for his romantic role alongside Deborah Kerr in An Affair to Remember, but he hadn’t won either.

Even so, the mood of the evening was decidedly more self-congratulatory than morose. After all, to have been nominated at all was still a terrific honor, and certainly lent its share of cachet and bragging rights to the honorees. Lana was still a huge star, and the night was glorious.
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Lana Turner was born Julia Jean Turner in Wallace, Idaho. Her parents never seemed to stay put for very long. Her mother and father, Mildred and Virgil, had met and eloped around 1920. Mildred’s father had forbidden their union because Virgil was twenty-four and Mildred was only fifteen. A year later, Julia Jean was born.

During their marriage, work was rarely steady, and the Turners did a lot of moving around under assumed names. It’s unclear as to what exactly was going on during this time, since Mildred was purposely vague and evasive about this period for the rest of her life. She never spoke about it to anyone, not even to her immediate family. Glossing over the majority of the details, all she’d say was that she had always formally addressed her husband as Mr. Turner, “out of respect.”

Lana’s childhood was decidedly less than idyllic. The Turners relocated to the West Coast, eventually settling in San Francisco. When her parents separated, Julia Jean—or “Judy,” as she was then being called—was sent to live in a foster home in Modesto while her mother worked to financially establish herself. Mildred found work in a beauty parlor and made visits to her daughter on her Sundays off—an arrangement that went on for two years. During one of her biweekly visits to Modesto, however, Mildred noticed angry red marks on her daughter’s back. It looked as though she had been beaten with a stick. Incensed, she took her out of the house immediately and brought her back with her to San Francisco.

It didn’t get much better from there. On December 14, 1930, when Julia Jean was nine, her father was murdered. Virgil had gone to a traveling craps game late one night in the basement of the San Francisco Chronicle building with some men from the docks. That night, his gambling savvy paid off, and he won a substantial sum. Overjoyed at his good luck, he jubilantly told the others he was going to buy his daughter the bicycle she wanted for Christmas. He stuffed the large wad of cash into his left sock before heading home.

Early the next morning, he was found on the sidewalk less than a block away. His overcoat was pulled up over his head, and he had been brutally bludgeoned. His body was half sitting up against the side of a building, and his left shoe and sock were missing. His winnings had been taken.

During the darkest depths of the Depression, Lana remembered that there were times when she and her mother only had milk and crackers to eat. Sometimes the little girl would install herself in front of the grocery store to beg. At their lowest point, Mildred moved them into a shared apartment with two women for roommates. The cramped quarters didn’t allow for much privacy, and Lana would later remember having to spend quiet nights in a closet while the women entertained their men friends. Their stay in that apartment didn’t last long.

In 1937, the Turner girls strapped their straw suitcases onto a friend’s old car and hitched a ride south. They were going to Hollywood. Mildred’s good friend, Gladys Taylor, lived in Los Angeles and had written and invited them to come and stay with her. She lived in a two-bedroom, Spanish-style house on Glencoe Way, and had room.

As the jalopy sputtered into town, the teenage Judy was immediately captivated. The tall, magnificent Art Deco buildings that lined the streets were all illuminated with multicolored neon. She’d never seen a city so beautiful.

Mildred and Judy were dropped off at the corner of Sunset and Highland, where they unloaded their suitcases and boxes. They sat together on the curb, taking in their new surroundings while they waited for Gladys to come pick them up.

Judy’s new school was directly across the street. Hollywood High, with its collection of stately buildings, looked to her like a wide, white movie screen. Sitting at the curb with her mother, young Judy Turner knew that her life was about to change. Within six months, she would be absolutely right.
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Lana Turner was not discovered at Schwab’s. The drugstore, which was across the street from the Garden of Allah and already popular with the local film set, was rendered immortal by the apocryphal origin story that placed her there. That story became so pervasive and brought the shop so much publicity that moviegoers would make the pilgrimage to Sunset and Crescent Heights, just to see the place where she was supposed to have sat, drinking that fateful chocolate malted. Hollywood hopefuls would park themselves at the soda counter, glancing around every so often to see if anyone was there waiting to discover them. Lana later said that she ought to have been awarded stock in the company.

Judy was fifteen when she took a seat at the soda counter at the Top Hat Café, across the intersection from Hollywood High where her afternoon typing class was going on without her. Putting her notebooks down on the counter, she ordered a Coke, not a chocolate malted. Cokes cost a nickel, and a nickel was what she had.

She was spotted there by publisher and Sunset Strip impresario Billy Wilkerson, owner of the Hollywood Reporter, the Trocadero, and, later, Ciro’s. A regular at the café, he spotted the young beauty buying her soda and finagled an introduction through the soda jerk.

He asked her point-blank if she would like to be in the movies.

Her response? “I don’t know. I’d have to ask my mother.”

With that, Wilkerson handed her his business card.

Through Wilkerson, Judy was referred to Zeppo Marx, who had left the Marx Brothers act to become a talent agent. Through Marx, she was connected with director and producer Mervyn LeRoy, who took her on as his protégée. He placed her under a personal contract at a salary of $50 a week—more than twice what Mildred was making at the beauty parlor.

When Judy received her first check, she gave it to her mother, declaring affirmatively that she would never have to work again. It turned out to be true.

LeRoy cast her in her first part in They Won’t Forget as Mary Clay, a beautiful young girl who, wearing a tight sweater, walks jauntily across the screen. Unbeknownst to Mary, she is walking to her death. It is this tragic incident that incites the plot of the film.

A meeting with Mervyn LeRoy in advance of the film’s premiere christened Judy with her new name. He was building her into a star, and he wanted something less plain-sounding than Judy Turner. Turner was good; they just needed to find her a more glamorous first name.

He brought a book of names down from a shelf and they skimmed through it together, getting to the L names. LeRoy was reading each name aloud to her.

“Leonore?” No. “Lurlene?” Oh, no. Suddenly, it came to her. LAH-na. LeRoy asked her to spell it, and he sounded it out a few times. It was perfect. From that day on she would be known to the world as Lana Turner.

She brought her mother to the Hollywood premiere for They Won’t Forget. Lana had never seen herself walk before, and her motion picture debut sent her sinking into her seat. As her character bounced along in her form-fitting sweater and pencil skirt, the audience began to stir. Suddenly, a cacophony of wolf whistles filled the theater. Some of the men in the audience audibly growled. Someone asked out loud, “Who’s the girl?” She was mortified, her hands covering her face. She slumped further and further into her seat, watching the rest of the film from between her fingers.

The part she had played in They Won’t Forget was small but significant, and the impression she made in that first role was certainly indelible. The press dubbed her the “sweater girl,” and promotional photographs of her were plastered all over newspapers nationwide. Everyone was talking about the sweater girl.

Just like that, fate had conspired to create a star from a chance encounter on a sunny weekday afternoon.

Lana, for her part, would come to resent the “sweater girl” label, and she would spend the rest of her career trying to get away from it.

A year later, Mervyn LeRoy left Warner Brothers and went to MGM. He took Lana’s contract with him. Her salary was raised to $100 a week, and she was given a full MGM makeover. Her hair was bleached by the studio hairdressers, causing her beautiful face to be thrown into prominence against the cool blonde backdrop. Lana’s soft features lent a sensual warmth to those signature icy locks. Her screen persona was refined around that natural softness, a reflection of her luscious, effortless glamour.

This was a flourishing period for Lana’s career. She thrived at the studio that specialized in star creation. She was shaped and perfected under the studio’s careful tutelage, her star ascending until she eventually became known as Queen of the Lot.

She would stay with MGM for eighteen years.
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Lana Turner was, at her core, a romantic. She fell in love with the idea of love, sometimes more so than with the actual person to whom her love had been professed. In a fitting omen for what was to come later, she would marry her first husband on a vengeful whim.

During her initial ascension to fame, she’d fallen for a young lawyer named Greg Bautzer, whose career was also on the rise and who was about ten years her senior. She loved him dearly and they had a lot of fun together, but he never took her seriously. He was a bachelor who relished his playboy reputation. She’d always known that he was seeing other women, but somehow, their time together always made her forgive him. Describing their relationship in her autobiography, Lana said, “I constantly swung from love to hurt to rage to humiliation.”

One night, just as she had finished getting dressed for her birthday dinner with Greg and her mother, he called to cancel their plans at the last minute. Fuming, Lana slammed down the phone. When it rang a few seconds later, she angrily picked it up, thinking it was Greg. It was the bandleader Artie Shaw, her old costar from Dancing Co-Ed. They hadn’t exactly become friends during the making of that film, but when he asked her out for dinner that night, Lana said yes. If not for her bitter disappointment over the broken plans with Bautzer, she might never have accepted Artie’s invitation. But, hell, she was already dressed.

Artie picked her up, and they headed to Santa Monica. Sitting in his car overlooking the beach, they became engrossed in conversation and forgot all about dinner. The topic shifted to marriage. He described his ideal partnership: stable marriage, children, house with a white picket fence. Lana thought that sounded fine.

Before either of them knew what was going on, they’d made the decision to marry on that fanciful first date. He chartered a plane, and within a few hours they were off to Las Vegas. They hadn’t even kissed yet. Touching down in the desert town, they quickly found a willing officiant and were married in the middle of the night. They didn’t have a ring, so Artie removed his pinky ring—a star sapphire set in platinum. It easily slid off Lana’s finger, but for the hurried nuptials it would do the trick.

Back home in Hollywood, their impulsive union created a wave of heartbreak. As it turned out, Artie Shaw had been getting around. He was already engaged to Betty Grable, who was then in the middle of a messy divorce so that she and Artie could be together. He had also been dating a very smitten Judy Garland. Skimming the paper while having her breakfast in bed, Judy came across the item announcing Artie Shaw’s marriage to Lana Turner the night before. She burst into tears.

When Greg Bautzer was notified of the marriage, he was reportedly baffled. He confirmed the news in a phone call with Mildred. In a quivering voice came his sorrowful declaration: “I lost her.”

Lana later said that she knew the marriage was over by day three. Just as soon as she’d moved into his Summitridge Drive house—the same house that inspired his song “Summit Ridge Drive”—Artie became extremely controlling. He demanded that she learn how to cook and read the books he assigned to her, even dictating her physical appearance. He insisted that, instead of her usual dresses and heels, she wear a blouse and skirt, accessorized with flat loafers.

At first, she thought he was joking. When she realized he was being serious, he went further, forbidding her to wear lipstick in the house. In an era when bridal vows still included the word “obey,” it got to a point where, in the interest of avoiding an angry row, Lana complied. Whenever she left the house, she would pick a spot to pull over, applying her lipstick in the rearview mirror before heading on her way.

The marriage ended with a separation in less than a year.

Finally free, and with plans for a divorce under way, Lana took a much-needed cruise to Hawaii to relax. While sunning herself on the beach with a girlfriend, it occurred to Lana that she’d missed her period. She went to a doctor for a test, and with a sinking heart she learned that she was pregnant.

When she called Artie to give him the news, all he said was, “So what?” Lana was in disbelief. It was impossible to reason with him. Over the line, she could hear the smugness in his voice as he jeered, “How do I know it’s mine?”

Lana told him off before slamming down the receiver in disgust. The swaying palm trees and sparkling sand would do little to comfort her now.

Once home, she attempted to reach Artie again. She was informed that he had left town.

She called a meeting with her mother and Johnny Hyde, her agent and then-vice president of the William Morris talent agency. Sitting in his sunlit office, he made plain to Lana what she already knew: At the family-focused MGM, having a baby out of wedlock would be a clear violation of their strict morality clause. It would also make her a pariah in a world of rigid social norms that mandated nuclear family life. Having this baby alone would be the end of her career, Hyde solemnly advised. He offered her two options: either go back to Artie, or have an abortion. Lana had no hope and zero desire for the marriage to work.

She chose the abortion. Hyde made the necessary arrangements with the studio.

The procedure was to be administered in a crumbling private house downtown. With little explanation as to what was going on, Lana’s cervix was injected with a liquid. She was told that she would pass the fetus by the end of the night. With that, she went home.

At first, nothing seemed to be happening. Then the pain began.

Doubled over and supported by her mother, Lana called to speak with the abortionist again. With a practically audible eye roll, he instructed her to walk and drink lots of coffee, and to call him in the morning if it still hadn’t passed.

Lana spent that night crying, held up by Mildred and struggling to walk the perimeter of her bedroom. By dawn, after the prescribed pots of coffee, countless tears, and incessant walking, still, nothing had happened. Lana was still in excruciating pain.

Mildred angrily picked up the phone and dialed the abortionist, who came to the house. He laid Lana down on towels and did a full scraping. There was no anesthesia.

Lana later wrote that the pain was so unbearable that her mother had to cover her mouth with her hand to stifle the screams.

