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INTRODUCTION 

Although the founding and development of the Los 
Angeles Civic Light Opera Association is the focus of 
this oral history, the reader will discover in its pages 
the portrait of a warm, witty, and ethical human being, 
Edwin Lester. 

When I was asked by the Oral History Program to 
interview Mr. Lester, founder and director of the Los 
Angeles Civic Light Opera (CLO), I accepted with pleasure. 
More than eight years on CLO1s executive staff, I con-
sidered myself fortunate to have worked closely with 
"Mr. L." I had become well acquainted with his background, 
his accomplishments, and his working methods. I had 
learned firsthand of his extraordinary recall. I felt 
certain the interviews would provide unique insights into 
the world of theater, because the CLO, under his leadership 
(from the 1930s through the 1970s) had become one of the 
most successful musical theater enterprises of its kind in 
the world, presenting more than 150 large-scale musical 
productions. Some were new works. Some were revivals. 
Many were New York hits. Several, originating in Los 
Angeles, were presented later on Broadway, among them Song 
of Norway, Magdalena, Kismet, Gigi, and Peter Pan, which 
Mr. Lester conceived as a musical vehicle for Mary Martin. 
(A complete list of CLO productions appears at the end of 
this volume.) 
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Not all of Mr. Lester's productions escaped criticism. 
Unkind remarks have been heard about his predilection for 
lavish sets, costumes, crystal chandeliers, and old-
fashioned operettas. But Edwin Lester, the man, remains 
admired by his acquaintances and respected by his peers. 
He enjoyed the close friendship of composers Sigmund 
Romberg, Rudolf Friml, Jerome Kern, Richard Rodgers, Cole 
Porter, Irving Berlin, Frederick Loewe, Robert Wright, 
and George Forrest. Having worked with every major writer, 
director, designer, choreographer, and star of this 
century, he has packed this volume with behind-the-scenes 
stories, fascinating passages on the art of producing, and 
revealing glimpses into the idiosyncracies of celebrities. 
(Scandal, however, is not part of Mr. Lester's vocabulary; 
gossip he considers unproductive.) 

Unlike most producers, Mr. Lester chose to keep a 
low profile. Indifferent to personal publicity, he stated, 
"The public doesn't care about producers. Producers don't 
sell tickets. Actors sell tickets first, and authors, 
second. A producer's concern is to get the show on!" 

Today Mr. Lester speaks in a quiet, rather slow, and 
deliberate manner. Conversing, he holds both hands chest 
high, using stacatto motions to make a point. Listening 
or contemplating, he holds his hands clasped beneath his 
chin. 

He appreciates humor and enjoys the company of witty 
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people. When amused, he smiles. If something strikes him 
as very funny, he laughs, his laugh a breathless giggle. 

His work habits were probably typical of most success-
ful people: long hours, rarely leaving his office before 
eight o'clock in the evening. He considered most business 
lunches a waste of time, lunching at his desk instead. In 
the time I worked for Mr. Lester, he never took a vacation. 

Key to Edwin Lester's success was his attention to 
every facet of both artistic and business operations. 
Though he surrounded himself with a competent staff, he 
continued to be the overseer, the counselor, the ultimate 
deciding voice. His OK was known as "the Lester stamp of 
approval." 

Employees liked to work for Mr. L: he was accessible; 
he would take that extra minute to give courteous attention 
to requests; he was blessed with the ability to be critical 
without being unpleasant. 

He cared about his subscribers as well. He called them 
"family." He answered complaints personally, and he ex-
pected his attitude to be emulated by staff. On the whole, 
it was. 

This oral history interview will be of interest to 
readers in the theatrical profession and to those who 
aspire to involvement therein, to dreamers who love the 
theater from a distance and would like to know more about 
it, and especially to those three generations of subscribers 



for whom the Civic Light Opera and Mr. Lester were 
synonymous. 

"Betty," he told me when we had finished taping our 
last of nineteen sessions, "I've never tried to write a 
book, but it looks like you've gotten me to talk one." 

—Betty L. Richardson, January 1982 
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INTERVIEW HISTORY 

INTERVIEWER: Betty L. Richardson, assistant to the 
general and advertising managers of the Los Angeles 
and San Francisco Civic Light Opera Associations 
from 1968 to 1976. B.A., Political Science, UCLA; 
M.A., Theater Arts, Occidental College. 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 
Place: Lester's office, Music Center of Los Angeles 
County. 
Dates: November 16, 18, 23, 30, December 8, 16, 
1976; January 17, 28, February 4, 17, March 4, 
April 25, 28, May 9, 18, 25, June 10, 16, 23, 1977. 
Time of day, length of sessions, and total number of 
recording hours: The interview sessions took place 
in the late afternoons. Sessions averaged two and 
one-half hours in length. Approximately thirty hours 
of conversation were recorded. 
Persons present during interview: Lester and Richardson. 

