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THE SOUND OF SI LENTS

If you wal ked into the Warner Bros. Cinenma in London's West End to see a first-
run novi e today, you would take for granted the soundtrack wi th nusical score
and di al og. But why have | taken you across the Atlantic to point this out? A
lifetime ago a Londoner headed a group of engineers at the Bell Laboratories in
New York where they devel oped the Vitaphone System which by 1926 had

successfully integrated sound with film On the wall in the London theater
foyer there is a commenorative plaque; erected in 1996 to cel ebrate "100 Years
of Cinemm," it honors two Englishmen who hel ped to give the big screen its

voi ce. One was Ceorge Groves; the other was ny father, Stanley S. A \Watkins,
and this is the story of his part in the first talking picture.
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Stanl ey Watkins was born in London on May 29th, 1888, the only child of
Bet sy Caroline Doughty and Syl vester Al exander Watkins. Hi s nother was a forner
concert pianist; M. Watkins was a watchmeker, a mld, gentle nman, though not
very successful in business. Wien an uncle in California invited the famly to
join himon a lenon ranch in Lakeside near San Di ego, Stan and his nother went,
| eavi ng husband and fat her behi nd.

This was quite an adventure for a boy of fourteen. The year was 1902, and
the train journey took themthrough the city of Al buquerque where they ate in
the Fred Harvey |unchroom of the newly built Alvarado Hotel. Wth his box
Browni e camera, Watkins took photos of the railway porter, and of sone |ndian
worren selling pottery. After an exciting year full of snakes and shotguns,
bareback rides to the one room school house, and "hubbubs” when all the far-
flung nei ghbors would gather for conmunal entertai nment, the Watki nses deci ded
| emon ranching was not for themand returned to Engl and where Stan finished his
education. Three decades passed before Watkins would return to the Sout hwest.
But before that, New York beckoned.

From Engl and, the Watkins famly had kept in touch with their California
friends. The daughter of one had gone East and married GwlimMIles, a small
Wel sh man with a | arge voice. He was known as "The Great Anerican Elijah" and
gave singing | essons at his Munt Vernon, New York, boarding house, where
several of his pupils roonmed. After Stan had finished at University, M. Mles
urged himto cone over to the United States, and the invitati on was accepted.

WAt ki ns had graduated with a degree in electrical engineering fromthe
Central Technical College--later known as the City & Guilds Engineering College
of the Inperial College of Science and Technol ogy--in South Kensington, London



Al t hough this was only 1908, the Electrical Departnent at Central based its
teaching on the new "heuristic" methods. As WAtkins described it:

They did not consider that a graduating student
shoul d have his head packed with an enornous stock
of facts but that he should have been taught how
to reason, how to | ook up things that he didn't
know, and...how to wite his results in
intelligible English. (66-67)

This was useful training for Watkins when he arrived in New York in the |ate
sumrer of 1911 to look for work. He was twenty-three years old, with $50 in his
pocket. Luckily for him he also had friends awaiting him

GwlimMIles had contacts in the world of engineering which led to severa
i nterviews, and Watkins soon | anded a position in the Physical Lab at Wstern
Electric, the "Western" part of the nane reflecting its Chicago origins. The
Engi neeri ng Departnment was based at 463 West Street, New York, and later, in
1925, it was incorporated as Bell Tel ephone Laboratories.

In his early years with Western Electric, Watkins worked on a variety of
projects. By the tine the United States entered the First World War, he was
exclusively involved in mlitary defense work. This included "gun-ranging,"
anti-aircraft and anti-submarine detection. Because of this he was exenpted
fromactive service. The urgencies of war and the increased fundi ng nade
avail abl e for devel opnent produced sone technical advances which were to prove
useful in Watkins' future projects. He expl ained:

We canme out of the Kaiser's war with some nuch
nore sensitive and reliable mcrophones and with
advances in anplifiers and | oudspeakers that made
it possible to push the devel opnment of sound

engi neering equi pment in | eaps and bounds. Not to
speak of the inprovenents in radi o apparatus.
(113)

Wth the onset of better |oudspeaker systens, Watkins was given the task
of advising on the installation of "the right sort of equipnent for specific
jobs and seeing that it was used to best advantage" (113). This took himto
hotel s and bal I roons, sports stadiunms, theaters and concert halls around the
country. He installed a mcrophone and | oudspeaker systemin the Roxy Theater
in New York which "seated about 3000 and showed [silent] novies and had a very
el aborate stage show as wel " (114).

