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‘The definitive biography of the star who grew famous with Hollywood and did so much to make it famous in turn. It’s a horrifying book. It shows precisely what a legal authority can do to wreck people’s lives and foreshadowed the welter of moralizing which reached its zenith during the McCarthy “witch-hunt” of the 1950s.

‘It’s horrifying, too, because it shows conclusively that Arbuckle was innocent of the charges of rape and murder levelled at him by a politically ambitious district attorney. THE DAY THE LAUGHTER STOPPED is not just a biography of “Fatty” Arbuckle. It’s a history of Hollywood – and a damning indictment of hypocritical “crusaders” who tore a man to pieces in the name of morality’

SUNDAY PRESS

‘Lifts a stone, not just on Hollywood or Prohibition America, but on man’s inhumanity to man’

DAILY MIRROR

‘The zealots and reformers saw Hollywood and its works as the new Sodom. The Arbuckle scandal gave them exactly the weapon they needed … David Yallop’s book THE DAY THE LAUGHTER STOPPED shows that there was never a real case’

THE TIMES

‘David Yallop has dug up much valuable new information and is the first writer to draw extensively on the records of the trials, which he enthrallingly reconstructs’

NEW STATESMAN

‘An emotive story with a passionate exploration of the facts and fantasy. David Yallop’s knife-edge research has chopped through the guff and glut of the Hollywood jungle of the twenties from which censorship was born’

FINANCIAL TIMES

‘It would appear that anybody attempting to correct the Arbuckle story would be fighting uphill all the way. David Yallop does just that, he battles his way to the top and arrives panting to plant the banner of Fatty’s innocence … Tragic Roscoe, the poor bastard didn’t have a chance’

NEW YORK NEWS

‘Riveting … the full and unvarnished story of the dreadful ordeal suffered by Roscoe Arbuckle is clearly told and fully documented … It is a book that had to be written. It clears Arbuckle’s name, though several movie moguls of the 1920s come out of the story very badly indeed’

SCREEN INTERNATIONAL

‘Employing court transcripts once thought destroyed and interviews with the surviving principals, David Yallop meticulously tears apart the prosecution case. A fascinating work of film history which catches the social currents of the times’

THE NEW YORK TIMES

‘Three years of fanatical research worthy of the Sacco-Vanzetti case have gone into David Yallop’s angry vindication of Arbuckle. Yallop makes a convincing case that the generous woman-shy and somewhat prudish comic was victimized by a posse of women’s clubs, ministers and a Hearst press hungering after circulation-boosting scandals. THE DAY THE LAUGHTER STOPPED is a grim and lurid chronicle of an age. This engrossing book signals that a revival of Fatty Arbuckle’s funny and long-neglected films is overdue’

LOS ANGELES EXAMINER

‘A fascinating story of a witch-hunt and a thorough vindication of a man’

PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

‘As the book unreels the sense of outrage mounts’

CHICAGO NEWS

‘A stunning picture not only of the trials but also of Silent Hollywood and all its excesses … Yallop’s story gives a uniquely fascinating picture of Hollywood that is both moving and unforgettable’
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To Fletcher and Lucy

Saki observed ‘Hors d’oeuvres have always a pathetic interest for me: they remind me of one’s childhood that one goes through, wondering what the next course is going to be like – and during the rest of the menu one wishes one had eaten more of the hors d’oeuvres.’ Thank you for sharing your hors d’oeuvres with me.
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But one day in September 1921, all of the laughter stopped. Overnight what had been innocent fun was suddenly being denounced as ‘another Hollywood drunken orgy’ or ‘one more shocking example of sex depravity’. The day our laughter stopped was the day that Roscoe Arbuckle was accused of having caused the death of Virginia Rappe.