When Artie heard of the abortion, Lana says he was reported as saying, “I think I should have been consulted.”
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In an anecdote that would directly contradict Lana’s version of events, Sheila Weller writes that at the grand reopening at Ciro’s, on December 26, 1942, Lana sat with Helen Hover, journalist and sister to Herman Hover, the nightclub’s new owner. Off the record, Lana cried and told Helen that she was regretful over the end of her marriage to Artie Shaw. She told her it had ended because she’d gotten pregnant, and instead of first telling Shaw, she’d taken the news to her boss, Louis B. Mayer. He had made her have an abortion, Hover remembered the actress saying.

Weller writes, “Shaw found out about the pregnancy only after it was terminated, and that betrayal spelled the end of their marriage.”


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]


Lana’s next role was in the splashy 1941 musical extravaganza Ziegfeld Girl, opposite Judy Garland and Hedy Lamarr. Now, at age twenty, she finally had her first serious, dramatic role. She viewed it as her first step away from the dreaded “sweater girl” label, a chance to really showcase her developing acting abilities.

Her character’s boyfriend would be played by James Stewart, who had been sensational in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and who had just finished making The Philadelphia Story with Katharine Hepburn. The film would be an exploration of the varying trajectories of stardom, in a similar vein to 1932’s What Price Hollywood? and its many subsequent remakes, all titled A Star is Born.

Ziegfeld Girl was filled with dazzlingly complex Busby Berkeley musical numbers, which were made all the more surreal by the fanciful costumes of Adrian, whose enduring designs for the film continue to inspire artists and fashion designers to this day.
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After a brief dalliance with an already-eccentric Howard Hughes, Lana met her second husband, Stephen Crane III, while out at dinner with mutual friends. Spotting them in the restaurant, he had come to the table to greet the group. While not a definite member of the underworld, Stephen Crane was certainly underworld-adjacent. He kept company with Virginia Hill and ran high-stakes card games out of his small apartment.

The attraction between Stephen and Lana was instantaneous. Within three weeks they were engaged, and with that they were off to Las Vegas. Before the wedding, sitting in her bridal dressing room with bridesmaid, witness, and good friend Linda Darnell, Lana’s eyes filled with tears. She hugged her friend, crying, “Oh, Linda, I’m going to be so happy.”

In her comprehensive biography on Mickey Cohen, Tere Tereba writes that upon the newlyweds’ return to Los Angeles, a wedding breakfast was hosted by Mickey Cohen at the Streets of Paris restaurant on Hollywood Boulevard.

In a matter of a few blissful months, Lana was elated to discover that she was pregnant. She and Stephen were going to have a family. She made a joyful announcement to the press, and immediately set about making nursery plans.

It was during this happy time that Stephen asked his wife to sit with him for a moment so they could talk. Then he dropped a bomb: His divorce from his previous wife was not yet final. In fact, he had been confused by the paperwork and had thrown it out. The divorce was in an interlocutory waiting period of a year, and the year wasn’t even close to being up. This not only made their own marriage illegal, but it put them both at risk for a potential bigamy charge.

Furious, Lana ordered Stephen out of the house and acquired a quick annulment. Once again, she found herself in the precarious and lamentable social position of being with child and without a husband.

For his part, Stephen was devastated. He begged her to take him back. She refused. He begged her to at least see him. When she finally agreed to meet him, he pleaded with her. She told him that her answer was still no.

A few days later, Stephen made headlines when, in an ill-conceived attempt to win her love back, he smashed his car into the hedges outside of Lana’s house. The car got lodged into the bushes, its headlights casting leafy shadows onto the wide walls of the house. Lana was mortified. The incident was reported as a suicide attempt. Hedda Hopper reported on the pathetic scene, calling the entire episode “a sham.”

Stephen Crane kept up his campaign to get her back. As Lana progressed in her pregnancy, she began to feel alone and afraid. Ultimately, her resistance was worn down. Of course, Lana’s life was controlled by the constant regulation of publicity and bound by her contract’s morality clause. Not to mention the fact that social conventions of the day dictated that a baby needed a father—particularly when that baby was to be born into a very public, movie-star family.

Lana finally agreed to marry Stephen again, and the two drove down to Tijuana to make their marriage legal this time. She was not as excited to marry him the second time around as she had been the first.

In 1943, Cheryl Crane was born.

Lana and Stephen would separate and divorce within a year.

Stephen ultimately went into the restaurant business and became successful with his restaurant, The Luau, on Rodeo Drive. It was among the first to usher in the era of Polynesian-themed restaurants that would later sweep the nation during the 1950s. The Luau expanded into a chain, with fourteen additional locations opening in Sheraton Hotels across the United States.
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Since becoming a star at such a tender age, Lana Turner’s entire adult life had been lived in the glittering swirl of show business. A dizzying blend of the films she starred in, the constant demands of work and publicity, a placating entourage, and the iron fist of MGM all served as her education about the world. It was her frame of reference for the real-life situations and relationships she would encounter throughout her career.

In a later interview, Cheryl Crane would say of her mother: “She believed in the dream. The Hollywood ending. She kept looking for it.”

Lana thought she’d found exactly that in Tyrone Power. He was the great love of her life, the one she’d always remember—the one that got away. He was exactly her type: tall, dark, strikingly handsome. He had a gorgeous face, fantastic eyebrows, and a bustling career as 20th Century-Fox’s prominent leading man. Lana’s love for him easily eclipsed the love she’d felt for anyone before him (or after, for that matter). She wanted to marry him and have his children. It was a sentiment that he seemed to reciprocate, were it not for the fact that he was still technically married to French actress Annabella. They had long been separated, but she was persistent in her refusal to grant him a divorce.

Hedda Hopper called them “the most handsome and utterly love-struck couple I’ve seen in ages. […] I’ve never seen a pair of people more in love.” According to Lana, there was an electric current that flowed between them, a glow of love that surrounded them. It took only a brief look at the couple to see how in love they were.

It’s possible, however, that this was something Lana felt more strongly than Ty Power did. Their ill-fated love affair was “never meant to be,” as she would say.

Years later, Cheryl would observe astutely that “he was the one she didn’t get to keep—to marry…. Anything that you lose, it always retains more luster than maybe really was there.”

The story of their first evening together reflects this storybook quality. Tyrone had walked into a party alone and had seen Lana, luminous in one of her sumptuous custom dresses, sitting in a booth by herself. Their eyes had met for a long moment. She smiled warmly and patted the seat next to her. He was magnetized.

That night, ensconced with Lana in her private booth, he had asked for her telephone number, which she happily gave to him. When he called, he invited her over for a drink. They stayed up until three a.m., listening to music and talking. When it was time for her to go home, he’d kissed her softly, and she was hooked. They were a perfect match.

From that day on, Lana and Tyrone would continue to see each other, and it didn’t take long for Lana to fall deeply in love. She spent the entire relationship waiting in vain for Tyrone to obtain his divorce, hoping that they would marry.

The following year, 20th Century-Fox was planning for Tyrone to embark on a three-month flying tour, touching down in various countries throughout Europe. It was ostensibly a press tour, but the scheduling of it allowed for considerable personal time carved out for himself in between engagements. He was also very pointedly going alone.

From Lana’s autobiography, one gets the impression that, if he hadn’t made his intended solitude expressly clear, she would have happily tagged along.

About a month before his trip, Lana missed her period. Going to a doctor for a test, she found out she was pregnant, again. She was at a loss for what to do. Lana desperately wanted to have the baby, to have a piece of Tyrone for her very own, a part of him that could also be a part of her forever. She even considered going away to an island, having the baby, and coming back to LA, saying she’d adopted it. She knew that wouldn’t work, later writing, “How the hell can Lana Turner go away to an island and come back with a baby that looks exactly like Tyrone Power and get away with it?”

Tyrone didn’t share her enthusiasm. He went on planning his trip to Europe without her.

Before his departure, Lana threw him a going-away party at either Ciro’s or the Mocambo—sources vary. It was a lavish affair, clocking in at a whopping cost of $10,000 (over $100,000 today). She had hired Jimmy Dorsey’s orchestra and had the room filled with exotic orchids that she’d had specially flown in from Hawaii. He showed up, but his attendance felt compulsory, and while he did appear to enjoy himself, he seemed mostly distracted. After a while, he just left.

Regretting her ostentatious gesture of love for Tyrone, Lana was left alone and humiliated. All she could do was try to convince her friends—and herself—that he must have had a good reason for leaving so early.

Lana was torn as to what to do about the pregnancy. Tyrone, preoccupied with the preparations for his trip, had all but checked out. In advance of his departure, they had decided on a code so that they could communicate about her decision via radio without being found out. If Lana decided to go through with the procedure, she would say, “I found the house today.” If she decided to keep it, the code would be “I haven’t found the house yet.” He left it up to her to decide, kissed her good-bye, and boarded the plane that would take him across the Atlantic.

Of course, she couldn’t deal with yet another potential scandal of having a baby outside of wedlock. And deep down, she knew that, even if he could get his divorce, Tyrone was never going to marry her. The longer he spent away from her, the more nervous she grew, until she had no choice but to contend with the grim reality: He wasn’t serious about her. Should she go through with another abortion?

A group of friends had specified a date and time to communicate with Tyrone across the ocean. They met at a friend’s home, which was equipped with a ham radio. When it came Lana’s turn to speak, she said, “Tyrone, I found the house today.”

She figured that when he returned, they would get married and have another chance to have children together. This was just a matter of bad timing.

Upon his return from the European tour, he came over to visit Lana. He somberly sat her down at the window seat for a chat. Seated there together against the verdant backdrop of her carefully maintained lawn, the air between them was tense. He avoided her eyes. She knew something was wrong.

As he spoke, she realized he was there to break off their relationship.

She asked if there was someone else. He said there was.

“I see,” Lana lamented.

It turned out that while Tyrone was away, he’d begun seeing the young actress Linda Christian.

Linda Christian was born in Mexico and spoke six languages. She had grown up in several countries around the world, due to her Dutch father’s engineering position with the Shell Oil Company. At seventeen, she’d gotten her entree into Hollywood via Errol Flynn, who had met her while in Acapulco. He’d convinced her to return with him to try acting. She began an affair with him, but also eventually signed a contract with MGM. There, she got acting lessons and began her career in earnest.

Tyrone had fallen hard for Linda, and they married in 1949—after his divorce from Annabella was finalized.

Lana never got over him. With every man she was with after their affair, she tried—unsuccessfully—to re-create the feeling she’d had for Tyrone, saying, “I loved Tyrone Power in a way that I never loved anyone else.”

Lana would go on to believe that their two respective studios, MGM and 20th Century-Fox, had conspired to pull them apart. Maybe she had to believe that. In her mind, were it not for the scheming studios, she and Tyrone could have stayed together.
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Cheryl Crane was growing up a sheltered and lonely child. She rarely got to see her mother, who she longed to be close with but whose endless rules dictated her life. She wasn’t allowed to ride her bicycle on the sidewalk, instead having to ride in tight circles on the enclosed tennis court. She wasn’t allowed to run or climb trees, since she could fall and hurt herself. Even a game of hopscotch was deemed too rough for the child. On outings, Cheryl had to be seen wearing clean, bright white gloves at all times. Her Scottish governess, Nana, carried a bottle of soapy water in her bag to clean up any stray smudges that the little girl might acquire. She also carried extra pairs of the required white gloves, in case one should get dirty.

Perhaps in response to the loneliness Lana herself had felt as a child after being left in the foster home, she dictated that her own daughter was never, ever to be left alone under any circumstances, even while she slept.
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In her futile attempt to get over Tyrone, Lana escaped to New York. While in the city, an admirer of hers managed to get through the switchboard and reach her in her suite at the Plaza. He was a pudgy New York heir, and his name was Henry “Bob” Topping Jr. Lana remembered him. While she was making Cass Timberlane back home, he’d flooded her dressing room with a suffocating mass of roses and candy until she had to ask him to please stop.

Having been born into wealth, Bob Topping could certainly afford such exuberant gestures of praise and admiration. His family had amassed their vast fortune in tin plating. They also dabbled in banks, tobacco, steel, and railroads. His brother, Dan Topping, was a partial owner of the Yankees. He’d also been married to Arline Judge, the B-movie actress who then went on to marry Bob.

When he heard that Lana was in New York, Bob Topping resumed his campaign to win her attention. Now that he’d succeeded in getting her on the phone, he asked her for a date. Now, without the love of Tyrone Power to stop her, Lana figured, “Why not?” She finally relented.

Inside the limo on the way to their first date, she opened her purse and he dropped something into it. It was a crumpled wad of tissue paper. Thoroughly confused, Lana unraveled the paper. She was stunned to discover a pair of diamond earrings nestled inside, sparkling wildly in the passing streetlights. He told her earnestly that he’d hoped she would wear them that night. In fact, it would please him very much.

