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Foreward

I first met silent-film star Maggie Savoy several years ago 
when I was a Ph.D. candidate at USC’s film school. Through 
some lucky research, I located the home she had purchased at 
the height of her career in 1917 and was even luckier to find that 
she still lived there. 

At that time there was a great resurgence of interest in early 
cinema and part of my thesis project was to garner first-hand 
information from primary sources. In my enthusiasm for the film-
making art-form in its nascent years, I located many forebear-
ers to what we know as cinema today. Fred J. Balshofer, an early 
director and producer; Charles Inslee, the actor; Arthur Miller, 
the Academy-award winning cinematographer; Constance Tal-
madge and Maggie Savoy, both actresses from the teens. It was an 
amazing few months when I met with these people who all had a 
hand in creating the art form that cinema has become today.

The Motion Picture Patents Company had held a monopoly 
over film cameras and film for most of the early part of the 20th 
century. When it was finally broken up in 1914 and the use of the 
cameras with Edison patents became more widespread and acces-
sible, the creativity of film making really began to hit its stride. No 
longer did a burgeoning filmmaker have to film his scenes on the 
sly to avoid agents from the Motion Picture Patents Company. 
Now he could build sets, large and small, on permanent property. 
With the small fact that film corporations now purchased land 
and created permanent buildings to film in, the scope of their 
films was allowed to expand in ways that was limited only by their 
imaginations. 

At the same time, due to the World War in Europe, the pio-
neering film making that had been taking place in France and 
Germany were brought to a stand still. World-wide film making 
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became concentrated in the Western United States as the influ-
ential directors and performers from Europe sought to live out 
the war in the United States. This brought an influx of creative 
people to the warm weather of Los Angeles, as well as those who 
were drawn to the glamour of the creative lifestyle. Thus was born 
Hollywood, the entertainment capital of the world. Drawn to it’s, 
back then, muddy avenues were the expats, the displaced, the 
artists, the dramatists, all of whom were enamored with the newly 
birthed creative industry of cinema.

This sudden broadening of scope of the way films were cre-
ated and the lifestyle that surrounded film making in the late 
1910s was exactly the time that Maggie Savoy entered the cinema 
industry. 

Maggie Savoy, born Magdalena Santoya, was only in silent 
pictures for a few years, but her contribution was enormous. Work-
ing with some of the top stars and major directors, she was close 
to many of the movers and shakers of early Hollywood. She acted 
in the now legendary Solomon and Sheba and was close personal 
friends with both the star and the director, and was close to the 
scandal that continues to surround it even today. It is also rumored 
that she had a hand in ‘discovering’ the lost director’s cut of the 
film. 

Her film career was cut short by her own choice to see the 
world. She gave up acting to marry and move to Europe just after 
the end of World War I. 

I think I can say this for all of my peers, that the day she left 
Hollywood was a sad day indeed. 

Once you have read her account of her years in Los Angeles, 
you will see why I have been completely charmed. Following is 
her memoirs of the early years of cinema in Los Angeles. I have 
learned a great deal and hope you will too. 

Steven R. Patterson, Ph.D. 
Film Critic, Los Angeles Herald 
Los Angeles, 1971
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Chapter 1

When I was a girl of eighteen, I ran away from home. I knew 
for certain what I was running from, but as to what I was running 
to, I had no idea. All I knew was that I needed to find my own way 
in the world, no matter the consequences. And I found myself, 
nearly a month after I left, staring out a fourth floor window of a 
boarding house with nothing to say for myself, watching listlessly 
as the people below went about their business. 

Yet, life has a way of moving on, even when you yourself are 
so uncertain. And that night, twenty seven days after I left my 
home, things changed for me. It was the night my cousin was 
arrested for being an “actress” and it was the night I found a way.

My grandfather, my Papa, when I was a child and upset about 
the little hurts and bruises that life heaps upon everyone, would 
say to me, “You can be whoever you want, Mija, you can do what-
ever you want as long as you are true to yourself. Take heart in 
who you are and things will work out just fine.”

As a child it meant little to me. Yet at that time, as a grown 
woman, I couldn’t get his words out of my head. Who was I? What 
did I want for my life? I had no answers. I only knew what I didn’t 
want. I didn’t want to be married against my wishes. I was certain 
I didn’t want to marry the odious Mr. Henry Johnson.