—Buster Keaton


PROLOGUE

It was a hot afternoon. The date: Monday, 5 September 1921. The place: a luxury suite in the St Francis Hotel, San Francisco. A lively party was in progress. The music played loudly and guests danced with abandon to a stream of fox trots. The Roaring Twenties and the Jazz Age had just begun; with the Eighteenth Amendment, so had Prohibition. Here the guests drank freely, which meant that everyone at the party was breaking the law. Still, they were in good company – it was Labor Day, and millions of their fellow citizens were doing precisely the same. Most of those millions would pay a small price for their pleasure: a few dollars for the bootleg liquor and a hangover the following day. For a number of the guests at the St Francis party, the price would be more. Much more …

Film actress Virginia Rappe (pronounced Rap-PAY)1 arrived at the St Francis Hotel just after midday. She had been having a late breakfast at the Palace Hotel with her manager, Al Semnacher, and a friend of his, Bambina Maude Delmont, when someone called to tell her that Mr Sherman and Mr Arbuckle were at the St Francis. Excited, Virginia told her friends that they had been invited to join the two men. Virginia mused, ‘I don’t know what Arbuckle that may be. It may be Roscoe, but I didn’t even know he was in town. But it may be he.’

As the breakfast progressed, they speculated on the possibility that the ‘Mr Arbuckle’ was indeed Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle. It seemed unlikely that the world-famous film comedian was in San Francisco. Wherever he went and whatever he did, Roscoe was news. Scanning the papers, they found no mention of his presence in the city.

‘It might be Andy Arbuckle, whom I know,’ Maude Delmont remarked.

Virginia Rappe intended to find out. ‘We will go over and see,’ she declared.

The two women waited impatiently for Al to appear at the Palace Hotel’s main entrance with his car. Eventually they walked over to the garage. There they found Al Semnacher arguing with one of the garage attendants. He had left instructions the night before that his car should be washed. It had not been done.

With Al grumbling about the inefficiency of the hotel staff, they drove to the St Francis. Virginia got out, saying, ‘I’ll go up first and see who it is, and you call me in five minutes, Maudie. If it’s someone I don’t care to bother with, I will say I will come right down. But if it’s all right and I want you to come up, I’ll say, “Come up.” ’ With that, Virginia ran up the steps to the hotel’s imposing front entrance and vanished.

Obviously everything was ‘all right’, for when Maude phoned the luxury suite and asked for her friend, she heard Virginia’s voice saying, ‘Come up.’ It occurred to Maude that although Virginia was obviously happy with their mysterious hosts, she might feel different. She told Al to wait in the lobby. ‘If we want to stay up there a little while, I’ll have you paged, and you come up.’ Twenty minutes later, Al was paged to Room 1220.

Al Semnacher must have thought he had struck gold when he entered the room. As a manager of film stars he knew better than most the importance of making influential contacts in the business. Besides Virginia and Maude, there were four men in the room, one of whom Al had never seen before. The other three were well-known to every manager in the business: actor Lowell Sherman, director Fred Fischbach, and Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle, the million-dollar-a-year comedian. As befitted America’s funniest man, Arbuckle exuded joy. Dressed in his pyjamas and bathrobe, he had the group roaring with laughter. There was plenty of bootleg whisky and gin, and everybody was helping himself. Maude was putting the whisky away as quickly as she could; in the space of an hour she consumed ten Scotches. During the same period, Virginia sipped orange blossoms (a mixture of gin and orange juice) and contented herself with three glasses. Inevitably, as the spirits in the bottles went down, the spirits of the partygoers rose. About thirty minutes after Virginia and her friends arrived, two showgirls, Alice Blake and Zey Prevon, joined the gathering. The boys phoned down for a Victrola and some records, and the party began to hum.

The fourth man at the party was Ira Fortlouis. Although unconnected with the movies and therefore not in a position to offer any of the girls ‘a part in my next major production’, he was in a line of business that was close to their hearts. He was a gown salesman.