Never one to pass up a sassy quip, Lana retorted, “Haven’t you noticed that I’m wearing my own diamond earrings?”

“I thought you might like some new and different ones,” he replied, his grin widening.

Lana didn’t object. She removed her own earrings and replaced them with his. Wrapping her own diamonds with care back in the crinkled tissue paper, she silently mused to herself, “So this is how millionaires treat their blind dates.”

They continued to see each other during her time in New York.

As 1947 came to a close, he invited her to bring Cheryl and Mildred to spend Christmas at his family’s estate in Connecticut. The gargantuan manor, named Round Hill, looked to Cheryl like it came out of a Christmas card. The brick Tudor-style house sat on five hundred acres and had its own lake, a pool, gardens, horse stables, and a functioning farm. The servants’ quarters alone occupied twenty-two rooms. An enormous entrance hall stood three stories high, and the towering marble fireplaces were big enough to comfortably accommodate a standing adult. A thirty-foot Christmas tree was brought in from the woods on the property and set up in the grand hall.

Lana and her family spent an idyllic two weeks at the estate, not even minding the storm that snowed them in and forced them to cancel their New Year’s Eve party.

Bob Topping was growing on Lana.

He proposed to her one evening at the 21 Club by dropping the fifteen-carat marquise into her martini glass during dinner. She stared at the ice cube–sized stone, its sharp edges and scintillating fire illuminating the liquid in the glass.

She looked up at him, softly protesting, “But you know I’m not in love with you.”

He smiled at her. “You will be,” came the millionaire’s confident reply.

She took out the ring and, wiping it on her linen napkin, tried it on her ring finger. In recounting his proposal, she would later say, “There’s something awfully compelling about a large engagement ring.”

Due to troubles with the IRS, Lana was experiencing some financial difficulties during this period. She owed back taxes that MGM helped her settle by deducting large amounts from her weekly paychecks. While she wasn’t exactly destitute, she would definitely have to be more careful with her money—especially now that she was no longer commanding the plum starring roles she had enjoyed in earlier years.

A marriage to Bob Topping represented security. At the very least, she wouldn’t be subjugated by her dependence on the studio. After all, with the recent passing of Topping’s mother, he’d just come into a windfall of an inheritance.

It is also possible that, in agreeing to the marriage, there may have been an element of spite, a desire to make Tyrone jealous. Lana had already married out of spite once before. At the very least, she knew the marriage would make the papers, and she knew that Tyrone would see it.

Lana’s one request was that they have an actual wedding. She’d only ever had elopements before, and Las Vegas hadn’t seemed to hold the kind of luck she had hoped for. This time, she wanted a proper celebration, with all the trimmings.

Billy Wilkerson generously offered the couple his palatial Sunset Boulevard home and grounds to serve as the venue for their nuptials. MGM decorators descended on the house, covering it in thousands of white gardenias and gladioli for the occasion. A tablescape was designed of a tiny village fashioned entirely out of food, complete with rolling hills made of caviar. Nearby, an oversized ice sculpture of the couple stood on a pedestal in a passionate embrace, slowly dripping under the April sun.

The Toppings embarked on a yearlong honeymoon across Europe—first London, then Paris, then on to the Riviera. When the school year ended, Cheryl, Mildred, and Cheryl’s governess, Nana, were flown out to meet the newlyweds in Cannes. Together they spent a glorious summer on the gleaming blue water, dining decadently on boats, swimming and scuba-diving.

Upon their return to Los Angeles, the couple rented a bungalow at the Bel Air while they searched for a new home. Lana’s house on Crown Drive had only room enough for Lana, Cheryl, Mildred, and Nana. The newly minted Toppings needed a new one, a family home big enough for all of them to share.

Their search soon yielded the perfect house on Mapleton Drive in Holmby Hills. It was a stately home on three and a half acres, a two-story architectural mix of the Georgian and French Normandy styles. The property boasted a long, circular driveway, beautiful bay windows, an impressive entry hall with a sweeping grand staircase and massive chandelier, and a pool complete with pool house.

As Topping had just suffered a loss on one of his many poor investments, it was Lana who put up the money for the down payment and furnishings. She’d had to borrow it from the William Morris Agency.

In 1949, the new family moved in. They named the property “Maple-top.” Mildred, meanwhile, was installed in a comfortable apartment in nearby Beverly Hills.

When Judy Garland and her husband, Sid Luft, moved in next door, the long friendship between Lana and Judy deepened. After a long decade, the old MGM girls were reunited as neighbors on that prestigious block in Holmby Hills. They would often meet at one of their houses for a drink. Judy loved to come over and sit with Lana in her dressing room, watching her skillfully apply her makeup.

Young Liza Minnelli and Cheryl also became very close friends. Each was envious of the other’s realtionship with her mother. To Liza, Lana seemed like the most beautiful, perfect, and glamorous mother. To Cheryl, Judy seemed like the kindest, warmest, and most attentive. One day while playing together, the girls decided that they would swap mothers. They brought their idea to Lana and Judy, who, surprisingly, were game. They came up with a few ground rules and the trade was made. It didn’t last long, but it was a fun game.

As Christmas drew near, Bob Topping picked up a simple, two-strand diamond necklace at Cartier. It was a piece that Lana had openly admired. She’d even tried it on and fawned over the diamonds and their unrestrained sparkle. In lieu of simply handing it to her in the red box, he waited until the end of the merry morning, after all of the presents had been opened. Savoring Lana’s thinly veiled disappointment over the modest gold pin she’d received, he draped the jewels over the neck of Cheryl’s gray miniature poodle, Tinkette. He sent the dog over to Lana and sat back, waiting for her to notice the glimmering stones peeking out of the curls in the dog’s silver fur. When the jewels caught Lana’s eye, she screamed, scaring the daylights out of poor Tinkette. The necklace would become her all-time favorite piece of jewelry in her vast collection.

Lana did grow to love Bob Topping. Their marriage lasted nearly five years—twice as long as her previous marriages combined. But Bob’s drinking was becoming increasingly problematic. He would fly into unprovoked, violent rages, throwing things and breaking furniture. The next morning he would always be apologetic, sheepishly promising to clean himself up and quit drinking. Inevitably, he would end up breaking his promise.

After blowing through his inheritance, his own cash flow had slowed to a relative trickle, with only a modest trust fund allowance coming in. He spent recklessly, losing huge sums on investments that didn’t work out. His money troubles only exacerbated his drinking.

Toward the end of their marriage, Lana was supporting him. She soon came to the realization that as long as she remained Mrs. Henry “Bob” Topping, she would have to continue to work to maintain their lifestyle.

One afternoon, as she watched Lana sign checks for both her own bills and Bob’s, Mildred said to her daughter, “Darling, you’ll have to face it. You cannot afford to keep a millionaire.”

Lana burst out laughing, but she knew her mother was right.
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After their divorce, Lana met and married Lex Barker in 1953. Barker had been born into a wealthy East Coast family who had disowned him when he became an actor. He was now famous for his reprisal of Johnny Weissmuller’s iconic Tarzan role in five films for RKO. In her book, Detour: A Hollywood Story, Cheryl Crane writes explicit, brutally detailed allegations that Lex Barker had sexually abused her from the ages of ten to thirteen—a period that spanned the majority of his marriage to her mother.

It started on a typically balmy afternoon at Mapletop. Cheryl was by the pool, drying in the sun and watching a soft breeze come and go, rustling the sunlit leaves of the trees that surrounded the property.

She heard a door close and looked lifted her head up, shading her eyes to look at the source of the sound. Lex was walking toward the pool wrapped in a towel, his black Wayfarers gleaming in the sun. He plopped down next to her. After sitting with her for a moment, he coaxed her into the poolside sauna.

Shutting the door to the cedar enclosure behind them, he promptly removed his towel. He was nude underneath. His eyes fixed on the stunned child, he forced her to watch him gratify himself, declaring that he was doing her a service by “teaching her about men.” He finished on the floor.

Walking out, he casually turned back to look at Cheryl. He told her that what “they” had just done was to remain a secret—just between them.

The abuse escalated quickly. Taking advantage of Lana’s frequent absences for work, he started sneaking into her bedroom at night for more “sex lessons.” Each time, Cheryl would feebly protest. Each time, it grew increasingly violent.

Cheryl wrote, “I was ten and a half, going on eleven. I had never been able to make even the simplest decisions about myself, and now I realized that I had lost control of my body as well. I did not even own my insides. My stepfather did.”

Finally, after days spent rehearsing exactly how she would say it, Cheryl got up the courage to tell her grandmother about what had been going on at home.

Mildred was horrified. She immediately called Lana, informing her that there was a problem concerning Cheryl and that Lana needed to hurry over right away—and not to bring Lex.

Over at Mapletop, Lana and Lex had just returned from a dinner party when she got the call. She got into her car and rushed over to Mildred’s, still in her sparkling evening dress and ermine. Hurriedly entering through the living room door, she came to Cheryl’s side and grasped her by the hand. Slightly short of breath but retaining her composure, Lana looked at her mother, and then at Cheryl. She asked what was going on.

Cheryl took a deep breath. “It’s Lex.”

“What about Lex?”

Cheryl lowered her eyes. “He’s been coming into my room at night and doing things to me.”

Lana was floored by the accusation. At first not wanting to believe it, she barraged Cheryl with a long series of questions. She asked for approximate dates, times, details of each encounter. One by one, each of Cheryl’s recountings lined up with the dates and times that she had been away, working. Detail by detail, it all began to make sense.

Lana let out a long, drawn-out sigh. It was irrefutable. She gathered her trembling daughter into her arms and hugged her, rocking her gently. She held on for a long moment.

Cheryl wanted to stay the night at Mildred’s. After putting her to bed, Lana and Mildred stayed up talking, their hushed voices wafting through the door in muffled tones. Finally exhausted, at about three a.m., Lana drove home to Mapletop. She quietly snuck into the house, taking care not to let her high heels click on the polished floor of the cavernous entrance hall.

Peering into the bedroom she shared with Lex, she could see her husband sleeping peacefully, lying naked on top of the covers. The room was illuminated by flickering late-night static on the television set. Cracking the door open just enough, she snuck into the bedroom to fetch the revolver she kept tucked in the bedside table. It was already loaded.

Pointing it at the slumbering man’s head, a clutter of thoughts raced through her own.

Is this rat even worth it? Worth destroying our lives? Ending my career? Is he really worth it?

Her eyes gleaming with tears, Lana lowered the gun.

She spent the next several hours perched on the sofa, silently chain-smoking and staring out the window, watching the morning light emerge.

When Lex woke up, he was surprised to find his wife in the sitting room. He asked her why she hadn’t come to bed.

She turned her head slowly to glare at him, her entire body burning with hatred.

The first words out of his mouth were, “What has your daughter been telling you?”

Her voice even, she commanded, “Listen, you. I want you out of here in twenty minutes, and you know why.”

He opened his mouth, spewing an unintelligible protest.

Raising her voice, Lana cut him off. “Twenty minutes! Or I’m calling the police.”

That day, Lana took Cheryl to a doctor for an exam. The doctor came out of the examination room, quietly closing the door. He sat down next to Lana in the private waiting room and sighed.

“I can’t tell you who’s been there, but someone definitely has. She has been injured. She should have had stitches.”
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Lana had been at MGM her whole career. It was the studio that made her a star. She had been there on the tragic day in 1951 when Louis B. Mayer was ousted from his own studio and replaced by Dore Schary. L. B. was unceremoniously removed from his fiefdom, which he had helped to build and whose majestic signage bore his name.

In 1956, Lana’s own contract was up. Dore Schary elected not to renew. Her working relationship with the new studio head had been tense, and she believed this may have been the reason. He just didn’t take care of his stars the way Louis B. Mayer had.

Cheryl later said that “until her MGM contract was dropped, an army of service departments had made all her great and small worries go away.” Now, dropped out of the constellation of stars that MGM had created, Lana was on her own.
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In April 1957, Lana was filming The Lady Takes a Flyer at Universal. A new suitor was determined to win her attention, cold-calling her at the studio incessantly. Like Bob Topping before him, he engulfed her dressing room with a fusillade of flowers over the course of several days.

Eventually Lana’s dressing room at Universal became so crowded, so overrun with the heady, dizzying perfume of hundreds of flowers, that she had to ask a passing assistant to help her find somewhere to put the overflow.

The calls kept coming.

After several days of this, Lana’s curiosity was piqued. She wanted to know just who this ardent admirer was.

She called the number he’d left on the card that came with the florid bouquets. When he answered, he sounded delighted to hear from her. He said his name was John Steele, and asked her if he could take out to dinner. She turned him down.

Backpedaling, he asked about lunch. When that didn’t work, he asked about her weekends. Maybe they could just have a drink, he tried. Her answer was still no. She assured him politely that she had his number, though, in case she should change her mind. She bade him good-bye. It was easy enough to do—the classic “Don’t call me, I’ll call you.”