My mother had accepted, on my behalf, a proposal of marriage 
from Mr. Johnson. Mr. Johnson was fine as far boring bachelors 
went. My mother liked him for he was fairly rich and had excel-
lent prospects. I am certain, even after all these years, that her real 
object was to get rid of me at last. But I couldn’t marry him. The 
man was too shy to speak to me directly and looked at me as if I 
were a trophy he had won through some talent of his own. He had 
no trouble conversing at length about me with my mother. I knew 
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for certain that to marry Mr. Johnson would have been betraying 
myself. 

In the way that I could not refuse my mother, in my heart I 
refused to settle for a loveless marriage and the rearing of chil-
dren. I wanted more. What exactly, I did not know. 

That is why I found myself staring out the window of the 
fourth floor window of a boarding house on Main Street in Los 
Angeles. The boarding house where my cousin Dolores had 
settled after she left home and also where she worked. 

I remember that night in so much detail. I watched the last 
of the sun disappear into a fiery orange glow behind the bank 
buildings on Spring Street. I watched out the window long after 
the light had faded and there was only a small band of light on 
the far horizon.

My cousin, dressing in the closet behind me for her night’s 
work, admonished me for leaving the curtains open after dark. I 
said to her, “Dee, no one can see in. We’re on the fourth floor and 
there are no other tall buildings nearby.”

“Still, it just doesn’t seem right,” she returned, running a 
brush through her hair. I can still see the gloss shining on her 
stylishly short dark hair as she raked the brush quickly. 

“You sound just like my mother.” I smiled at her to let her 
know I was joking. She laughed too. 

I then turned back to the window. I could make out very little 
below me. On the corner was a street lamp that offered some 
illumination of the automobiles and people passing by. As I wasn’t 
staring out the window for any particular purpose, it didn’t bother 
me one way or the other if I could see anything. Next to me lay 
my diary. I had always been a very committed diarist, but I had 
found myself unable to write anything for the past month. There 
was so much I was confused about, yet I didn’t know where to 
begin. 

I heard rustling sounds behind me and knew that Dolores 
was putting on her dress. When the room again became silent, I 
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turned to look. Dolores was wearing a beaded burgundy evening 
gown. The hemline was very short, nearly showing her knees. She 
looked spectacular. The color perfectly accented her dark skin 
and black eyes. Even though we were first cousins, the only like-
ness we shared was our dark hair. I was pale with hazel eyes. A 
dress like that would have made me look as if I were trying to 
dress up in my mother’s clothes. On Dolores the dress made her 
look even more beautiful. 

“You look lovely, as usual,” I said to her. In response she smiled 
broadly and did a little dance for me, turning in the process. Her 
dress swished around her. 

“I have to get downstairs, the car will be leaving any minute 
now.” Dolores checked her make-up in the mirror, smoothing 
down a stray hair. “Have a good night primita. Don’t sit in the 
window all night.” 

Since I had run away from home, I hadn’t had much energy 
or motivation to do anything else. Dolores was right. I needed to 
do something. 

Even though I found myself with no prospects more than 
sixty miles from my family, I did not regret my choice. The idea 
that frightened me the most in my new, unfamiliar surroundings 
was my undetermined future. Once I was sure that I would not 
be found and forced back home, I found that I had no idea what 
my future would hold. Now what? I constantly asked myself. Now 
what, now what, now what? I was immobilized by my utter fear 
of what tomorrow would bring. What would I now do that I’d 
abandoned all my previous plans for the future?

Not that I had ever had any concrete plans. I had always 
thought that I would perhaps fall in love one day and then get 
married. Until then I would help my father run the ranch and 
family businesses, and ride my horse. Maybe I would give horse-
back riding lessons to girls who wanted them. Perhaps I would 
take a correspondence course or two, since my mother wouldn’t 
allow me to attend a university. I knew where I would be living. 
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I knew where my meals would come from. I wouldn’t have to 
worry about money or what to do with my days. There would be 
no worry other than how to avoid my mother. Such a simple life, 
a possibility no longer.

The bright spot of hope among my fears at that time was 
Dolores. She was my best friend and, to be with her at last, made 
me at least feel safe. She had run away nearly two years before I 
had, and we had secretly corresponded. My nosy, officious mother 
had never caught on. When I told Dolores of my intentions to 
leave my home, she more than graciously offered me her support.