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: 
The interviewer pursued a full biographical study, 
emphasizing the interviewee's role as the founder, 
producer, and artistic manager of the Los Angeles and 
San Francisco Civic Light Opera Associations. The 
first session dealt with Lester's reasons for founding 
the Civic Light Opera in Southern California. Subse-
quent sessions were free-flowing, with no attempt 
being made to follow the chronological order of events. 

EDITING: 
The editing of this oral history was somewhat more 
extensive than is usual for this program. Editing 
was done by the interviewer and by the interviewee 
with the assistance of his longtime secretary, Joan 
Gilmore. The interviewee had participated over the 
years in the "doctoring" of many of the most signifi-
cant works in the American musical theater; if anyone 
understands the art of a well-crafted scene, it is 
he. He applied those skills to the verbatim 

xi 



transcript of these interview sessions, and the result 
is a very readable volume. However, researchers 
should note that the standard arrangement of material 
in the manuscript as deriving from "Tape I, Side One" 
or "Tape II, Side Two" is approximate; at best, a 
rough guide for those wishing to verify the transcript 
by listening to the tapes. For this reason, session 
dates do not appear at the beginning of each "tape 
side" in the manuscript, although the actual session 
dates do appear above. 
The interviewer wrote the introduction. Other front 
matter and the index were prepared by Mitch Tuchman, 
senior editor. 
The original tape recordings and edited transcript of 
the interview are in the University Archives and are 
available under the regulations governing the use of 
permanent noncurrent records of the university. Records 
relating to the interview are located in the office 
of the UCLA Oral History Program. 
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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE 

RICHARDSON: Mr. Lester, you are the founder of the Civic 
Light Opera and have been its strong guiding hand for forty 
years of its life. It all began as a dream back in 1938. It 
became probably the most successful and respected organiza-
tion of its type, not only in the United States, but in the 
world. It now has thousands of subscribers and is a multi-
million-dollar business providing musical theater entertain-
ment in both San Francisco and Los Angeles. Mr. Lester, what 
led you to organize the Civic Light Opera? 
LESTER: There were many considerations, Betty, but if it were 
thoroughly analyzed—and I've often thought about it myself— 
the Civic Light Opera actually came out of a deep frustration. 
When I was, oh, I would say eleven or twelve, I started sing-
ing professionally. The voice was natural and I had a pecu-
liarly mature sense of interpretation, along with what we 
call musicality. Most of my jobs were as an "extra attraction" 
in moving picture theaters. One manager billed me as "New 
England's great boy baritone." Now there's no such thing as 
a boy baritone. Mine was an alto voice, but I didn't care 
what they called me as long as I was being paid to sing. Most 
of the time I accompanied myself on the piano, which I played 
quite well enough for the purpose. I was in some demand as 
a singer until I was about fourteen and stopped when the voice 
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started to change. It never came back. At sixteen, I went 
from one singing teacher to another, first in Providence, 
Rhode Island, where I was brought up, and later in Detroit, 
where I lived for five years. Meanwhile, I was playing piano 
professionally and improving, while paying for singing les-
sons that were getting me nowhere—the quality was no longer 
there. I was so hipped on singing that when I quit the 
profession to go into the piano business, I usually had pro-
teges with good vocal instruments, and I worked with them, 
trying to get them to perform songs the way I would if I had 
a voice. Thirteen years in the piano business—and that's a 
story in itself—but I finally determined to be a manager of 
singers. Back in, let's say 1932, I started devoting myself 
to it entirely. There's no disease like the desire to sing 
and not be able to do it; or worse, being able to and not 
have a chance to. Very soon I had practically all of the 
outstanding resident singers in Los Angeles under my manage-
ment. They recognized my sympatico and understanding, and 
I could coach them as well as represent them. Unfortunately, 
there wasn't enough work for them except some background 
singing at the film studios, once in a while small parts, 
radio, and occasional concerts. It wasn't much of a living 
for them—or me. So I began concocting ensemble production 
ideas which would provide more work for my clients. 
RICHARDSON: Would you describe the kind of things you were 
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doing? 
LESTER: Do you mind if this becomes an ego trip? 
RICHARDSON: Why not? 
LESTER: Well, there were several angles but only about two 
that I would regard as important. One was the "Adohr Opera 
of the Air." Adohr Farms, a prestigious, family-owned dairy 
operation, had put on a brief radio series in 1931 called 
"Opera of the Air,11 a series of eight grand operas with im-
ported soloists--not big names but accredited artists—a 
strictly institutional program. I had nothing to do with that. 
Adohr was ready to embark again in 1933, and their advertising 
agency, Lord & Thomas, asked me to prepare a single audition 
program for Adohr with my singers, mixing light opera and 
grand opera. I disliked the idea as they presented it to me, 
but I gave the Agency what they asked for. I never met the 
sponsors; they were in an adjoining room hearing the audition 
program through a loudspeaker. The agency advised me two 
days later: "No sale." 
RICHARDSON: Who paid for the audition? 
LESTER: I presume the prospective sponsors paid the orches-
tra. My singers did it on spec. Anyway, when I got the bad 
news I said to the agency, "Can I have another try at it—at 
a small cost which I will bear myself—but this time, let me 
do it my way?" They consulted with Adohr and it was arranged. 
This was the process: I was presented to Mr. and Mrs. Adamson, 