But the flowers didn’t stop coming. He kept calling her. With a mysterious knowledge of how much she loved music, he started sending her records of the exact genres and types of melodies she loved to hear. How did he know she loved this kind of music? How did he know she loved music at all? “He had mysterious ways of obtaining information and access, as I was to learn to my bitter cost,” she later wrote in her autobiography.

Finally his persistence succeeded in wearing her down. He insisted that they had a mutual friend in Ava Gardner, a fact that Lana, despite her close relationship with the brunette star, never bothered to check. Instead, she was flattered at John’s persistence. She took it to mean that he was passionate about her, and more than anything else, Lana loved romance and passion.

What she didn’t seem to realize was just how potentially problematic this display of romantic ardor could be. That, as if by a switch, her mysterious suitor’s admiration could just as easily cross over into obsession, even danger. None of these thoughts occurred to Lana.

In a head-spinningly radical shift, Lana not only agreed to see him, she gave him her private home address and invited him to stop by for a drink. After that first meeting in her Wilshire apartment, Lana and John Steele began seeing each other.

John was attentive and charismatic, wooing Lana with adoring fervor. He was always looking for ways to please her, and he took great pleasure in showering her with gifts. He gave her jewelry, continued sending her records, and took careful note of the things she liked. If they were on an outing and she showed even a passing fondness for a particular thing, she would find the item waiting for her when she got home.

Lana was swept away by his ardent attention. Their involvement deepened into an affair.

According to Lana, a knowing friend pulled her aside one day to tell her who this “John Steele” really was. He wasn’t John Steele at all. His name was Johnny Stompanato. He was a small-time gangster and ex-marine who was known around town as Oscar—an apparent allusion to the award-winning size of his private organs. Johnny Stompanato worked for the Sunset Strip kingpin Mickey Cohen.

Her friend studied her face as he spoke. “You’ve heard of him?”

Lana feigns naiveté in her memoirs: “Yes, I was familiar with Mickey Cohen’s name—at least to the extent of associating it with the mob, gambling, and violence.”

Stompanato had been employed by Cohen as a bodyguard and “enforcer.” The intentionally vague job description meant that Stompanato was responsible for collecting debts owed to Cohen, namely in cases that necessitated brute force. (It would later be revealed that he was also involved in Cohen’s blackmailing schemes and, according to his FBI file, a “procurer of girls for Mickey Cohen’s out of town contacts.”)

Lana scoffed. She didn’t believe her new beau could be capable of such things. John Steele owned a gift shop in Westwood. She wrote her friend off, accusing him of lying. Soon enough, however, he managed to come up with proof. Now, with the evidence staring her in the face, Lana couldn’t deny that it was true—John had been lying to her.

When she confronted him about it, he admitted that it was true. His real name was John Stompanato.

Lana was in disbelief. She asked him why he had lied to her.

He told her he hadn’t wanted to give her his real name, in case she might have seen it in the papers. He’d only lied to her because, based on his association with Mickey Cohen, he didn’t think she would have agreed to see him if she knew. “So my name is Johnny Stompanato. So what?” he said.

The transgression was too much for Lana. They’d only just started seeing each other, and he had already violated her trust.

“So I think we’d better cool this whole thing,” she said. “I think we’d better not see each other anymore.”

A slow smile crept across his face. “Lana, darling, you just try and get away from me,” he said with a laugh.

The phone calls continued.

Alone in her apartment, Lana avoided answering, letting the phone’s piercing tone reverberate throughout the rooms. On a few occasions she did pick up, thinking it was someone else. As soon as she heard his voice over the line, she hung up the receiver.

She began to see other people, making sure to be photographed by the press so that John would get the message and move on.

Still, her phone continued to ring.

His implied threat rang in Lana’s mind, louder and more sinister than the metallic timbre of her rotary phone. Her paranoia growing, she envisioned that Johnny Stompanato might do something to harm her. She became hypervigilant about her security at home, developing a new nightly routine to ensure her safety. Every night before bed she would make her rounds, double-locking every door and window before locking herself into her bedroom.

One night, Johnny climbed the fire escape and let himself into the apartment through a locked back door.

Dozing in bed, Lana heard a sound outside her bedroom door. She jolted awake with the sudden realization that she had forgotten to lock her bedroom. Lying in silence, she held her breath, listening intently. She heard the sound of her bedroom door creaking open. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could make out a shadowy figure slowly approaching her bed. She lay perfectly still, frozen in terror. Her fear had materialized into reality.

In an instant, Johnny leapt on top of her, smashing a pillow onto her face as she struggled against his weight. She tried to scream, but the pillow simply absorbed the frantic sound. She couldn’t even take in a breath, but she continued to fight. Her strength diminishing, she began to feel faint. Just before she lost consciousness, Johnny lifted the pillow away. She gasped for air. Still holding her pinned under his body weight, he bent down to kiss her on the mouth. Lana lay there helplessly, unable to move and paralyzed by fear.

Intimidated into submission, Lana continued to see him. Despite Johnny’s hideous behavior, there was, admittedly, a tiny part of her that was flattered he would want to be with her so badly. Later she wrote that although it took her a long time to admit this to herself, “his consuming passion was strangely exciting. Call it forbidden fruit or whatever, but this attraction was very deep—maybe something sick within me.” Even so, she had the good sense to keep their relationship under wraps, refusing to be seen with him in public. The last thing she needed was the publicity hounds coming down on her for romantically associating with an underworld figure.

Johnny resented this. He wanted desperately to be publicly acknowledged as Lana Turner’s lover.

Still, through the terrifying highs and lows of their relationship, Lana tried everything she could to get rid of Johnny. He just wouldn’t let go.

Sensing her desire to pull away from him, he began making alarmingly specific threats. He told her that he would rather see her dead than let her go. He cautioned that, through his connections, he could have her harmed or killed. He reminded her constantly that he could even have Cheryl and Mildred killed.

Lana saw her chance to get away from him when, in the fall of 1957, she was slated to fly to England to make Another Time, Another Place with the young Sean Connery for her own production company, Lanturn Productions. She would be gone for several months. She figured that, once separated from Johnny, she could let him down easily. It was an ideal escape plan.

However well she’d figured her plan would work, she grew increasingly lonely during her time in England. It rained constantly, and the gloomy weather depressed her. She knew no one in the area and could do nothing but sit at home alone after her long days at the studio.

Missing the sunshine and her life in LA, she began taking Johnny’s calls again. Soon he was writing to her, and she was writing back. He professed his love for her, promising that he had changed. He assured her that, when she returned, everything would be all right. The colder and grayer it got in England, the more she grew to depend on his letters.

Finally, she caved. She called her travel agent in LA and had them charge her account for a one-way ticket to Heathrow for Johnny.

When he arrived, the lovers shared a heartfelt, romantic reunion. He seemed intent on fulfilling his promise to her, and for a while their relationship was peaceful. Lana was happily in love again, and they were back to the way they’d been at the very beginning.

Johnny had ambitions to become a producer, and he initially spent his time searching for books to adapt into a screenplay. He’d hoped that in addition to being his first producing credit, the film would also be his own acting debut. He was dejected when the project fell through.

The relationship between Lana and Johnny soured again. He was demanding that she take him to the studio with her, begging to be introduced around as her lover. She refused. She did, however, give him access to her chauffeured car, in case he wanted to go into town for lunch or to do some shopping. He grew restless, complaining constantly of his boredom and loudly lamenting his disappointment at having to remain hidden away in her cottage.

One day, as she was preparing for a scene, Lana looked up from her script and was stunned to see Johnny across the room, sullenly stalking the darkened edge of the soundstage. He had shown up at the studio uninvited. When their eyes met, he turned to advance toward her. His eyes remained fixed on her, his glowering face intermittently illuminated by the studio lights as he crossed the stage.

When he got within earshot, Lana coolly asked what he was doing there. He flew into a rage and made a loud scene, apparently jealous over her scenes with Sean Connery. He then stormed directly onto the set and tried to fight Connery, who, unbeknownst to Johnny, had been a bodybuilder before becoming an actor. John Stompanato was easily bested by the future James Bond.

Back home at Lana’s rental in Hampstead Heath, she ordered him to pack his bags and get out. Johnny lunged at her, clenching his hands around her throat. She managed to let out a guttural scream. Hearing this in her upstairs room, Lana’s maid, Annie, tore downstairs and ran into Lana’s bedroom, where she was immediately confronted with the horrific scene unfolding before her.

Annie acted quickly, grabbing Stompanato by the shoulders and using all of her bodily strength to hoist the crazed man off her employer.

Johnny stumbled back a few steps, purple in the face, then started toward Lana again.

Annie stepped in front of Lana and, staring at Johnny, she delivered a warning in a deep, fiery groan. “Don’t come near me.” Lana had never heard her sound so menacing. “I’m not afraid of you. Miss Turner is, but I’m not. So help me God, you come any closer and I’ll kill you.”

Johnny turned and stomped out of the house, slamming the door behind him.

Lana’s larynx was badly damaged. She had Annie call the studio to tell them she was suffering from laryngitis, and the shooting was delayed. A doctor came to the house to affix a metal contraption onto her throat that would ease the pain on her vocal cords. Lana was unable to speak for weeks.

Stompanato came back to the house, ostensibly to check on her but ultimately continuing to issue threats against her family.

“I’m not kidding around,” he’d say. “I can take care of your mother, and Cheryl too. Don’t think I won’t do it. I can have it done. No one will ever know where it came from.”

All Lana could do was point to the door to signal him out.

Only Lana, Annie, and Del Armstrong, Lana’s longtime makeup artist and close friend, knew that her painful ailment wasn’t really laryngitis. Lana feared the negative publicity the truth would bring if anyone found out what was really going on.

Armstrong made a discreet call to Scotland Yard, and Johnny Stompanato was deported back to the United States.
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As spring approached, Another Time, Another Place was nearing completion. Lana couldn’t wait to finish the film so she could get out of England. It had been a brutal winter in every respect, and all she wanted was to take off for some much-needed rest and sunshine.

Lana’s favorite personal tradition was a vacation in Acapulco, whether over the holidays or after wrapping one of her pictures. She always stayed at the Villa Vera resort, in a one-bedroom suite with a spectacular view of the bay and her own private pool. She didn’t know it at the time, but the hotel staff had taken to calling it the Lana Turner Suite.

The most direct way to get to Acapulco from England was through Copenhagen. When Lana’s plane touched down in Denmark, she disembarked to make the switch to her next plane. Coming down the narrow steps and onto the tarmac, she was stunned to see, among the press cameras, Johnny Stompanato waiting for her at the bottom, grinning up at her.

Her heart stopped. How did he know I would be here? And how did he know exactly which plane I was on?

Acutely aware of the cameras on her, she managed to keep her expression cool and unbothered. Inside, she was screaming.

He held out his hand to help her descend the final steps, which she brusquely accepted.

As soon as they were alone, she accosted him in a frantic whisper.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“I wanted to surprise you,” he smirked. “I’m going to Acapulco with you.”

He accompanied her into the first-class lounge, where he proudly brandished his airline ticket. Examining the ticket, Lana was dismayed to see that he’d managed to get on the same flight. His seat was next to hers.
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On the car ride to Villa Vera, Lana gazed out the window at the rolling hills puncturing the impossibly blue Mexican sky. She silently pondered what her next move would be.

Johnny had insisted on riding with her to the hotel, lugging his bags into her car and even taking it upon himself to direct her driver.

In her luxe suite, the couple’s frequent quarrels took a more sinister turn. He began threatening Lana with a gun. He used it to force her to sleep with him. He kept the gun on him at all times, always ready to point it at her at the slightest provocation. He never gave her a moment alone, even following her into the bathroom. If she protested, he was ready with his gun.

During a rare moment of quiet, Lana was sunning herself by her private pool. Inside the suite, the phone rang. It was Paul Kohner, her agent. Breathlessly he delivered exciting news: She had received the nomination for Best Actress for her work in Peyton Place. After more than twenty years in the business, this was her first nomination.

She was overjoyed. She would leave Acapulco a month early, in order to prepare for the awards ceremony.

At first, Johnny Stompanato was impressed enough with her nomination that he ceased his daily threats. Assuming that he would be accompanying her to the ceremony, he was extraordinarily amenable to Lana for the remainder of the trip.

When the two of them landed in LA, Cheryl and Mildred were there to pick them up at the airport. Johnny was ecstatic to see that the press had also assembled, eager to snap photos of the tanned movie star as she disembarked and greeted her family. He insinuated himself into every picture, standing close to Lana and posing with Cheryl. Lana later wrote that he “seemed to be basking in the limelight. He made it appear as though we were a happy couple who had just returned from a marvelous vacation.”