Western Electric had provided "Roxy" (as the inpresario, Sanuel Rothafe
was known) with a microphone and | oudspeaker system "to augnent the sound from
his singers and orchestra,” and "a special set up" to help himconduct his
rehearsals in the huge theater. However, when excited Roxy would often forget
about his mcrophone and rush around shouting directions anyway, as he had done
in the past. This was a probl em Wat ki ns encountered | ater when trying to record
artists unused to such newfangl ed aids.

Around 1920, Stan Watkins was sent out again, this time to introduce the
new y devel oped hearing aids. These were "niniature versions of our speech
anmplifying system but using earphones instead of |oudspeakers"” (Watkins 1964,
115). Repl acing ear trunpets, these were el aborate, expensive pieces of
equi pnrent, and in the early days only for the wealthy. When Watkins called on



Ms. J.P. Mdirgan, she kindly invited himto lunch with her, but at another
house he was sent round to the servants' entrance and introduced as "the
el ectrician man" (Watkins 1964, 117). \Wen situations |ike these arose, ny
father's easy charm and di pl omacy proved i nval uabl e.

Wil e he was inproving the sounds heard by individuals, Watkins was al so
intrigued by a colleague's work with "binaural" circuits, what we now know as
st er eophoni c sound. His appetite for |earning new things was nourished by his
work on the electronic part of electrocardi ographs, and denonstrating a device
invented in the Labs for an artificial larynx. He kept up this interest in
medi cal apparatus in later years when working on visible speech equi pnent for
the deaf. Al this tinme Watkins had been working on variations of sound
production, but after the war he began work on el ectronic recordi ng processes
and anot her step was taken towards tal king pictures.

By this time, in the early twenties, nmuch experinmentation had al ready been
done towards maki ng sound novies. Most attenpts used a conbination of film and
phonogr aph, such as Thomas Edi son's short-Ilived Ki netophone around 1895, and
the nore successful but still unsatisfactory French Chronophone. Edison
i nproved and revived his Kinetophone in 1913, but success still evaded him
America followed with the Cameraphone, a prerecorded soundtrack on disc,
synchroni zed (if they were lucky) with the picture film The Gernman-nade
Synchroscope was al so fraught with difficulties. Along with unacceptabl e
surface noise, one of the major drawbacks of all these systens was the
inability to achieve consistent synchronization. Another was the |ack of
suitable anplification techniques, forcing the actors to shout. Edison insisted
that the spoken word bel onged on the stage, but in 1921, the idea of a "talking
picture...was gathering strength in the | aboratory" (Eyman 1997, 25-37).

M crophones nmade the difference.

Edi son" s phonograph used wax cylinders with |arge horns as anplifiers.
Even with discs that were covered with a thick layer of "netallic soap" that
coul d be shaved to renmpve m stakes (Eyman 1997, 55), the sensitive nmechani sm
made recordi ng a chancy business for solo artists; orchestras proved even nore
difficult to record, as each player jostled to be heard. "Wth electrica
recordi ng, using nmicrophones," explained Watkins, "the orchestras and bands can
be as big as you like and can sit in the usual arrangenment and play as though
they were in a concert hall" (Watkins 1964, 135). The condenser nicrophones
were a great inprovement and the new equi pnent was soon put to use.

Record conpani es such as Victor and Col unbia had Western Electric
equi pnent installed in their studios. Watkins was assigned to assist at
Col unbi a where, as he had done in the Labs, he made test records on which he
did the singing. According to Stan, the Col unbi a peopl e considered "one of them
was the best recording of that song that they had nade." (Watkins 1964, 137) He
al so recorded artists |like Bessie Smith and Eddi e Cantor, thus getting his
first taste of handling touchy, show business people. Watkins says Cantor "was
a bit of a nuisance because he coul dn't understand that a new system coul dn't
be expected to work a hundred percent all the tinme" (Watkins 1964, 134).