In a moment, I decided that I’d had enough of my self-
imposed seclusion and decided to take a walk. I was apprehensive 
about being out at night alone in the city, having only left our 
rented room in the company of my cousin. As the boarding house 
we lived in also housed a genteel gentlemen’s club, I was certain 
that the neighborhood was a relatively nice one. 

The boarding house had been an old hotel, the kind in fash-
ion a half century before. It had four floors with two wings that 
were parallel to each other. In one half of the old hotel lived the 
girls. The other half was used exclusively by Dolores and her 
fellow hostesses while they were working the gentlemen’s club. 
The original dining room was now the salon and the basement 
had been converted into the gaming room. For show, there was a 
sign in front, on Main Street, that read “Esther’s Boarding House, 
No Vacancy.” Esther Barton was the proprietress and the meanest 
woman I have ever met.

The front and rear entrances were off limits to me so I eased 
down the service stairs that led to the delivery entrance on the 
side. It opened onto a small lane and gave me easy access out of 
the building. When I pulled open the door, I found myself facing 
a broad back – a man was standing on the steps. There was no 
way around it, and I worried that I would be in trouble if I were 
caught talking with a customer on my own at the side exit. I was 
sure it must be a customer because of the leisurely way he smoked 
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a cigarette. Passersby wouldn’t have lolled in the doorway. My 
fear mounted as I hesitated. I was just turning to go back up the 
stairs, when the man turned and saw me.

“I’m sorry Miss, am I in your way?” He bowed slightly and 
stepped away from the door. Still hesitating, undecided, I didn’t 
move. The man looked at me straight in the face. I was surprised 
to find myself staring back into the man’s dark eyes. Stung with 
nerves and worries, I hurried out the door and down the lane, 
walking quickly to make the street and the safety of the gold light 
of the street lamps. As I reached the corner I glanced over my 
shoulder. The man was watching me.

I walked, in as composed a manner as I could up and down 
Main Street between 7th and 8th Streets, past many similar 
buildings to the one I lived in. Many were apartments, there were 
some businesses and a bakery that I visited as often as I could. I 
was flustered by the encounter with the man. He was young, he 
was handsome, and he was dressed very finely. He had also been 
so chivalrous to me. I was quite struck. I had never encountered 
a young man that made my heart jump so. I wondered if he were 
one of the customers that Dolores had described to me. 

Relaxing into the exercise, I remembered Papa’s tale about 
how he left home as a young man. He had been born to a family 
of poor ranch hands and had always worked the ranch himself. 
Papa had left the ranch in Southern California as a young man 
because he’d had enough of the poor treatment and even poorer 
pay. The Americanos had just taken California at that time and 
he found from them that in their country you were expected to 
make your own fortune. Papa liked the idea and he left home. 
“Mija, it was the hardest thing I ever did. I left behind my sisters 
who had families of their own, but needed the extra money that 
I earned. I left behind everything I ever knew with no idea about 
the world I was heading into. Yet, I was so sure that I was doing 
the right thing, that I never felt regret or sorrow for what I had left 
behind, even when working the railroads proved to be worse than 
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what I left. For then I left that and tried my hand at gold mining 
which at least offered more freedom if less food. But whatever job 
I took, whatever city I lived in, I knew I was going the right way 
for I was believing in myself. And that, my darling girl, is the one 
thing you can be sure of.”

Tears sprang to my tears and my handkerchief was wet through 
before I was finished with my walk and my thoughts about Papa. 
The fresh air and exercise did me a world of good. 

I did not venture very far that evening. I was too unsure and 
wary, but at least the city streets and noises and the strangers I 
passed, kept me from deliberating over my troubles. It was by far 
the most pleasant evening I’d had since I had arrived.



Moving Pictures: A Novel of Early Hollywood 9

Chapter 2

Life always seems to make its most dramatic changes in a 
flash. After a month of time moving as slow as molasses, that 
night my future altered drastically. For when I arrived back at the 
boarding house, there was a flurry of people rushing along the 
lower floor halls. I went to sneak up the stairs but was stopped 
short by the words I overheard Esther speaking.

“Mark my words Miss Prentiss, I’ll have them out by morn-
ing.” Her normally haughty voice, now sounding imperious. “The 
audacity to arrest my girls. They should know better.”