The suite consisted of three large rooms and a couple of bathrooms. The rooms – 1219, 1220 and 1221 – had magnificent views of the city, and the girls oohed and ahed as they pointed out various landmarks. Maude Delmont turned from one of the windows to see Virginia emerging from the bathroom adjacent to 1219. The pretty young actress joined Maude at the window and confided to her friend that Roscoe had got hold of her in the bathroom. Maude, intent on having a good time, shrugged the incident off. The next thing she knew, Roscoe was back in the bathroom again with Virginia. Then, moving from the bathroom, Roscoe locked the door to 1219, shielding it from the view of Maude and the rest of the guests in 1220. Maude again shrugged it off, since Virginia had had only three drinks. Maude had noticed earlier when Roscoe had pulled up a chair and sat next to Virginia that he appeared to be more intoxicated than the other men – he showed it in his eyes and his general manner – but Virginia was a big girl and could take care of herself.

Maude got up and began to dance with Lowell Sherman. As time passed, she was conscious of the fact that neither Roscoe nor Virginia had rejoined the main party, and she wondered why her young friend had not re-emerged from Room 1219. She didn’t like the idea of Virginia’s being in there alone with Roscoe. It didn’t look nice.

The Victrola was playing a current hit of the period, ‘I’ve Got the Wonder-Where-He-Went-and-When-He’s-Coming-Back Blues’. As vocalist Marion Harris wailed the words, Maude swayed in time to the music. Giggling, she remarked to Lowell Sherman, ‘I’m so warm. I wish I could take this dress off and slip into something cool. Do you mind if I slip on a pair of pyjamas?’ Lowell offered her a pair of his. They went into 1221, where Lowell opened a dresser drawer, pulled out a pair of yellow silk pyjamas, and handed them to her. Then to show how much of a gentleman he was, he left the room while Maude disrobed. She was certainly taking up Sherman’s offer to make herself at home. Maude emerged resplendent in pyjamas. She continued dancing and, as she later expressed it, ‘having my pleasure’.

As the party progressed, Maude became obsessed with the thought that Arbuckle and Virginia were together behind a locked door. From time to time she moved to the door and called out to her friend, but there was no reply. She turned to Al Semnacher about the situation, but he and Ira Fortlouis had left to take a car ride around town.

Time passed, and Maude became more and more concerned at the continued absence of Roscoe and Virginia. She called out again. After getting no response, she took off her shoe and began hammering on the door with the heel. The others, presuming this was a party trick of Maude’s, took no notice. But after an hour had elapsed, something occurred that made them all take notice. From behind the locked door they heard Virginia screaming. The sounds were those of a woman in agony. Maude repeatedly hammered on the door, but there was no response. Grabbing the phone, Maude screamed, ‘Send someone up, please, right away. There is someone here in trouble.’ After replacing the receiver, Maude began kicking on the locked door.

‘You’d better get changed, Maude,’ Zey Prevon exclaimed. ‘The manager is coming up. Go in and slip your dress on, quick!’

Hurrying back to Sherman’s room, Maude Delmont quickly slipped out of the pyjamas and into her dress. Mr Boyle, the assistant manager of the St Francis, appeared and called out for Arbuckle to open the door. The door opened. There stood Roscoe, minus his bathrobe, his pyjamas wringing wet and clinging to his body. On his face was the famous Arbuckle foolish grin; on his head, Virginia Rappe’s Panama hat. ‘She’s in here,’ he said.

With Mr Boyle leading, the entire party rushed into Room 1219. Virginia was lying on the twin bed nearest the wall; screaming and tearing at her clothes. She was fully dressed. As she tore the clothes from her body, everyone present heard her yell, ‘I am hurt, I am dying. He did it, Maudie.’ One moment she was conscious and hysterical, the next semiconscious.

Maude, who had been a nurse, concluded that a cold bath would ‘brace her up’. They removed her green dress, shirtwaist, brassiere, panties and stockings.

Virginia clutched at her stomach and screamed, ‘I am hurt.’

Maude asked her, ‘What happened to you, Virginia?’ and the young girl replied simply, ‘I don’t know.’