It was not always the equi pnent that caused problens. Those working on the
techni cal side of the business could also be difficult to get along with. In
1913 Western Electric had bought the rights to the "Audion"--an anplification
vacuum tube invented by Lee De Forest. De Forest then pursued his interest in
maki ng sound novi es "by phot ographing a voice record sinultaneously with the
i mage on the sane piece of celluloid" (Eyman 1997, 41). Though he had sone



success, his efforts were finally wasted when he fell out with his business
partners. This left the field open for the work being done at the Bell Labs.

Stan Watkins had seen his first talking picture (what he called a
"singie," probably by Edison) in London in 1909. Now, in 1922, he was to take
part in making one hinself. The idea sprang froman aninmated filmcalled The
Audi on, that explained how an el ectronic valve used in radios and tel evisions
wor ked. This was shown during lectures ainmed at recruiting graduate students
into the Bell Laboratories. It was decided to produce a set of records to
acconpany the film and Watki ns was del egated to wite a script and nmeke the
records. As it was only a comrentary to go with the pictures, strict
synchroni zati on was not necessary. However, when the first public conbined
performance was shown at a neeting of the Anmerican Institute of Electrica
Engi neers at Yale in 1922, they were taking no chances. Watkins, whose voice
was al ready on the disc, was to take over the conmentary should the equi pnent
fail. From where he was perched with his nmicrophone, up anong the organ pipes
in Wolsey Hall, he could not see the screen clearly and all the di agrans
| ooked alike. It was just as well that nothing broke down (Watkins 1964, 149).

Wth that success behind them Watkins' departnment decided to try making
"a real talking picture.” For this they needed sound and picture to be
synchroni zed "to within about a twenty-fifth of a second” (Watkins 1964, 150).
Once that had been worked out, and a small room allocated to the production
team they went ahead. Watkins' diary entry for February 23, 1922 reads:
"Conference... on talking novie which J.P.M [Joseph Maxfield, his supervisor]
has assigned to nme now. " Proudly, Watkins recalled

havi ng the distinction of being the first director
and one of the first actors on our system | said
a few words about what we were doing, struck a
gong, and played a tune on a tin whistle.(Watkins
1964, 150)

The tune played was very sinple; the words to it went: "How dry | am how dry |
am nobody knows how dry | am" As this was during Prohibition, Stan Watkins
felt "that the success of talking pictures was due in sone snall nmeasure to the
sincerity | was able to put into that little tune.” (Watkins 1964, 151) A
nodest begi nni ng, perhaps, but this was only the start of great things ahead.

Not unnaturally, the nain focus of the Western Electric engineers had to
do with research and devel opnent towards better tel ephone comrunications. Sone
of the "higher-ups" felt that electrical recording and tal king pictures were
"unsuitable for a conpany whose business it was to nake tel ephones" (Watkins
1964, 132). Despite these objections Watkins and Maxfield went on with their
experinments. Stan and Joe soon becane fast friends. They nmade a good team
because Maxfield, as Watkins recall ed,

was ruthlessly intense in his work and | acted as
a sort of safety brake on his inpetuousness.

He was interested in everything but tackled all in
the manner of a specialist while | let nmy mnd
range over things. (Watkins 1964, 132)

The el ectrical recording devel opments which the Bell Labs were undertaking
during the 1920s, in collaboration with the Victor Tal ki ng Machi ne Conpany and



Col unmbi a Phonogr aph Conpany, involved transmtting and recordi ng over tel ephone
lines. Watkins' diary entries for this period show alnost daily trips to
Col unbi a where they recorded

nmusic fromthe Capitol Theatre for our friend Roxy
[and] a concert by the New York Phil harnonic
Orchestra transnmtted from Carnegie Hall. We al so
recorded "inportant" speeches such as President
Cool i dge' s I naugural Address. (Watkins 1964, 135)

Sonetinmes these transm ssions also included visuals; as early as 1924 the
Bel | Labs gave the first public denonstration of a fax machine. But they were
still a long way from sound-on-film or even sound-on-disc which had to be
synchroni zed with noving pictures.