Arrest? A worry grew in my chest. Dolores had gone out to 
a party that night as a rented girl. Arrest? I found that I couldn’t 
go up to my room without finding out what had happened. Once 
Esther had left the building, the hallways cleared. Usually at this 
time of night the living quarters of the building were silent, and 
soon the quiet returned.

I sat on the service stairs, unwilling to go up or down, yet 
frozen with worry. Had I not been downstairs to hear the com-
motion, I would never have known that something was wrong. 
Dolores never came up to the room before three in the morning. 
Sometimes not until dawn. But I had heard and couldn’t rest until 
I found out more. 

I must have dozed off in the stairwell, for I woke to a gentle 
hand on my shoulder. It was Stephanie, one of Esther’s girls. She 
was the only other girl in the house who had been in any form 
friendly to me. She was a blonde in her middle twenties. She had 
a warm, friendly smile, and I liked her a great deal.

“What happened?” I asked.
She gave a nervous glance down the hall and then pulled me 

to my feet. “Let’s have a cup of tea, alright?”
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I nodded and followed her to the kitchen. Esther’s night time 
cook had left. I realized that it must be past midnight. 

“I’ll put the kettle on, why don’t you sit down.” I did as I was 
told. Once she got the kettle heating she explained things to me. 

“That party that some of the girls went to tonight was raided.  
Joe got Mary Ellen away in the car, but the other five girls were 
arrested.” Seeing that I didn’t quite understand why people had 
been arrested, she continued to explain. “The cops sometimes 
raid the parties. Especially the parties of the rich movie folk.” 
Stephanie explained matter-of-factly. “I have heard that they do 
it to confiscate the booze or illegal drugs, but I don’t know for 
certain. Tonight, though, they arrested some of the people and all 
of the rented gals.” 

Raided? I asked myself. What I knew of raids were shipping 
officials or federal officers raiding warehouses for contraband and 
pornography. What would they raid a party for? 

Stephanie continued, “Esther had a fit. Most of the city 
officials are in her pocket, so her gals are to be left alone. Now 
they will all have arrest records. Esther doesn’t like those kinds of 
complications.”

I listened silently, trying to understand. “I’ve heard say that 
it was some of the city government people who asked Esther to 
move down here from San Francisco years back. Apparently 
Esther is quite famous there for a brothel she ran in the Barbary 
Coast, but after the earthquake she was having trouble making 
things work. It has been rumored that last mayor, Harper I think 
his name was, asked her to set up an establishment here.” 

I didn’t know a thing about city politics, but it sounded some-
what impressive. In an illegal sort of way. 

“Well, anyway, the cops are supposed to leave her girls alone, 
but they arrested all of them at the party last night, plus a few 
other girls working on their own.”

“So Dolores is in jail?” I asked weakly, imagining my poor 
cousin would be stuck there for a long sentence. 
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“Yeah, but don’t you worry, Esther will have them out in no 
time. She’s got connections,” Stephanie decided satisfactorily. By 
then the water was boiling, so Stephanie poured the water into 
the pot. “Don’t you think that its crazy that Esther runs a place 
for hookers with a gaming room in the basement? Lots of men 
always coming in and out at all hours and this place hasn’t never 
been raided?”

“Hasn’t it?” I asked politely. Frankly, I was very much bewil-
dered at this new turn of events. 

“No, of course not. Esther has it all worked out. Heck, half 
the cops come here regularly.”

I nodded in agreement. I started to understand, but was 
having trouble accepting it. Stephanie came to the table and put 
her warm hand on mine. “Don’t you worry, honey, Dolores will be 
home in no time. Just you wait.”

“Thanks Stephanie. Do you have any idea when Dolores . . . 
all the girls will be back?”

“Esther has gone to see to them now. I daresay it will be very 
soon.” Stephanie assured me. She poured me a cup of tea and 
we drank it in silence. She ushered me up to my room. I went to 
sleep, my head swimming with new ideas and situations. 

It was twilight in the room when I woke up, dawn just break-
ing. I woke up comfortable and comforted. I had dreamed of my 
Papa holding me in his arms telling me everything would be OK. 
I heard movement in the room and realized that Dolores must 
have returned. I bolted up to a sitting position and found her 
rummaging through her bureau drawer.