Roscoe moved indifferently in and out of the room as the others fussed around the distressed girl. Fred Fischbach picked her up like a baby doll, carried her to the full bathtub, dropped her in it and then pulled her out. He carried her back and placed her on the bed. Maude was too excited to organize the drying, so the others rubbed Virginia thoroughly. After she had been wrapped in a sheet, Fred Fischbach, at Mr Boyle’s suggestion, went down to the reception desk and registered the sick girl in Room 1227.

Picking her up, Roscoe walked out of the suite and made his way along the corridor towards 1227, accompanied by the assistant hotel manager and Maude. Fearing that Roscoe was about to let her slip, Mr Boyle took the girl from him and carried her the rest of the way.

When she was settled, the hotel doctor was called. The house detective had already arrived, and the party was virtually over. Everyone but Roscoe Arbuckle was worried about Virginia Rappe’s condition. Alice Blake, Zey Prevon, and Fred Fischbach all came to see if they could help. Roscoe Arbuckle didn’t come near her again.

While they waited for the hotel doctor, Virginia continued to writhe, crying and complaining of terrible pain. ‘Maudie, what has happened to me?’ she asked. ‘What could he have done to me?’

Puzzled, Maude asked in return, ‘Virginia, don’t you remember anything at all?’

‘Not one thing,’ the girl replied. ‘I do not, no.’

At this point the hotel physician, Dr Beardslee, arrived. After listening to the garbled accounts of the partygoers, Dr Beardslee concluded that Virginia was hysterical because she was drunk. His examination was slight. He felt her abdomen, and as he did so she screamed, ‘Don’t touch me! I can’t stand it!’ He gave her a morphine injection to calm her, but she continued to cry aloud, complaining of pain. Nevertheless, he held to his opinion that her only problem was having drunk too much. Maude Delmont did not agree. She knew that the girl had had only three drinks and must be seriously hurt.

The doctor gave Virginia a second injection of morphine, which quieted her a little. Satisfied that the situation was under control and that his patient would soon be suffering only a hangover, the doctor left.

Maude undressed and got into bed beside the now-sleeping girl. Although the party guests had left the room, the hotel detective stayed to keep her company. Some two and a half hours later, Maude woke up. Virginia was still sleeping. Maude and the house detective went to the party suite, collected the last of the liquor, brought it back to Virginia’s room, and finished it off. At about three o’clock in the morning the detective left.

At six-thirty in the morning Maude was awakened by Virginia’s crying out in pain. Dr Beardslee was summoned and quickly gave Virginia a morphine injection. As Virginia had been unable to urinate all night, Maude asked the doctor to catheterize her. He used a glass catheter, the biggest that Maude had ever seen. The urine came out thick with blood, filling about two-thirds of the glass that Maude was holding. To Maude’s startled ‘What in heaven is that, Doctor?’, he replied, ‘Blood.’ At this point Maude realized the seriousness of Virginia’s condition, that she was probably suffering from an internal injury. Saying no more to Dr Beardslee, she resolved to dismiss him from the case. She did not care for his attitude or his appearance.

After the doctor had left, Maude, persuaded of the extreme urgency of the situation, telephoned a Dr Rumwell, who had been a friend of hers for nine years. When Rumwell learned that there was already a doctor on the case, he was reluctant to come to the hotel. ‘You understand, Maudie,’ he told her, ‘that I cannot take the case until you have dismissed the hotel physician.’ Maude said that she understood, but that she still wanted him to come over. He obliged her, but when Maude asked him to give the young woman a thorough examination, he demurred, saying that he had come merely as a friend.

Desperately, Maude told him of what had taken place at the party, how Virginia had complained of being injured, and how Dr Beardslee had catheterized her. She declared that Arbuckle had lain on Virginia and crushed her. Virginia confirmed this herself, saying she thought her body had been crushed by the weight of the 266-pound comedian. The bed on which the partygoers had found Virginia had been soaking wet, just as Arbuckle’s pyjamas had been, and to Virginia this was evidence that Arbuckle had assaulted her.