Al t hough the Vitaphone system which finally convinced the world that
tal king pictures were here to stay used this latter, rather cunbersone
techni que, noving pictures with sound had been seen before. In fact, Wstern
El ectric had been experinmenting with recording onto the filmitself from 1913
onwards. These early trials required huge areas of the filmto be used for the
soundtrack, and splicing broken or damaged fil m caused untold difficulties. To
give the early attenpts their due, Stan Watkins said:

This was no discredit to the inventors; it wasn't
possible with the facilities they then had at
their disposal. And when the successful sound
picture did appear it wasn't the outcone of any of
the earlier attenpts but was an of fshoot of the
phonograph and the tel ephone. (Watkins 1961, 1)

So Watkins and his group fromthe Bell Labs continued to concentrate on
i mprovenents to the synchroni zed, recorded disc system

Ensconced in the little studio on Wst Street, Watkins was now busily
occupi ed nmaking short filns that conbined visuals with sound. The room they had
to work in was so small that the noisy canera had to be set up on a flat roof
outside the closed window. Oten it was my father who was the "star" of these
experinmental talking pictures, singing the English ballads and fol k songs he
had | earned from New York friends. He had inherited musical talent fromhis
not her and sang unacconpanied in a clear tenor voice. Sonetinmes "a young | ady
fromthe Labs who could play the piano" hel ped out (Watkins 1964, 133). Sadly,
nost of those early recordings have been lost, although it is fair to say that
their quality was probably far bel ow today's standards. The early discs were,
however, a vast inprovenent on the cylinder recordings, and by the nmid-twenties
phonographs too had greatly inproved. My father had hinsel f been instrunenta
in inventing sone of the inprovements. Now recordings of Watkins, and other
(professional) artists, were being cut and progranmed to synchronize with
novi ng pi ctures.

Once enough sanpl es of these mini-tal kies had been successfully prepared,
the "novie people" were invited to cone, see and hear. It was now the Spring of
1925. Stan Wat ki ns renenbered:

Most of the big fellows cane, the heads of

Par amount, M G M, Universal, etc....The novie
tycoons said that we had a very clever and anusing
toy but it really wasn't of much interest...it



wasn't "box office" and...the public didn't want
tal king pictures. (Watkins 1964, 151)

One studio not represented at the denonstrations was the small Warner
Bros. group, a fam |y business run by Harry, Jack, Albert and Sam As chance
woul d have it, Western Electric had an engi neer in Hollywod who was a friend
of Sam Warner. Major Nathan "Benny" Levinson had seen the Bell Labs "talkies"
and recogni zed their potential; Sam Warner was brought in for a denobnstration
that i mrediately won himover. In his turn, Sam Warner brought in his brothers
who were al so convinced by the sound-filmdenos, but not entirely. Harry
concurred that the Industry needed sound, but only sound, not talking. What he
saw was the opportunity to offer equal value to all the Warner theaters. "We'|
record nusic to go with all our pictures,” Harry said, "so that even in the
smal | est theatres they'll have the nusic of a great orchestra...But no talk in
the pictures" (Watkins 1964, 151). Well, it was a foot in the door, and Western
Electric in the person of Stan Watkins had a firmgrip on the doorknob.

In June 1925 the Vitaphone Corporation was forned between Western Electric
and Warners to devel op sound novies. My father "was given a year's |eave of
absence fromthe Labs at Harry Warner's request to act as Vitaphone's chi ef
engi neer and get them going" (Watkins 1964, 152). Wth ten young Bell Labs
engi neers as the nucleus of his new "sound departnment,"” Stan Watki ns set up
their recording equi prent in Warners' Brooklyn studios. Sam Warner was in
charge of production on the East Coast, and he and Wat ki ns soon becane friends
as they | earned about each other's business.