“Dolores!” I said quietly but with enthusiasm, “I’m so glad 
you’re back.”

She kept digging through the drawer, half bent over it. “Oh, 
you heard about it? I was hoping you would have missed the 
news.”

I was confused by her answer but relieved to see her back in 
our room all right. I told her so. 



12 K.L.A. Hyatt

“Aye, it was nothing primita, things like that just happen 
sometimes.” She found whatever she had been searching for 
in her drawer, it was  too dark for me to see, and she began to 
undress. Her pretty beaded dress was dull now in the morning 
gloom. 

I laid back down meaning to go back to sleep when Dolores 
continued. “But I got to be an actress for a night Magda.” 

There was no mistake the sparkle of glee in her voice. Half 
turning, half sitting up, I asked, “An actress? What were you 
doing?”

Dolores came and sat on my bed, “We were arrested for being 
hookers, but when we were booked by the cops, all five of us 
stated that we were actresses.”

“I don’t understand.”
“Being an actress is legal, primita. And with so many people 

who come out here just to be in pictures, how can the cops prove 
that we are not?”

Something clicked in my head when she said that. A distant 
memory surfaced. “Dee, didn’t you want to be an actress too?”

“Ahh, what? What do you know about that?” she answered, 
a bit alarmed.

“In one of your first letters to me after you ran away, you said 
that you thought you would like to be an actress.”

“Right, I did write that.” She sighed and turned towards the 
brightening window. I could see her profile clearly now. Her eyes 
shone brightly – too brightly as if tears were coating her eyes. 
“I did for awhile, but well . . . now you’re here and I want other 
things.” 

There was something in her manner that made me believe 
she wasn’t telling the whole truth.  “Is it hard to be an actress?” 

“No, not really. But the work for just an extra is not very 
consistent and hard to live off of. The real money comes from 
getting a contract with one of the studios. That’s when being an 
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actress can pay off.” She sighed again. “I’m so tired, I’ve got to 
sleep. Mind if I sleep in today? I may miss lunch.”

“No, get your rest. I’m sure your need it.”
Dolores was asleep in less than two minutes. She could get 

to sleep so fast. I tried to go back to sleep and dozed on and off 
for another hour, but couldn’t get back to real sleep. The idea of 
being actresses struck a chord with me. The movies were filled 
with girls like us. If so many other girls could do it, why not Dolo-
res and me? We both loved to see movies. We were living in Los 
Angeles without any real plans. We were both young. I was pretty 
enough and Dolores was beautiful. Why not try for it? 

As I couldn’t sleep, I got up and made my way downstairs to 
the kitchen for a cup of tea.

There was a lot about Dolores that I didn’t know. It would be 
foolish to kid myself that I did. We had only known each other for 
four years, and until a month before, we had only seen each other 
once. Dolores’s mother, Francis, was my father’s sister. When 
Francis had eloped with one of the ranch hands, my father and 
mother were outraged (or alternately, pretentious) and barred her 
and her new husband from their sight. My Papa thought it was a 
good joke and gave the newlyweds a great deal of money to start 
a business of their own. They settled up north in Ventura. Papa 
spent a great deal of time with his family in Ventura. Dolores and 
I both received reports of one another from our grandfather, and 
we both longed to know one another. 

Dolores was the youngest with four older brothers. I had two 
much older sisters and a brother whom I never really got along 
with. To know that there was another girl near to my age who 
loved Papa as I did made me feel as if I did have a friend out in 
the world. 

We finally got to meet when Papa died four years ago. My 
father was devastated by Papa’s death and invited his sister’s 
family to stay with us while we mourned. My mother did not 
approve but could say nothing. Dolores and I got along instantly. 
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It was as if we were sisters already. Before the three days were out, 
we knew all of each other’s secrets, and from that time on we had 
been constant correspondents. 

I knew deep down that Dee didn’t tell me everything. Her let-
ters were always so enthusiastic, so carefree that she couldn’t have 
been completely honest with me. Even when she was caught with 
that boy, Jose – the reason she ran away – she was happy. When 
she left home was the only time that our correspondence was cut 
off. Yet once she had settled in Los Angeles and we found a way 
to write to each other secretly, our correspondence had been as 
open and forthright as it had always been. I loved her too much to 
doubt her, but now knowing as I did that she didn’t always tell the 
complete truth, I wondered how much I really knew her.