They all rode home from the airport together, Johnny climbing into the driver’s seat to give the girls a chance to catch up in the car. En route, Lana told Cheryl and Mildred that she had rented a suite at the Bel Air while she searched for a new home. She also shared the exciting news that Mildred and Cheryl would be accompanying her to the ceremony, along with her publicist, Glenn Rose.

Johnny stayed silent. He just kept driving, his eyes staring forward at the road.
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Returning to the Bel Air after the awards ceremony, Lana and Cheryl walked arm in arm, their high heels dangling from their fingers. Cheryl had sneaked a few sips of her mother’s champagne at the banquet, and together the ladies swayed down the garden path, swathed in ermine, diamonds sparkling in the soft moonlight.

Giggling, they let themselves into the cottage bungalow. Lana turned on a lamp in the living room and poured herself a drink before settling into a stately wingback chair. Cheryl sat down on the floor beside her. The mother and daughter shared a rare moment of intimate closeness in the dimly lit room, just talking. Lana shared that she’d found a beautiful house to rent, on Bedford Drive in Beverly Hills. They would move in next week, on April 1. Cheryl was excited to hear that her bedroom would have its own fireplace and telephone line.

“But for now, darling,” Lana said, “we’d better get to bed. It’s three a.m. and we have to get up at eight.”

They helped each other with the zippers on their dresses and bade each other good night, heading in opposite directions to the bedrooms.

Before Cheryl could reach the door, Lana paused to call out to her teenaged daughter. “You do know to take your makeup off now, don’t you, Cherie?”

Cheryl smiled at the grown-up beauty advice from her mother. It was as if they were sisters, or even friends.

“I always scrub the makeup off when I get home,” said Lana. “No matter how smashed I am. If I can hardly stand up—if I have to hang on to the sink with one hand to see the mirror—I still wash off every speck.”

Cheryl didn’t exactly look forward to removing the chic green eye-shadow she’d gotten to wear that night. It had made her feel so glamorous. All the same, it was sound advice.

With the ice cubes clinking in her drink, Lana strode toward the bungalow’s master suite and opened the door. When she turned on the light, she was startled to see Johnny reclining on the chaise longue, smiling at her.

Lana froze. How did he get in here?

After a beat, she walked into the bedroom, closing the door quietly behind her. In as calm a voice as she could muster, she said, “John, I don’t know why you’re here. But you can’t stay. Cheryl is sleeping in the next room and her door is open.”

“So close it,” John said with a shrug.

Lana tried to reason with him. “Look, I don’t want to fight with Cheryl here. I’m asking you to leave.”

John glared at her. “I’m not leaving.”

Exasperated, Lana found her nightgown and robe and took them into the bathroom. She didn’t want his eyes on her while she changed. She came back into the bedroom, pulling the belt of the robe tightly around her waist. She was still wearing her diamonds. Her voice hushed and pleading, she tried again. “John, I’m going to bed. Now will you go?”

He jumped up from the chaise and grabbed her by the shoulders. “You no-good bitch! How dare you tell me to leave!” He cracked her hard across the face.

The diamond earring she still wore scraped into her cheek. The side of her face burned and there was a ringing in her ear. She reeled away from his grasp.

His palm delivered another crack to her face, this time knocking her down. Lifting her back up again, he began pummeling her with his fists. She went flying into the bar, breaking a shelf and smashing rows of glasses on the floor. Finally he lifted her up again and threw her down on the bed. Climbing on top of her, he began screaming in her face. “Now do you understand? Do you? You will never, never pull anything like that on me again. You will never leave me out of anything. If you go anywhere, I’ll always go there too. I let you get away with it this time, but never again as long as you live.”

Still awake in her bedroom across the bungalow, Cheryl heard his exclamations and the crashing of glass, punctuated by her mother’s sobs. It was the first time she’d ever heard anything like that. Johnny had always been so nice to her. But she could hardly be surprised. The revolving door of men in her mother’s life seldom turned out to be as good as they’d presented themselves to be.

Cheryl sighed. She grabbed a pillow and pulled it down over her ears.
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It rained for most of the day on Good Friday, April 4. Lana and Cheryl had just moved in on Tuesday, and had spent much of the past few days settling in. Lana always liked to have fresh china and cookware when she moved to a new house. She and John had spent the rainy afternoon together running errands, driving around town and picking up things for the new kitchen.

Del Armstrong and his friend, Bill Brooks, came to the house for drinks in the late afternoon. They were set to meet at 3:30 p.m., but Lana was running late as usual. It was nearly 4:30 by the time she and John arrived back at the house.

John went to put the parcels down in the kitchen. The rain was beginning to let up, and the foursome poured their libations in the barroom. John and Bill immediately recognized each other from school; they had been classmates at a military academy in Missouri. The two men sat together by the rain-streaked window, quietly catching up.

Lana watched this from behind the bar, her eyes narrowed. John was forty-three, and she knew Bill Brooks. He was a few years younger than she was. How could he have gone to school with John?

Johnny excused himself to hang up some dry cleaning in Lana’s new closet. As soon as he was out of earshot, Bill turned to Lana.

“How did you get stuck with a guy like that?” he asked.

Ignoring him, Lana asked Bill how old he was. He replied that he’d be thirty-five next week.

“Then how could you be in school with John?” she asked. “He’s so much older.”

Bill laughed. “Older? I was two years ahead of him. He couldn’t be more than thirty three. And let me tell you, Lana, that guy’s a snake.”

Lana stormed into Cheryl’s room, fuming. John had been lying about his age. At first, Johnny had made her feel young, glamorous. Now, Lana said, he was just making her look like an old has-been who dates younger men, as if clinging desperately to her own youth.

She felt like a fool. This was the final straw. Lana was determined to finally be rid of him. She would end the relationship that night.

She sat down on Cheryl’s bed, pleading with her teenaged daughter to help her figure out what she should do. Not that Lana would have listened to any of her suggestions. Cheryl knew her mother didn’t want to call the police, fearing the negative publicity that could potentially come out of it. She was, after all, dating an underworld figure.

Cheryl suggested that they could call Chief Anderson of the Beverly Hills Police Department. He was a friend to the family and a regular at The Luau, often dining with Stephen and Cheryl in their private dining room on Sundays. They knew him well.

Mildred herself had already called Chief Anderson a few days before. He had listened patiently to her, and he wanted to help. But he reminded her that, in order to be filed, complaints needed to come from the person who was in danger. With a sigh, he’d asked Mildred to have Lana call and talk to him. Lana never did.

Cheryl pleaded with her mother to call Chief Anderson. Lana still wouldn’t listen. Cheryl didn’t know what to do or how she could help. All she knew was that she would try.

Clutching her drink, Lana braced for what she was sure would be a thoroughly unpleasant evening.
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The gray afternoon continued to pour as the sky began to darken. From her bedroom down the hall, Cheryl could hear what sounded like her mother confronting Johnny about his lie.

“So what, goddammit?” John screamed.

“That’s just one lie too many. I’ve had it,” Lana shouted back.

Their fight was getting louder and louder.

“You damn bitch! You’re not getting rid of me that easy. I’ll cut you up first!”

Cheryl came out of her bedroom and called to her mother, signaling that she was in the house and could hear everything.

Lana came into her room. “John’s going to leave now,” she called out, loud enough for John to hear as he followed behind her.

“You’re not getting rid of me so easy, Miss Movie Star,” he growled.

Lana walked out of Cheryl’s room and into the hall, John still trailing behind her. Lana had managed to get enough distance between them to slip into her bedroom, locking the door behind her.

“Open up this motherfucker or I’ll break it down!” he shouted, slamming his body weight against the door.

Cheryl heard the click as her mother undid the lock.

John was rattling off his usual threats. By now, they were almost habitual, each one tumbling out one after the other as if he were doing a roll call. He threatened to kill Lana. He threatened to kill himself if she left him. He threatened to kill Cheryl and Mildred. He threatened to disfigure her appearance so that she could never work again.

“This time you’ll get it. No one will ev-er look at that pret-ty face again.”

Cheryl came out of her room and tiptoed down the hall, knocking on her mother’s door.

“Please, Mother,” she called, “can I see you for a second?”

Lana told her to come in.

Cheryl entered, took Lana by the hand, and led her out of the room. Once inside Cheryl’s bathroom across the house, mother and daughter hugged.

“Oh, baby, we’re in for a terrible night,” Lana cried.

Cheryl pleaded with her mother. “Why don’t you just tell him to go?”

“You don’t understand,” Lana said. “I’m deathly afraid of him. I’m terrified.”

Cheryl could see red marks on her mother’s face. Taking a deep breath, Lana grabbed Cheryl’s shoulders. “Baby, this could get ugly. Are you prepared for it?”

Cheryl stared back at her mother. “Y-yes, don’t worry. I won’t leave you. I won’t be far away.”

Lana returned to her all-pink bedroom and spoke to John in a measured tone. “I really can’t go on like this. There is no use discussing it any further. This is a brand-new house, a brand-new start for me, and I want you to leave. Just leave. Please. Good-bye.”

“You’ll fucking do as I say!” Johnny screamed. “You think you can order people around? From now on I’ll be doing the ordering!” Shaking her roughly, he screamed in her face. “Baby, you’ll do what I tell you!”

Cheryl was lingering by the entrance to the bedroom. When Lana broke away from his grasp, she discovered the cowering teenager, involuntarily watching the ugly scene unfold.

“Please, Cherie, please don’t listen to this. Go back to your room,” Lana implored. She reassured her it would be all right.

When Cheryl had retreated, Lana closed the door quickly behind her.

Cheryl hung back in the hallway, listening. He was hitting her now.

“I’ll carve you up!” he screamed.

Cheryl put her hand to her mouth. The gold charm bracelet she was wearing jingled with the movement. Suddenly they fell silent.

“Cherie, is that you?” Lana called through the door. “You’re still out there, I can hear you.” Cheryl slipped off the bracelet, letting it drop in a little gold heap on the floor in the hallway. She crept closer to the door and was sickened to hear the violence continue.

“You’ll never get away from me,” Johnny growled. “Wherever you go, I’ll find you. Or I have people who can. Like I say, if someone makes a living with his hands, break his hands. If someone makes a living with her face, destroy her face. I’ll cut you good, baby. You’ll never work again. And don’t think I won’t also get your mother and your kid. I don’t even have to be there. I have people to do the job for me. And I’ll watch,” he laughed.

Cheryl ran downstairs, her mind racing. What do I do? Who can I call?

She ran into the kitchen, where her eyes landed on a knife. It was sitting among a clutter of kitchen items on top of the counter. It was shiny and new, one of a set that her mother had just bought for the new house earlier that day. She ran and grabbed it, taking the steps two by two as she raced back upstairs. She would scare him away.

“Get out, get out, get out!” came her mother’s anguished cry from behind the door.

Cheryl called through the door. “Mother! Don’t keep arguing. Let me talk to you both.”

She could hear her mother sobbing.

“Don’t think this is the end,” Johnny was yelling. “You won’t live to see the end!”

Cheryl pounded on the door with her fist. “Please! Johnny, don’t talk to Mother like that.”

“I’ve just had enough,” Lana cried.

“Cunt, you’re dead,” came Johnny’s final threat.

“Mother, please!” Cheryl banged on the door.

“Out! Get out!” Lana threw the door open.

Cheryl saw Johnny approaching her mother from behind, his arm raised above his head. It looked like he was getting ready to strike her.

Cheryl rushed forward as Johnny moved toward the door, and for a moment they came together. The knife was in his abdomen. Achingly long seconds passed as he stared into Cheryl’s eyes.

“My God, Cheryl, what have you done?” he sputtered. He pulled away and stumbled back, his eyes still holding her gaze until he fell.

“My hand held a shaft of gleaming red steel and I screamed. I dropped it and raced to my room,” Cheryl later wrote of those harrowing moments.

Lana lifted his sweater and saw the small slit in his abdomen. Shockingly, there was no blood. He was still making faint, choking sounds. This couldn’t be happening.

She ran to the bathroom to get a towel to cover the wound. Picking up the knife off the floor, she deposited it in her bathroom sink.

Lana began to panic. She picked up the phone and called her mother to ask for the doctor’s number.

Hearing the terrible sound of Lana’s voice, Mildred began to panic.

Hanging up, Lana called the doctor. She told him John was dead. “Don’t do anything. I’ll be right there,” the doctor said.

Lana went upstairs to find Cheryl crying convulsively on her bed. She sat down on the bed and held her daughter, trying to ease her shaking and quiet her dry, heaving sobs.

The doorbell rang. It was Mildred. Pushing inside, the old woman had questions for Lana.

“Where is he? Where is Cheryl?”

She ran upstairs to Cheryl’s room, sat down on the bed, and hugged her sobbing granddaughter. Getting up, she asked her daughter again, “Where is he?”