Despi te extraneous noi ses from pi geons roosting inside Warners' old
Vi tagraph building, and the el evated subways that ran outside, the work of
maki ng "shorts" began. At first these were nostly "nusical one-reelers," but
because of Sam Warner's confidence that tal kies were the novies of the future,
sone of the shorts included speech

Al t hough he did not share his brother's optimsm Harry Warner did nake
one concession to his "no talking" rule. This was in one of the shorts that
preceded the first Warner Bros. Vitaphone feature, "Don Juan," in which WII H.
Hays, President of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America,
and "so-called Czar of the Mvies" (Watkins 1964, 156), gave a short speech
"praising the joint efforts of Western Electric, the Bell Tel ephone Conpany,
and Warner Bros. for making possible the magic that the assenbl ed audi ence was
about to witness" (H rshhorn 1986, 32). M chael Pupin, a fanpbus physicist and
i nventor, considered this the closest "approach to resurrection [that] has ever
been made by science!" (Thrasher 1946, 255) but even mracles can go wrong at
times. Hays' introductory speech was followed by several shorts featuring
nmusi cal artists. One evening the wong record was put on and "W I | Hays
appeared on the screen--hands and ears outstretched--and opened his nouth to
the strains of Roy Speck's banjo" (Watkins 1966, 2). Watkins was deputized to
stay around and see that this did not happen again. As a consequence he saw
"Don Juan" over ninety tines.

This gave ny father tinme to notice things besides the sound, such as the
dagger carried in the cleavage of one of Don Juan's spurned |overs. Apparently
continuity was not then a priority. "There were several shots in the scene,"”
said Watkins, "and in sonme of themthe tip of the handle is seen just peeping
out--and in some of themit isn't. The cunulative effect is that it seens
to be popping in and out...After you' d spotted it, you couldn't see anything
el se" (Watkins 1966, 3). He also learned to sleep silently during the film



Al t hough he may have wearied of it eventually, in Watkins' opinion
"War ners showed good judgnment in going all out for a real 'hundinger' of an
openi ng show, " "Don Juan" was, he said, "the npbst spectacul ar picture they had
made to date.” (Watkins 1964, 153) A romantic swashbuckl er, starring John
Barrynore, it had a nusical score by WIliam Axt played by the New York
Phi | har noni ¢, and at nospheric sound effects but, of course, no talKking.

As each reel of the filmwas conpleted in Hollywood, it was dispatched to
Brookl yn and the i mages were matched to the score as it was recorded onto
sevent een-inch di scs. Because of the need for both filmand score to be
recorded in one long, uninterrupted take, this was tinme-consum ng work, with
extraneous noi ses maki ng many reruns necessary. The work went on non-stop
hel ped by a friendly osteopath who cane in to give the tired crew nassages.
There was no tine to lose. Watkins' diary for this period contains no entries
apart fromnotes of "overtine neals" and taxi fares hone in the early hours. It
took them several nonths, but at the end they figured out the correct ratio to
produce wor kabl e di scs.

Unli ke comrercial records, the groove on these nonsters ran fromthe
center of the disc to the outer edge and the recording had to run for exactly
ten mnutes, the length of one reel of film These fine tunings required
standardi zing to achieve the control necessary for accurate synchronization.

One of the things Watkins was proud of was his brainstormng with Sam
Warner and the President of the Vitaphone Corporation, Walter Rich, about the
speed at which talking pictures should be run. Early filmwas shot at sixty
feet a minute; any faster and the exposure woul d be inadequate. Wen it was
bei ng shown in the theaters, however, it had to be run faster to avoid
flickering. This arbitrary variati on would have caused unacceptabl e distortions
for sound filns, so after consultation with Warners' chief projectionist, Jack
Kekal ey, they agreed on ninety feet a mnute. This was about what npst first-
run houses ran their filnms at, the snmaller theaters often speeding themup in
order to get in nore showi ngs, and therefore, nore paying custoners. Today,
ninety feet a mnute is the standard, and amazingly it only took four experts
and "a bit of intuition" to nake that decision.