3 



the owners of Adohr, and we sat in one room of the studio. 
I first explained to them my idea of doing the series entirely 
with the twenty best young singers in Southern California. 
We would do four light opera and four grand opera excerpt 
programs, each with a single thematic idea, like "Echoes of 
La Scala," "Nights at the Paris Opera," "Young America Sings 
Wagner," "Victor Herbert Lives Again," "Reminiscing with Rom-
berg," et cetera. My singers, all soloists, would be heard 
in ensemble, solos, duets, trios, et cetera, supported of 
course by a fine orchestra. I pointed out to the Adamsons 
that, aside from the entertainment elements, Adohr1s institu-
tional value would be far greater using local artists. Now 
my twenty singers appeared one at a time, each with a little 
preintroduction from me—the same ones who had done the pre-
vious audition--in a glass-enclosed studio in the next room; 
each singing one short song and/or a portion of an aria in 
Italian, French, or German with piano accompaniment, their 
voices coming through into our darkened listening room. I 
could talk to them through a speaker. We could see them but 
they couldn't see us. They were damned good and it was all 
very impressive. 

The next morning, the account executive for the agency 
called me and told me that we had a deal. He added an amusing 
sidelight that Mr. Adamson had said: "The shows may not be 
any good but he's a hell of a good salesman." 
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The shows were two hours each and broadcast over three 
major stations in the hours from eight to ten. Remember, 
this was in the fairly early days of radio. There were as yet 
only two national network stations. The series turned out ex-
ceedingly well, and the sponsors were happy. 
RICHARDSON: That must have been very gratifying to you. 
LESTER: Frankly, Betty, before our dress rehearsal of the 
first show, I had never been so scared in my life. Adohr 
had spent a lot of money on billboards, and it suddenly dawned 
on me that the responsibility was all mine. I was doing the 
announcing, too. 