Lana led her down the hall to the pink bedroom, where they came upon Johnny lying on the same spot on the floor. He was perfectly still.

Mildred knelt beside him, listening to his chest. She began performing mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on him.

“Mother, don’t touch him!” Lana yelped.

Mildred glowered at her daughter. “I’m doing the right thing.”

The doorbell rang again. It was Dr. John McDonald. She led him up to the bedroom where Mildred was still kneeling beside Johnny.

Dr. McDonald removed his jacket, laying it on the bed. He took out his stethoscope and began to feel around Johnny’s chest, listening for a heartbeat. Nothing. He took out a syringe and loaded it with an ampule of adrenaline. He plunged it into Johnny’s heart, then took his stethoscope and began to listen again. The doctor looked up at Lana, shaking his head no.

Johnny Stompanato was dead.

Dr. McDonald’s advice: Call Jerry Giesler.

The doorbell rang again. It was Stephen Crane, and Mildred let him in. Cheryl had called him, and he in turn had placed a call to Chief Anderson of the Beverly Hills Police Department.

Lana picked up the phone again and dialed Jerry Giesler, the most famous criminal defense attorney in Hollywood. She told him who she was and explained the situation to him. His gruff, slow voice sounded reassuring over the line.

“I’ll be right there. Give me your address.”
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Across town, Johnny Stompanato’s apartment was burglarized. Among the stolen items was a box that held sexually explicit film negatives of nude famous women—Lana included—that he’d taken in secret. It’s possible that Stompanato may have used the cache of negatives for blackmail purposes. Also included in the stolen booty were countless love letters from Lana, written to Johnny while she was in London. Mickey Cohen turned these sensational letters over to Agness Underwood, who published them in huge spreads for the Herald-Express.

“Keep your arms around me so close—and kiss me as I do you a thousand times. Also keep well beloved, because I do worry so. Try to eat and sleep for me. Please! Love you…. Love you…. Baci. Lanita.” The envelope also included a series of smaller notes, reading “Love, love, love,” “So much love and kisses,” “Juanito precious… love you mi cariño,” and finally, “Sweetest one, may this be like having my arms around you—close and warm. I do love you.”

“Darling daddy,” began another, “for most of the [phone] conversation tonight you did seem so cold and almost aloof! True, later you told me you loved me, but it seemed to take forever and ever. Why, papi? I know you don’t feel at all well, yet we have so few moments to speak with each other—it kind of hurts when you’re cool to me.”

One letter, written in advance of his flight to join her in England, is more suggestive of the calamitous side of their relationship: “Take better care, for it’s a long trip, and if you’re overtired, then you’ll be fretful and cross with me, and all I want is for you to be happy and relaxed and feel safe in my arms and my love.”

In his comment to the press accompanying the letters, Cohen said “I can’t believe Lana was trying to brush off Johnny either. I’ve known her for fifteen years. I talked to her on the phone before Johnny was killed and she sounded crazy about him. Those letters ought to prove that.”
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The coroner’s inquest took place one week later, on April 11. A jury of ten men and two women listened to testimony and details of Johnny Stompanato’s death. Mickey Cohen came in to testify as the first witness. Coming in five minutes late and loudly chewing gum, he sat down to give his testimony.

He was first asked if he had been able to identify the body. “I refuse to identify the body on the grounds I may be accused of this murder,” came his bizarre response. The question was repeated, and Mickey Cohen repeated himself. He was dismissed. It was easily the strangest two minutes of the entire inquest.

Dr. McDonald took the stand next to fulfill the requirement of identifying the body. The autopsy report was reviewed.

Next, it was Lana’s turn to testify. She looked toward Giesler, who nodded. She stood up and walked solemnly to the stand, gravely taking her oath before sitting down. A hush fell over the courtroom. She testified for more than an hour, going through all the details of how she and John had met, all the way up to the night of April 4.

The next day’s coverage of the inquest told of a curly-haired man who stood up and caused a disturbance in the courtroom, demanding that he be allowed to testify as to a motive. “I have a right to testify. It’s a pack of lies!” he reportedly shouted. When he was told to sit down, he refused. “She was in love with him. There was jealousy between mother and daughter. He was a gentleman. Most of you people in Hollywood are not!”

It took the jury twenty-three minutes of deliberation to issue a verdict: justifiable homicide.

Before the madness of the press coverage subsided, however, Lana and Cheryl were served with new subpoenas to appear in court. It was for a countersuit that came from Stompanato’s family, asking for $750,000 in damages and alleging that Johnny was stabbed while lying down. Jerry Giesler saw to it that Lana and Cheryl were eventually cleared.
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Billy Wilkerson’s son writes in his book that George Kennedy, Wilkerson’s longtime secretary and personal assistant, remembered the incident very differently than how it was reported in the press. He maintained that, on the evening of April 4, Lana had called Billy at his home in Bel Air. She was sobbing frantically, almost hysterically.

Billy asked her what was going on, and she said she had reached out because she didn’t know who else to turn to. She confessed to killing her boyfriend. She told him she had stabbed him while he slept in her bed. Now, not knowing what to do, she had called Wilkerson. She knew that if anyone needed a favor, Wilkerson was there, and he had a particular soft spot for the blonde actress who he’d helped to discover—and who had frequently dined in his establishments.

Wilkerson told her to calm down. He advised her not to call the police. She called Greg Bautzer, who gave her the same advice.

Bautzer hung up and dialed Jerry Giesler. Lana would need the star lawyer to ensure that she could come away from this scandal unscathed. With Hollywood powerhouse Giesler, it was all but guaranteed.

According to Wilkerson’s son, it was Giesler who had arrived at the Bedford Drive house first, staging the scene by dragging Stompanato’s limp body off the bed and onto the floor. He positioned him lying supine with his arms at his sides. The knife was wiped of fingerprints and deposited into the bathroom sink, and Cheryl’s gold charm bracelet was dropped on the floor outside the master suite. Each member of the family was coached on the story, so that Cheryl would take the fall for the crime.

Surely a judge would be more lenient on a fourteen-year-old girl than an actress whose life already bore the marks of scandal, due to her numerous marriages and romantic entanglements. Surely this would be a way that Cheryl could protect her mother. If she hadn’t actually protected her mother from the imminent threats of violence at the hands of John Stompanato, she could at least protect her now from legal repercussions and further damage to her career.
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Whoever did the actual stabbing, it is true that Cheryl did ultimately protect her mother. Whether she protected her life by killing the man who was threatening to kill her, or whether she protected her career by taking the fall for her mother and covering up her crime, it was Cheryl who exhibited great poise and heroism in the midst of an impossible situation. She later said, “As a mother wants to protect her child, so does a child want to protect her mother.”

Many years later, Lana was asked in an interview how she would like to be remembered. She paused thoughtfully, and finally said, “As a woman who has lived, who has been through many fires, survived them, but who can laugh at herself. Who can even laugh at this cockeyed world that we’re so mixed up in now… but always with a prayer behind the laughter.”
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Elizabeth Taylor

Love, Loss, and Lust for Life

THE HOUSE ON SCHUYLER ROAD RESEMBLED A CURIOUS CROSS BETWEEN a Spanish castle and a yacht. Its ivy-covered sprawl was flanked by gently swaying trees and nestled against a steep green hill, creating a romantic backdrop of moonlit cacti and wildflowers—an idyllic setting for an extended honeymoon period. The couple who shared the house had been married for thirteen months, and they still couldn’t get enough of each other. This peaceful Friday night was, in fact, the first one that international mega-star Elizabeth Taylor had ever spent apart from her husband, producer Mike Todd.

The moon grew brighter and climbed higher, and one by one the lights in neighboring houses began to extinguish. By two a.m., the lampless street was fully submerged in tranquil darkness.

A familiar car pulled up and parked haphazardly in its usual spot outside. Taylor’s personal secretary, Dick Hanley, and her physician, Dr. Rexford Kennamer, alighted quickly, slamming the steel doors shut. Wordlessly, the two men hastened up the rounded staircase and into the house.

An excruciating scream cut into the darkened stillness and devolved into a long, terrible, agonizing wail. The tragic sound carried into the street, jolting the neighbors awake with its piercing, heartbreaking tonality.

Mike Todd was dead.
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At her home on Conway Avenue in Holmby Hills, Debbie Reynolds heard the news of the plane crash.

She dressed quickly and got into her car. She sped the short distance to Beverly Hills. As she rounded the bend on Schuyler Road, she could see a swarm of reporters in the street and on the front lawn of the boatlike home. Eyeing them warily, the actress pulled over at the curb and quietly shut off the engine. She skillfully dodged their flashbulbs as she spiraled up the stairs and ran to the front door, toward the source of the anguished cries that were echoing out onto the street.

Once through the front door, she paused in the foyer to register the tumultuous scene.

The home was positively buzzing with commotion. Servants, friends, and studio personalities crammed into the house, seemingly moving without destination, all sharing the same pained expression.

Elizabeth could be heard upstairs in her room, screaming. Her anguished cries boomed through the house and shook the walls. Her two boys were huddled together, their bright blue eyes fearful. Their nurse stood guard nearby, holding the fussing baby.

Debbie ran to the staircase, taking the steps two by two to Elizabeth’s bedroom. Doctors had just arrived a few minutes before and were working to sedate her. She fought back, refusing to be subdued, her beautiful face contorted in unending pain. Outside, the din of reporters was growing louder.

Elizabeth’s heart-wrenching cries brought tears to Debbie’s eyes. She had known Elizabeth for years. They had been schoolmates on the MGM lot, and the wistful brunette had always appeared so serene. Debbie had never before seen her friend in such horrible distress. She knew she had to help.

She descended the stairs and promptly rounded up the boys, the baby, and the nurse. She loaded them all into her car and pulled away from the curb, turning back toward Holmby Hills.

Louella Parsons, a good friend of Mike Todd’s, described the new widow’s tragic evening in her mournful column: “The doctor spent seven hours with her. She was completely hysterical and no sedative seemed to put her to sleep. After many hours she finally dozed off. Even in her sleep she sobbed.”
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Elizabeth Taylor was born in London to American parents in 1932. Her mother had been a stage actress whose social climbing would firmly dictate the young family’s movements. Elizabeth’s father was a well-connected art dealer who, in the late 1930s, came back to the States on business. The brewing war in Europe prompted the rest of the family to follow, and they settled in Beverly Hills when Elizabeth was seven years old.

It wouldn’t be long before the young, already stunning Elizabeth began to turn the heads of movie industry figures—largely due to the efforts of her enterprising mother. By the early 1940s, they had the attention of Sam Marx, producer at MGM and friend to the late producer Paul Bern. Marx was interested in casting the girl for a film that would become the first installment of the immensely popular Lassie franchise. The film was a wholesome, sometimes saccharine project titled Lassie Come Home, based on the novel of the same name. This would be the eleven-year-old Elizabeth’s screen debut.

Louis B. Mayer at MGM was famous for his ability to spot stars, and he saw at once that there was something intriguingly special about Elizabeth. Eyes the color of Ceylon sapphires peered out from beneath a lush, impossibly dark fringe of lashes that once prompted a cinema-tographer to shut his camera off in exasperation. He asked the girl to go back to her dressing room and remove her false lashes. She wasn’t wearing any.

Beyond her obvious physical beauty, she had a quality about her, a sweetness that outshone even her canine co star, who, incidentally, was also making his screen debut as Lassie. Out of the two newcomers to the screen, it was Elizabeth the audience would remember.

After her illustrious debut in Lassie Come Home, Elizabeth learned that MGM was casting for their next animal-centered project: an equestrian epic called National Velvet, which would costar Mickey Rooney. She longed for the starring role of Velvet, a young English girl with a passion for riding horses. The role would hardly be a stretch, since Elizabeth was, in fact, a young English girl with a passion for riding horses. The only problem was that, while she was the appropriate age to play the character, her physical proportions were wrong. She was told that she was “just too small” to play the role.

Elizabeth stubbornly refused to let her size keep her from playing the coveted starring role. She later recalled that she ate steaks for every meal, she hung from door frames to stretch out her spine, and she exercised tirelessly. A few months later Elizabeth returned to the casting office, a full three inches taller. Impressed with the girl’s determination and tenacity, the producer Pandro Berman gave her the part of Velvet.

Elizabeth was thrilled. The starring role would be her second chance to wow audiences—this time playing against Mickey Rooney, who was a major star. Her fledgling screen career was gaining momentum.

When filming wrapped on National Velvet, MGM surprised Elizabeth with a gift. For her thirteenth birthday, the studio gave her King Charles, her equine costar from the picture. It was a conspicuous start to one of Elizabeth’s most distinguished characteristics—a lifelong passion for receiving extravagant gifts. The red and white thoroughbred would be the first of many.