The size and speed of the recording discs also had to be deci ded upon
Based on the size of Victor's presses, they could not be bigger than seventeen
i nches, and the necessary ten m nutes of recording demanded a speed of between
thirty and thirty-five revolutions per mnute. Constrictions of the Labs
geari ng equi pment that connected the record turntable to the picture nmachine
finally led to the 33 1/3 speed bei ng adopted. Much of Watkins' work was
figuring out these picky but inportant details.

In The Warner Bros. Story, AT&T archivist, Cive Hirschhorn, praises
Stanl ey Watkins and his coll eague, George Groves, for their

pai nst aki ng experinents in the field [of sound
which] resulted in as perfectly synchroni zed a
picture as was possible at the tine, skillfully
varying the density and vol une of sound as the
performers noved from | ong-shot to cl ose-up

Hi rshhorn 1986, 32)

But Stan Watkins was as valuable to the | aunching of the Vitaphone system
in his role as a gracious, public relations figure as for his engineering
expertise. In his own words:



Naturally during the run of the Vitaphone
production in the Warner Theatre it had great
publicity value, and I had to give explanatory
talks to a nunber of press and other groups. The
interested parties would neet for |uncheon at a
restaurant in the Broadway district, | would give
a short talk about the birth and babyhood of the
tal kies, and then | would pass the group into the
theatre to see the show. (Watkins 1964, insert
157)

"Don Juan" was a success with the critics as well as the public, and Stan
Wat ki ns and his Vitaphone engineers took it around the country setting up the
equi pnment and testing the acoustics in Warners' theaters before each opening.
The crew encountered gangster warfare in Chicago, bomb threats fromthe
nmusi ci ans' union (thenselves feeling threatened by the new recording
technol ogy), and in Atlantic City when the lights along the boardwal k cane on
the first evening, the change in voltage had WII Hays' speech alternating
"between roaring like a lion and cooing |like a dove." Watkins renenbered: "One
of our chaps had to spend the evening holding onto a bit of string to close a
circuit breaker that kept blow ng" (Watkins 1966, 3). The second day went
without a hitch as a "special feeder" was run in to provide a constant supply
of electricity.

Despite the nationwi de activity of Western Electric engi neers equi ppi ng
Warners' chain of theaters for sound, many of which were bought especially for
t hat purpose thus creating a ready-nmade market for Vitaphone talking pictures,
the rest of Hollywood still felt this was a balloon ready to burst. O the
maj or studios, only Fox saw the future of sound as a viable possibility. They
devel oped a system of sound on film called it Mvietone, and in 1927 the first
Movi et one News was rel eased. Eventually they came in with Warner Bros. and
adopted the sound on disc system although Vitaphone and Movi etone News were
still shown as separate productions.

There were still relatively few theaters equi pped for sound, and the cost
of sound equi prent was high, but so were the prospects. It was not yet what
Stan Watkins called the Sound-Rush of 1928, but the race was about to begin

In the event, the starting-gun went off al nbst by accident. The next sound
feature fil mWarner Bros. produced was "The Jazz Singer," which starred the
popul ar entertainer, Al Jolson. As with "Don Juan" this was supposed to have a
soundtrack of orchestral music and songs. The letter "s" was less sibilant in
songs than in speech, so singing was easier to record, and exact
synchroni zati on of voice and words was not quite so crucial. However, where the
human factor was concerned, there were other problenms to deal with.

Stan Wat ki ns had had experience dealing with the volatile, excitable
Jol son during the filmng of a Vitaphone "short" in 1926. My father's first
wi fe, Frances Cowl es, told nme about it.