Maude then told the doctor of the blood that had been passed, but Rumwell only repeated, ‘I cannot take the case until Dr Beardslee has been dismissed. You understand that, Maudie. Dr Beardslee and I have worked together. I cannot afford any mix-up with him.’ Maude said that she understood, and the doctor left without examining Virginia Rappe.

At about noon that day, Tuesday, he returned; this time he did examine the girl. He checked her lungs with a stethoscope, then looked at the little marks on her neck, her arm, and her leg. He felt her abdomen, but when he lay his head on her stomach, she exclaimed, ‘Oh, please, Doctor! I cannot bear the weight of your head. It hurts so.’

Soothingly the doctor reassured her: ‘I’m not going to hurt you. I’ll be just as easy as I can be.’ He made no attempt to examine her internally.

When he had finished, the doctor did not offer his diagnosis to either woman. He simply told Maude Delmont that he would order a hot-water bottle and some medicine from the store. He did this, and left.

By Tuesday evening an exhausted Maude telephoned Dr Rumwell, requesting assistance. He sent a nurse, Miss Jameson, and the two women kept vigil through the night by the sick girl’s bedside.

By Wednesday morning Virginia was still unable to urinate normally. Nurse Jameson telephoned Rumwell, who advised her to catheterize the patient. The waste fluid resembled that of the first catheterization.

Throughout this period Virginia asked a number of times what had happened to her.

At about noon on Thursday, Virginia Rappe was moved to the Wakefield Sanatorium.

Shortly after noon on Friday she died.

The foregoing account of what happened at that fateful Labor Day party and in the days that followed is based entirely on a verbatim record of the testimony that was given by Maude Delmont at the coroner’s inquest into the death of Virginia Rappe. Before the inquest, a post-mortem examination of the young woman’s body revealed that the cause of death was peritonitis, caused by a rupture of the urinary bladder.

Within twenty-four hours of Virginia Rappe’s death, Maude Delmont had sworn out a complaint against Roscoe Arbuckle, accusing him of the murder of Virginia Rappe. Twenty-four hours later, Arbuckle was arrested and officially charged with murder.

The state’s star witness, Bambina Maude Delmont, never gave evidence in court. She initiated the charge that Arbuckle had murdered Virginia Rappe, and she told this story at the coroner’s inquest. But Maude Delmont was never again allowed to give official testimony. And there was a very good reason for this: Maude Delmont’s account was a tissue of lies.

Within twenty-four hours of Roscoe Arbuckle’s arrest on the charge of murder, the district attorney, Matthew Brady, was aware that the testimony of his star witness was riddled with lies. Yet he pursued Arbuckle through the courts of San Francisco for eight months.

Thus was born the myth of Arbuckle the rapist, Arbuckle the murderer, Arbuckle the monster. On that Labor Day there began an American drama, with a cast of thousands, which would ultimately cost, at a conservative estimate, one hundred million dollars. Besides the drama, there is the fantasy: the majority of the people who have heard of Fatty Arbuckle will tell you he is the man who killed a girl with a Coke bottle.

So this book does not deal merely with the events of one party. It is the life story of Hollywood’s first comedy star to sign a three-million-dollar contract, a man who in 1921 was one of the best-known, best-loved people on this planet. And it is the story of much more, because the day the laughter stopped for Roscoe Conkling Arbuckle, it did not stop just for him. In the aftermath of that party came censorship, repression, fear, the Hays Office, two generations of an industry running scared before the self-appointed arbiters of morality in America. It is reasonable to say that on one hot September day seventy years ago there occurred a macabre event that is still having an effect on everyone in America today.

To any reader who has previous beliefs about any of the events I am about to record, I offer a suggestion: forget all that you have read or been told. Here, for the first time, is the truth.
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