Over the years that followed, Elizabeth’s star continued to rise as she appeared in several more projects, each time cementing herself further and further into the public consciousness. By 1950, the eighteen-year-old was slated to appear opposite Spencer Tracy in Father of the Bride. MGM, ever on the lookout for anything to exploit for publicity, felt that Elizabeth’s image as a young bride in the movie could be bolstered by commercializing her real-life nuptials. In a dizzying example of life imitating art, the studio set about producing the “wedding of the century”—the wedding of Elizabeth Taylor to her fiancé, the young hotel heir Conrad “Nicky” Hilton Jr. Her gown, like the one she had worn for her wedding in the film, was custom-made at the MGM costume department by designer Helen Rose. MGM set designers decorated the wedding venue, and the studio supplied the bridesmaids from their own stable of contract players. They even handpicked the guest list and created the seating arrangements.

The publicity this event generated was immense, and when the film premiered two days later, it was a critical and commercial success. It would go on to earn some of the highest box-office receipts of the year.

Despite the outward appearance of the young couple’s highly public, newly wedded bliss, behind closed doors the marriage quickly disinte-grated. As a new bride, Elizabeth soon discovered the extent of her new husband’s drinking, and when he drank, he often became violent. She would later say that, during this time, she was “a bit of a punching bag.” Elizabeth hid the truth from everyone, withdrawing from her usual self in an attempt to cover it up, to pretend that everything was normal—but this could only go on for so long. Within a year the couple would be divorced.

Next, she married English actor Michael Wilding. At age forty, he was twenty years her senior. Although on the surface the two didn’t quite look to be a physical match, by all accounts Wilding was a kind person who treated Elizabeth with the utmost respect.

But all was not perfectly harmonious. Craving the drama she’d learned from acting in pictures, Elizabeth came to dominate the marriage with continual threats and provocations. There was also an element of exploitation in that, while Wilding was fairly successful as an actor, he was nowhere near as big a star as his wife. There is no doubt that, in his marriage to Taylor, Wilding experienced a considerable boost to his name and social clout. The marriage resulted in two azure-eyed sons, Michael Jr. and Christopher.

While Elizabeth was filming Giant with James Dean in Marfa, Texas, Michael Wilding’s extramarital activities made the lurid pages of Confidential magazine, publicly humiliating his young movie-star wife. In a later profile on Elizabeth Taylor, the Pasadena Independent Star-News writes that her marriage to Wilding ended because “Wilding, a playful Briton, visited a local strip tease bistro. That might have been all right had he not brought the whole cast home with him.” They divorced in 1957.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth’s career showed no signs of slowing down. With her increasingly weighty roles in romantic dramas like A Place in the Sun, The Last Time I Saw Paris, and Raintree County, her stardom was snowballing.

Soon, a new suitor came calling. He would become husband number three and, up to this point, Elizabeth’s greatest love of her life: producer Michael Todd. They married in Acapulco in February 1957, only days after her divorce from Wilding was finalized. Despite their age difference of nearly twenty-five years, Elizabeth later told Barbara Walters that Mike “had more energy, and knowledge, and excitement, a sense of wonder about him. And he made everything he touched wondrous.”

Debbie Reynolds would later recall the start to their relationship: “She just fell madly in love with Mike Todd, who was really… a charismatic guy. All the women loved him! When he met Elizabeth, though, he just flipped for Elizabeth, and she [for] him.”

Mike Todd was a dynamic, gregarious producer and showman who shared Elizabeth’s eternal vigor and lust for life. He was an enterprising risk-taker with a restlessly entrepreneurial spirit, having made and lost millions by the age of twenty-one.

In one of his trademark gambles, he had recently poured all of his resources into a 1956 film adaptation of Jules Verne’s classic novel Around the World in 80 Days, starring Shirley MacLaine, Cantinflas, and David Niven. His wager paid off immensely. The film was a hit, lauded by Variety as a “smasheroo.” At the 1957 Academy Awards, the film earned a total of nine nominations and took home five Oscars—including one for Best Picture.

After the ceremony, reporters with flashing cameras cornered the flushed producer in the press pavilion as he embraced his new wife. With the Oscar in one arm and Elizabeth on the other, he turned to them and said, “I hope, uh, hope I live through all this because it’s so… everything’s so exciting.”

With this great windfall of success came a heightened ability to woo Elizabeth by speaking her preferred love language: gifts. Asked about his new marriage to Elizabeth in an interview, Todd said that his wife was his “favorite person in the whole world, and there’s no secret about it. And I’m very fortunate to get my hands on a few dollars occasionally, and I think there is no better way in the world of spending it than trying to spoil Elizabeth. You can’t! Someone once said, is Elizabeth spoiled? And I say, I know of nothing more pleasant than trying to spoil her. And I won’t be able to, I don’t think.” The first few months of their marriage brought the Oscar, and with it came the first trickles of her famed jewelry collection.

Elizabeth would later fondly remember a bright, warm day in Monte Carlo, where she was swimming in the pool of the couple’s rented villa. As she was completing a lap, she saw Mike emerge from the house, squinting in the overhead sunlight and smiling broadly. With his eyes fixed on her, he strolled across the lawn and toward the pool.

Elizabeth couldn’t help but notice that he was carrying a red leather box, its glistening gold-embossed trim catching the rays of the sun. She got out of the pool and rushed, still wet, to embrace her husband. When Elizabeth opened the box, it was as if sunlight itself was shining out at her. Inside was the most exquisite suite of rubies and diamonds from Cartier, glinting madly in the midday light. She blinked, her smile widening as she looked back up to meet Mike’s eyes.

But he wasn’t finished. He had another red box for her. This one held a matching necklace. He took it out with care, draping it over his wife’s neck and affixing it gently at the back. The necklace was designed in five points that sat elegantly across her collarbone, pointing straight down at her famously flawless décolletage.

She grinned as she unhooked the earrings and tried them on, turning her head this way and that to let the stones catch the light. She kissed her husband, sweetly. Then, grasping him lovingly by the wrist, she yanked him into the pool.
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Mike Todd’s best friend was the pop crooner Eddie Fisher, who had topped charts with such syrupy hits as 1950’s “Thinking of You” and the subsequent “Wish You Were Here.” He and his wife, MGM actress Debbie Reynolds, had married in 1955 and were the definitive, wholesome, all-American 1950s couple.

Reynolds was pert and perky, brimming with bouncy ponytail, modest neckline, 1950s bubblegum appeal. She had burst onto the scene in 1952 with her role as Kathy Selden in Singin’ in the Rain opposite Gene Kelly and, later, as Tammy Tyree in Tammy and the Bachelor.

Debbie and Eddie were best man and matron of honor at Mike and Elizabeth’s wedding in Acapulco, and the famous foursome were often seen out on double dates, frequently dining together at each other’s houses. When Debbie and Eddie had a son in 1958, they named him Todd after their best friend.

The two couples represented two sides of a 1950s cultural dichotomy: family-oriented puritanical morality and lascivious, barely restrained sexuality. Visually, they could not have been more dissimilar. Where Mike and Elizabeth were passionate, steamy, and bombastic, their married friends radiated chastity and virtue. As a couple, Debbie and Eddie were the human equivalent of a vanilla milkshake, and about as sexy as a white picket fence.

As idyllic as the Todd–Taylor union appeared on the surface, their love wasn’t always so tender in private. Their intense passion could, at times, turn physically abusive.

In a later interview with Joy Behar, Debbie Reynolds would tell a story about a particular evening that stood out in her memory. During her marriage to Eddie, Mike and Elizabeth had come over to their Georgian house on Conway to join them for dinner. At some point during the meal, Mike Todd hit Elizabeth. According to Reynolds, he “hauled off and slugged her,” knocking his wife out of her chair. Debbie was so stunned that she stood up immediately, ordering him out of the house.

Getting up from the floor, Elizabeth lightly admonished her hostess: “Debbie, we’re just playing.”

Behar commented that a man hitting his wife would be a much bigger scandal today than it was in the late 1950s.

Reynolds backtracked.

“Well, she got him back, she clobbered him back…. I’ve seen that happen a few times.”

She recounted another instance in the South of France, where Elizabeth became upset with Mike and slapped him in the face. “And then they run upstairs and jump in bed. Or just… in the pool and do it there too.”

The camera crew’s barely stifled laughter is audible off-screen.

“They had a good time.”
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By March 1958, Mike and Elizabeth had been married for just over a year. Their daughter, Liza, was six months old. Around the World in 80 Days was a cultural phenomenon, and Mike was scheduled to appear in New York as the guest of honor at a Friars Club dinner at the Waldorf Astoria.

Elizabeth never liked to be away from her spouses, so she had initially planned to join Mike on this trip. As the day of departure approached, however, she fell ill with a fever of 102. At the last minute, she had no choice but to cancel. She would stay home in Beverly Hills while Mike would take off as planned. It would be their first-ever night apart.

“He came up to say good-bye to me five times,” Elizabeth later said. “It’s like we both knew. It’s like we both had a premonition.”

On the evening of March 21, Mike Todd and a small crew gathered in Burbank to board the couple’s jet black private plane—the Lucky Liz—and began the journey east.

Years later, Kirk Douglas would reveal that he had been invited to join Mike in Liz’s stead. It would be an impromptu boys’ trip, Mike had said, and the two men could cut loose without their wives present.

Douglas’s wife, Anne, had an uneasy feeling about the trip—and it wasn’t about the boys going unsupervised. She genuinely, deep down, didn’t want Kirk to go. Maybe it was intuition, she said, but Anne was adamant. She did not want him to fly with Mike on the Lucky Liz. She offered an alternative: He could fly separately, and meet Mike on the East Coast.

That prospect just didn’t sound as fun. Kirk opted to forgo the trip altogether, and on Friday night, Mike took off on the private plane as planned. Anne would later write that Kirk was so upset that night at missing out that he had stomped off to bed without kissing her good night.

The plane crashed just after 2:00 a.m. in the Zuni Mountains of New Mexico. There were no survivors. All were burned beyond recognition.
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Elizabeth was kept sedated by doctors at her bedside. Her hairstylist, Sydney Guilaroff, stayed by her side throughout, later saying, “When she’d wake up, she’d just scream.”

Mike Todd’s funeral was held in his hometown of Chicago. Debbie offered to stay behind and take care of Elizabeth’s children while she and Eddie flew to Illinois. The bereaved widow and best friend grieved together, consoling each other in their moments of profound mourning. At the service, Elizabeth had to be held back after trying to throw herself onto the casket. She later said, “Maybe only another widow can understand how I felt. But I wanted to die.”

Elizabeth grieved for about three weeks before Hollywood came calling again. She had to be back on set. She later said that her role as Maggie in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof was what saved her. Paul Newman was, for his part, astounded at her professionalism. Knowing the unendurable pain she lived with off-screen lends particular poignancy to the passion with which she spoke her famous line: “I’m alive. Maggie the Cat is alive. I’m alive!”
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Elizabeth Taylor and Eddie Fisher grew closer during this period. Mourning the man that they both loved so much had built a bond between them, bringing a glimmer of comfort to their immeasurable sorrow. They commiserated, they cried, they hugged. They talked about life and about Mike Todd. Then, they slept together. As daughter Carrie Fisher later put it, “My father flew to Elizabeth’s side… gradually making his way slowly to her front. This made marriage to my mother awkward.”

In the coming months, newspapers would report on a weeklong tryst in New York, where Eddie Fisher and Elizabeth Taylor were seen making the rounds of the nightclubs together, fueling speculation that a romance had begun between the grieving friends. Fisher was there for negotiations on his forthcoming television show, and Taylor was in town on her way to an extended vacation in the Riviera, where she had already rented a villa for her stay. Eddie had apparently neglected to inform his wife that he planned to stay in New York an extra week. She’d made the journey to the airport and waited there to pick him up. He never showed.

Back home in Holmby Hills, Debbie saw the items in the papers reporting on her husband’s nightly jaunts in New York. Most painful of these were the reported sightings of Eddie and Elizabeth at a resort in the Catskills—the same resort where she and Eddie had been married three years before. The phone rang incessantly, with pushy columnists hounding her for a comment on her husband’s extramarital activities.

Elizabeth never did make it to Europe. She and Eddie returned to Los Angeles within a day of each other. Asked why she hadn’t made the trip to her villa as planned, she replied simply, “I missed my plane.”

Debbie and Eddie announced their separation two days later.

Reporters descended on Holmby Hills. They held vigil on the front lawn of the Conway Avenue house Debbie shared with her unaccounted-for husband. They were refusing to leave without a statement. Debbie edged to the window to peek through the curtain. In the light of the porch lamp, the crowd was still there, notebooks and recorders in hand, waiting like a pack of hungry dogs. It was nearing midnight. She decided she’d better throw them something—it was the only way to get them to leave. She cleared her throat and went to the front door.