Jol son began to namke such a fuss, he got everybody
upset. He was a nervous weck hinself. You know
that famous tine when he | eans forward and says
“Manmy", well when they ran it through, he got
everybody so upset that it didn't work; he opened
his mouth and nothing came out. He blew up and



[Stan] went up to himin his calm quiet way and
said "M . Jolson, you are maki ng everybody

m serabl e and upset and you are behaving very
badly. If you would just go out in the | obby and
snoke a cigarette or sonething for five mnutes

until | get this thing [sorted out] and then cone
back and do it again, | assure you it will be al
right." And Jol son went off nuttering, and he cane

back and he did it, and it was all right. (Cow es
1991)

When Jol son was hired to play the Jew sh cantor's son who | oved singing
jazz, he was already a big nanme on Broadway. Being an irrepressible stage
performer, Jolson was soon ad-libbing during the filmng of his songs. At first
the studio did expensive retakes, but in the end Sam Warner persuaded his
skeptical brothers to | eave the spoken lines in; they did, thinking there was
not enough talking to make a difference. How wong they were. Watkins knew t hat
Jol son's venture into the Vitaphone studios had turned himon to sound novi es,
and could not help wondering if this so-called ad-1ibbing "was a put up job
bet ween Sam Warner and Jol son" (Watkins 1964, 158).

The foresight of Sam Warner and his extraordinary efforts, aided by his
technical director and friend, Stan Watkins, in bringing sound to noving
pi ctures, was overshadowed by his untinely death just before the New York
openi ng of "The Jazz Singer" on 6 October 1927. Watkins, who had worked side by
side with Sam Warner during that first Vitaphone year, felt the | oss deeply.
They stand next to each other in a Vitaphone group photo, taken in 1926 during
the filmng of musical "shorts,” with Stan in his customary shirtsl eeves, Sam
beside himin his usual three-piece suit, his hand resting on my father's
shoul der. Their partnership brought sound to the novie industry, but Sam died
before hearing the clarion call

"Wait a minute, wait a minute; you ain't heard nothin' yet folks, listen
to this." Those few words, and Jol son's hamy, one-sided conversation with his
stunned, nearly speechl ess co-star, Eugenie Besserer playing his nother
| aunched "The Jazz Singer" as a Tal king Picture, and sealed the fate of silent
films (and, incidentally, some silent actors) forever.

The gal a opening at the Warner Theater in New York delighted the audience,
if not all the critics, but neither group were aware of the tensions
experienced by the technical crew, and the actors too. As the surviving \Warner
brothers had flown back to California to be at Samis funeral, Stan WAtkins was
put in charge of rehearsals, and attended the opening performance to oversee
things. At the last rehearsal, Watkins says:

Al Jol son sat on one side of ne and Louis Silver,
who had done the nmusic for the film squatted in
the aisle on ny other side. Throughout the
rehearsal they provided running conments sonewhat
like this:-

JOLSON: Can't you bring up my voice a bit?

SILVER | can't hear ny nmusic. Make it | ouder
JOLSON:  The hell with your music, | want to hear
ny voice.

SILVER  Your voice is OK Al. Pipe down.
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Throughout ...l pretended to keep pushing buttons
at a rate that would have sent the projectionists
round the bend. At the actual opening performance
everyone was satisfied with the result...(Watkins
1964, 159A)

So, once again, his diplomcy soothed the prinma donnas and ensured that
the show went on. Afterwards, Watkins recalled, A Jolson signed autographs
with tears rolling down his cheeks.

Seeing the enthusiasmw th which "The Jazz Singer" was received, the other
Hol | ywood studios at last realized they had to get on the bandwagon or m ss the
parade, and the notion picture industry swiftly noved from' Sound Pictures' to
"All Talking' and finally '100% Al l Tal ki ng" pictures (although surely, that
| ast clai mwas sonewhat exaggerated?). Warner Bros. had | ed the way, but others
qui ckly foll owed. The Vitaphone system and its engineers, were wooed by al
the maj or Hol |l ywood producers, and Watkins visited studios to discuss |icenses
for producing sound pictures using Western Electric equi prment.

Havi ng been in at the start of the new phenonenon, as head of "the only
group who had any experience in handling sound" (159), my father was highly
regarded in Holl ywood. Warner's nusical director, Herman Heller, was a constant
conpani on. He enjoyed the society of Roy Poneroy, head of sound and specia
effects at Paranpunt and a fellow Brit. Eddie Mannix, the head of MG M
studi os, introduced Watkins to Louis B. Mayer by saying: "Louis, | want you to
neet the Pope" (Watkins 1964, 159). The Industry truly respected the sound and
ot her technicians' contribution to the tal kies boom As Al bert Warner said, "W
suppl i ed the showranshi p. The inportance of the engineer in the field of
noti on picture devel opnent has never been fully appreciated. Few persons know
how much we owe you nen" (Thrasher 1946, 229). This deference was not always so
patent. Generally the pattern was for the studio to intimdate the visitor
Despite his sought-after expertise, which gave hima position of authority,
Wat ki ns was a patient man who was nothing if not adaptable. He soon |learned to
time his studio appointnments according to the whins of the novie executives,
rather than the clock

By 1928, it was tinme for a change as Stan Watkins' period as Chief
Engi neer with the Vitaphone Corporation came to an end. But Western Electric
had now fornmed a subsidiary conpany called Electrical Research Products Inc.
"to handle the record and tal kie end of the business" (Watkins 1964, 159).
Wat ki ns joined ERPI, as the new organi zati on was known, and was kept busy
“"travelling back and forth between New York and Los Angel es hel ping the novie
peopl e design their sound stages and training their crews to work with sound
and so on" (Watkins 1964, 159). Wen Dougl as Shearer fromthe newly forned
M G M sound departnent was sent to New York to be "instructed" by Stan
WAt ki ns, they would go into Central Park, near ERPI headquarters, to "lie on
the grass and di scuss sound technique."” Even in a big city ny father cherished
bei ng outdoors. Wen in Hollywod, he took every chance he could to go up to
the Hol | ywood hills for the nature wal ks that he | oved. On one occasion he
drove south with his friend, Brian Foy, one of Warner Bros.' directors, to
revisit Lakeview, near San Di ego. There he renewed acquai ntance with sone
former school friends, to whom he had bid farewell some twenty-five years
bef ore.

Now St an WAt ki ns was once agai n sayi hg goodbye to good friends, sone of
t he engi neers who had hel ped give birth to the fledgling talking picture
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i ndustry. Watkins referred to themas "the gallant little band" and "a

wonder ful group.” Most of themreturned with himto the Bell System and Watkins
"depl oyed themin New York and Hol | ywood according to the changing requirenents
of the jobs.” Sone, including his fellow Englishman George G oves who becane Al
Jol son's sound nman, went on to hold key positions in the novie profession
(Wat ki ns 1964, 159)

As Hol | ywood enbraced sound novies, the task of wiring cinemas around the
country for sound and installing Western El ectric equi pnent went on apace. A
dedi cated Bell Labs man, Stan Watkins was proud of the fact that some of the
original equipnment "turned out at breakneck speed in 1928" was still being used
in studios sone forty years |later (Watkins 1964, 159).

Stan Watkins, forty years on, was retired fromthe Bell Labs, and back in
England witing his nmemobirs of this hectic, heroic, wonderfully exciting tine
when the dream of tal king pictures became a reality. Two years later, unable to
attend a reunion in New York of the ERPI engineers in 1966, ny father sent a
recorded nessage (what else?). It included a song he wote during those heady
days, sung to the tune of Eddie Cantor's popular hit, "Mking Wioopie." It went
like this:

Alittle band / O engineers

A piece of wax / Sone silent gears

Alittle sound work / A little ground work
For maki ng ERPI .

A Fl atbush barn / Some strips of felt

And t he acoustics / Oh, how they snelt

The things we nade work / To do the spade work
For meki ng ERP

Pi geons in every corner

Runbl e of subway trains
Prayers by the Brothers Wrner
Stop shooting if it rains.

And then the whole world / Was hearing "Mammy"
And ot her things that / Were just as hammy
That's, I'mafraid, / The price we paid

For maki ng ERPI.

As Stan Watkins said "That pretty well tells the story" (Watkins 1966, 1). In
fact, it was only another beginning. My father then took Western Electric
equi pnent to Europe and set up the sound systens in studios over there. But
that is another story.

Bar bara Wteneyer
Al buquer que, NM
20 January 2000

Approx. 5850 words.