“I am still in love with my husband,” Debbie said through the screen door. “I am deeply shocked over what has happened.”
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Angry protesters lined up to picket Eddie Fisher’s shows. Hollywood journalist James Bacon speculated on the effects of that New York sojourn in one of his columns.

“Did that Manhattan fling break up the supposedly idyllic marriage of Debbie and Eddie?” he asks rhetorically. Printed underneath were their replies: “‘No,’ says Liz. ‘No,’ choruses Eddie. ‘Yes,’ says Debbie.”

In a decade in which the nuclear family was enshrined above all else, public sympathy for the grieving twenty-six-year-old widow crumbled over the perceived theft of her best friend’s husband—who also happened to be her husband’s best friend. A quote from Elizabeth only served to fuel the rage: “Mike’s dead and I’m alive. What do you want me to do? Sleep alone?”

Hedda Hopper, ever one of the early arbiters of conservative family values, wrote: “I can’t take this present episode with Eddie Fisher. I’ve just talked with Liz to ask her what this is all about. Her reply was unprintable.” She goes on to recount their conversation. “You’ve been with Fisher constantly in New York for the past two weeks. What do you call that but taking him away from Debbie? I hear you even went to Grossinger’s with him—where he and Debbie were married.” Elizabeth, becoming irate with the behatted reporter, shot back. “Sure, and we had a divine time, too!”

Years later, Todd Fisher would write about his parents’ split in his memoir: “The world was stunned. Eddie and Elizabeth were vilified. Eddie was declared a philandering, opportunistic loser, and Elizabeth was labeled a bad-girl, home-wrecking slut. Debbie, the good girl, the innocent, unsuspecting victim and single mom, was globally embraced with love and sympathy.”

Bacon concludes, “Debbie was the classic suffering wife, home alone with two babies. Liz was cast as the homewrecker. Only time will tell if she was miscast.”

Even with all of the unfavorable publicity, Elizabeth was still a huge box-office draw. Disgruntled fans who renounced her behavior in her private life still filed into theaters to see Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. According to Bacon, “the headlines made no dent in the receipts.”

Producer Pandro Berman acted quickly. In an effort to cash in on her newfound sexual notoriety, MGM cast her in BUtterfield 8—as a New York call girl who sets her sights on a married man. This time, art was imitating life. Amusingly, Eddie Fisher would costar, not as her love interest but as her unassuming best friend. Elizabeth detested the role and the studio’s blatant exploitation of her private life, and her barely veiled anger comes through on-screen. Strangely, it enhances her performance.

Eddie and Elizabeth got married in Las Vegas in 1959, on the same day that Debbie and Eddie’s divorce was finalized. Elizabeth had converted to Judaism for the marriage, and she wore a dignified green chiffon ensemble that draped gracefully over her glossy raven locks. She could hardly have worn white.

In retrospect, it became clear that her motivations behind the marriage were not necessarily focused on her love for her new husband. Rather, it centered on their mutual love for her last husband. “We kept Mike Todd alive,” she would later say. According to Taylor biographer J. Randy Taraborrelli, Elizabeth later confided in producer Joe Mankiewicz, “I somehow believed that I could keep Mike’s memory alive through Eddie. Instead, I now find that all I have is Mike’s ghost. How can I be his wife when I am still married to a ghost?”
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Elizabeth first heard of the offer to star in Cleopatra while she was soaking in the tub in her favorite palatial suite at the Dorchester in London. As she was reclining amid a particularly high volume of warm, fragrant suds, the phone rang in the other room, sounding a few times before Eddie got to it. His voice was muffled.

Within a few minutes, he came into the bathroom. “They want you to do Cleopatra,” he said.

Elizabeth scoffed. “Sure, tell’em I’ll do it for a million dollars—and ten percent of the gross!” She was bluffing, of course—she just wanted to get back to her bath.

A few minutes later, Eddie came back in. “They said okay.”

Elizabeth screamed. She laughed and dunked her head beneath the suds and into the water, the bubbles of her delighted screams rising from her mouth. It was a world record: the highest salary ever paid to a single actor for one picture.

The picture was initially set to film in England, thanks to subsidies from the English government encouraging out-of-town productions to film there. The enormous outdoor sets were constructed at Pinewood Studios. It is uncertain as to how the producers intended to convincingly substitute the radiant skies and golden sand of the sunny Egyptian desert for the eternally blue and gray English gloom. Predictably, the shoot was repeatedly delayed due to the stubborn clouds that continually loomed over the towering sphinxes and the wilting palm trees.

The problems with the weather gave way to more ominous concerns about Elizabeth’s health. Forced to stand in the frigid outdoor Alexandria sets with little more than her draping costume to keep her warm, Elizabeth’s immune system suffered and her lungs became irritated. She got pneumonia in both of her lungs. She would later write, “When I became sick with pneumonia, I think it was my subconscious which let me become so seriously ill. I just let the disease take me.”

On March 4, 1961, she suddenly collapsed in her suite at the Dorchester. Her face was turning blue. Eddie frantically called for a doctor, and Elizabeth was hastily transferred to the London Clinic. There, she underwent an emergency tracheotomy.

On the operating table, she was pronounced dead. She had no vital signs for seven minutes. She later related the near-death experience to a hushed audience on The Oprah Winfrey Show:


I tried desperately to move an eyelid, a finger, something, to let them know that I could hear them saying, “Well, I think we’ve lost her.” I was saying to myself, “No you haven’t! I’m here.”

I sort of floated into this tunnel… and there were other figures that I recognized. And this welcoming, like sun, white sun, and warmth, and like being in liquid mercury. It was like being weightless. And Mike Todd was there. And I wanted to be with him more than anything in the world—he’d been dead about three years…. I was still mourning him. And he said, “No, baby, you can’t. It’s not your time. You can’t come over; you have to fight to go back.”



Elizabeth admitted she’d protested, feebly, “But I want to be with you.”

The studio audience was dead silent.

“I was reported dead,” she continued. “It was on the bulletin board. I even read my own obituaries,” she added, brightly. “I’ve never had such good reviews!”

The emergency tracheotomy saved Elizabeth’s life, and the news of her brush with death spread quickly, arousing a sympathetic response from the moviegoing public. Her sins seemed to have been forgiven. She flew back to Los Angeles to recuperate, and Hollywood welcomed her back with open arms.

Six weeks later, she won the Oscar for her performance in her personally most loathed film, BUtterfield 8. According to the Hollywood Reporter, “some said it was a sympathy vote after she was struck by a nearly fatal pneumonia.” Elizabeth hadn’t expected to win—she felt that she had done much better work in her previously nominated films. When Yul Brynner called her name, her mouth dropped open. Eddie helped her to the stage. Hobbling precariously to collect her statuette, she stunned in a white Dior boatneck ball gown and glistening diamond earrings. Her teased onyx hair was piled high on her head, and a freshly healed vertical scar gleamed on her throat. She received a standing ovation.

She gave a brief, breathy, and gracious thank-you before being helped off again by Yul Brynner.

Shirley MacLaine, who was also nominated that year for The Apartment, joked, “I lost to a tracheotomy!”
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Cleopatra was slated to finish filming in Rome at the Cinecittà Studios. After the long delays, extensive changes had been made to the cast and crew, as many who had initially signed on had had to move on to other engagements. When the production couldn’t get Marlon Brando to fill in for the role of Mark Antony, Welsh actor Richard Burton was cast instead.

The on-screen electricity between Elizabeth Taylor and her new co-star is palpable, but it wasn’t just great acting—it was based on an off-screen reality. The two had begun a passionate affair on the set.

Richard Burton was brilliant. He could discuss poetry and quote from classic literature. At the slightest provocation, he could (and often would) recite long passages from Shakespeare. He was brawny, manly, and charismatic, with a scintillating presence and a monumental screen career that, by contrast, made Eddie Fisher’s schmaltzy star appeal seem dated and passé.

But perhaps most importantly, his essential vitality matched Elizabeth’s. Celebrated jeweler Gianni Bulgari could personally attest to this, as he would interact intimately with both pairings in his showroom during Elizabeth’s stay in Rome. He later said of this dynamic time, “I [met] her with Eddie Fisher. She was certainly more glamorous than him. That’s no question. The glamour of Richard Burton was… challenging the one of Elizabeth Taylor. They were on the same level of glamour in one way or another. I couldn’t say that with Eddie Fisher.”

Richard Burton had an invigorating presence that excited Elizabeth. He was, according to Taraborrelli, “an electrifying man filled with a great zest for life, love and work.” To Elizabeth, he represented her own love of life. He was the enormity and immediacy of the present. Her relationship with Eddie had been a reflection of the past, their marriage a constant reminder of death. “Eddie and I resurrected Mike, and that’s sick. Boy, did I realize how sick it was. And then along came Richard, and I realized it wasn’t gone, it hadn’t dried up, that Mike’s legacy to me had been love.”

Richard Burton shared Elizabeth’s vigor, her energy, her powerful intensity. She was magnetized. Between scenes, they began spending more and more time together, meeting for daily lunches and candlelit dinners. Their affair grew into a zealous, undeniable love. Taraborrelli writes, “Richard began to have a better understanding of Elizabeth and what she was going through at this time in her life. He gently brought to her attention certain things she hadn’t really thought much about, such as the impropriety of having so many photographs of Mike Todd around the villa she shared with Eddie Fisher, the fact that she was still wearing Mike’s wedding band (and, often, not Eddie’s), and that she would sometimes talk incessantly about Mike, to the exclusion of Eddie.”

Elizabeth and Eddie announced they would be divorcing in the spring of 1962. Again the media went into a feeding frenzy. Elizabeth’s affair with Richard had already been confirmed in the press, and the resulting dissolution of both of their marriages had re-inflamed the backlash of piety that had scourged Elizabeth after the Eddie Fisher debacle. The illicit couple was roundly condemned by newspapers in Vatican City, with even the Pope himself weighing in on the controversy: “We like to call Rome a Holy City. God forbid it becomes a city of perversion.”

While driving back to her villa one night after a long dinner with Richard, people on the cobblestone street took notice of the luxury car with the vilified brunette in the back seat. They began yelling at the car as it passed, taunting the star inside in scorching Italian.

Elizabeth asked the driver to tell her what they were saying. He dutifully complied, translating their insults: “Homewrecker… whore… unfit mother.”

By 1964, Elizabeth was still embroiled in the drawn-out back-and-forth negotiations of her divorce from Eddie. Her arrival at the Los Angeles airport with Richard Burton spurred a media brawl as flashbulbs popped and impassioned reporters clamored toward the couple. It was, as Associated Press writer Bob Thomas put it, a “seething, shouting, throng of newsmen.” According to Thomas, the chaotic episode was just a singular glimpse into Elizabeth’s life—or what he called “filmdom’s most famous—and lengthiest—love epic.”


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]


Elizabeth Taylor and Debbie Reynolds reconciled in the 1960s, well after Elizabeth married Richard Burton. The two would remain friends until the end of Elizabeth’s life.

Reynolds later commented on their resumed friendship, “Why should it be broken up by a man that doesn’t really matter in the end?” Despite being asked about the scandal in nearly every interview in the ensuing years, Reynolds remained infinitely tactful. In an interview with People magazine, she’d reason, “I never felt bitter about Elizabeth. A man doesn’t leave a woman for another woman unless he wants to go.”

David Letterman once asked her winkingly if she ever ran into Elizabeth Taylor. Reynolds gracefully sidestepped the question.

“I think she’s doing great, I think she looks great. And everybody’s for a survivor…. Life goes on.”

Letterman smiled. “Yeah, but she took husbands like Hitler going through Poland.”

Debbie could barely stifle a laugh before graciously admonishing her host with a wag of an index finger.

“You’re really tacky, right?”

The audience howled with laughter.

“No, she’s doing great. I’m proud of her.”

Elizabeth Taylor married a few more times, twice to Richard Burton. But in her later years, her romantic life would no longer take center stage in the media. During the 1980s, activism became her most important work. HIV/AIDS had the nation in its grip, and with it came a rash of publicity touting negative stereotypes. It was by no means a fashionable cause. After suffering the loss of her dear friend Rock Hudson, Elizabeth Taylor was aghast at how little was being done to help patients struggling with the disorder. She campaigned extensively to raise awareness, correct the rampant misinformation, and raise funds for research, founding both amfAR—The American Foundation for AIDS Research—and ETAF—the Elizabeth Taylor AIDS Foundation.

At the 2000 GLAAD Media Awards, Carrie Fisher presented Elizabeth with an award for her tireless AIDS activism. Before introducing her bejeweled ex-stepmother on the stage, Carrie gave a glowing overview of the illustrious star’s many accomplishments. “The best thing Elizabeth Taylor did for me,” Carrie quipped, “was to get Eddie Fisher out of our house.”
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