Another amusing sidelight was that while I was in complete 
charge of the programs, we did have three or four meetings in 
the board room at the Adohr offices. Mrs. Adamson's first 
name was Rhoda, and the operation had been named after her 
long before her marriage. She was now chairman of the board 
and Mr. Adamson was president. At our board meetings they 
sat at opposite ends of the table, and I had been forewarned 
by the agency that I must expect a difference of opinion be-
tween the president and chairman on all subjects. It was fun 
selling a single idea to both of them at the same time; it 
took a bit of doing. One other feature of that experience 
was that to prove to them that the series was more valuable 
than [just as] a prestige gesture to the community, I got 
them to create a special product which they had never marketed 
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before. Their laboratory concocted an item they called Honey 
Cream for the purpose. At the end of our final program, I 
announced the new product, saying that regular Adohr customers 
could secure it by putting an extra twenty cents in their 
milk bottles. Those who did not already use Adohr products 
could order Honey Cream by telephone. The following morning, 
the milkmen were quickly sold out and promising later deliv-
ery, and Adohr's switchboard was so overwhelmed that the tele-
phone company had to provide an auxiliary service to take 
care of thousands of orders for Honey Cream. The product 
itself was inconsequential, but it brought the company an 
imposing list of new Adohr customers. Our series had been a 
commercial as well as artistic success. 
RICHARDSON: You said there were two ideas. What was the 
other? 
LESTER: The next one goes way back—and forward, too. When 
I was, oh, I suppose fifteen or so, I discovered that the 
Toreador song from Carmen and the Trio from Faust, both of 
which were familiar to almost everybody, counterpointed al-
most perfectly against each other. I used to play one in the 
left hand and one in the right hand, and they made a striking 
combination. I always had an idea that I would convert it to 
some commercial use. But I forgot about it until around 1931 
or '32 when I was concocting ideas to employ singers under my 
management. I put together an act using a soprano, a mezzo, 
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two tenors, a baritone, and a bass and created for them what 
I called "An Operatic Wrangle." I planned it as a major 
feature for the kind of semivaudeville presentations which 
were used at that time in big motion picture houses as a diver-
tissement. The "Wrangle" was a very strong six or seven min-
utes of entertainment with a sure-fire punch finale. This 
was the concept: the emcee would announce that the manage-
ment had engaged six outstanding singers to bring a taste of 
grand opera to the audience. He introduced them individually 
with great dignity, then left them on their own. It was ob-
vious there was going to be friction. One starts to take 
over with a solo aria and is interrupted by another, each 
of the interruptions coming at climactic moments. The lyrics 
that I wrote for the arias were in English, of course, ex-
tolling the character or the situation in the opera. Finally, 
one of the artists cuts in and sings something to the effect 
of, Let's agree on one opera we can all sing together. That 
leads into a division of three who want to sing Carmen and 
three who want to sing Faust. It develops into the two trios 
singing against each other, the Toreador and Trio simultan-
eously. It was exciting theater and nothing could follow it. 
I sold it to Fanchon and Marco who provided the presentations 
for a large circuit of theaters. A little later on, when I 
was engaged by Sid Grauman to produce atmospheric prologues 
for him at the Chinese Theater in 19 3 3 and 19 34, I sold Grauman 
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the idea that he could make a big splash with a great singing 
ensemble. It was Depression time and we could buy very good 
singers happily for twenty-five dollars a week, plus a hand-
ful of top-ranking soloists for fifty to a hundred dollars 
top. I ended up with sixty excellent voices. We rented cos-
tumes for five dollars a week apiece. The first big produc-
tion that I staged for him was built around this "Operatic 
Wrangle." The picture in this instance was Little Women, 
starring Katharine Hepburn. So I used a New England village 
setting in which the inhabitants are very musical. A troupe 
of gypsies come to the village and everybody wants to sing. 
The villagers want to sing Faust and the gypsies want to sing 
Carmen. I changed the format so that all the preliminary aria 
bits were from either Faust or Carmen—but the last two min-
utes was always the same. This time, the final counterpoint 
was sung by sixty voices. Part of the excitement in each ver-
sion of the "Wrangle" was that the singers themselves really 
tried to outsing each other. 
RICHARDSON: It sounds sensational. 
LESTER: It was, and I've never found anything to top it in 
audience reaction. As a result of that Grauman's presentation, 
a producer at RKO, Felix Young, sent for me and said, "I want 
to use that operatic thing of yours in a musical picture that 
I'm about to make." We arranged a deal in which RKO gave me 
a $1,000 deposit. And that was the first $1,000 that I could 

8 



spare, since the Depression had left me quite broke. I had 
been talking light opera, and without a second thought I took 
RKO's check downtown and used it to make a deposit on Phil-
harmonic Auditorium for my first Light Opera Festival in the 
following spring. 
RICHARDSON: Now you have a deposit on the Philharmonic Aud-
itorium for a light opera festival. How did you propose to 
finance it? 
LESTER: I figured I could do it with $5,000. At that time, 
there was no legitimate theater audience in Los Angeles as 
such. Stars such as Gertrude Lawrence, the Lunts, Katharine 
Cornell would come from New York to play San Francisco and 
not come to Los Angeles at all. There was almost total dis-
interest in theater here. Los Angeles could only think in 
terms of motion pictures. So we had to reach for a musical 
audience who wanted to hear their favorite operettas--a nos-
talgia audience essentially. I got together a dozen of my 
friends, explained my plan, and ten of them invested $500 
apiece. The rest of the financing had to come from subscrip-
tion. It was strictly "stock"; no stars, nothing fancy, but 
creditable performances, particularly on the musical side. 
Our prices then were $2.20 down to 50 cents. By subscription, 
three shows for the price of two. 
RICHARDSON: Good heavens! How could you do it? 
LESTER: We did, and got by the 19 35 season with our $5,000. 
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How we managed, I don't know. But it led me to a very pro-
found observation: There is no substitute for experience 
except ignorance, because with ignorance you dare to do things 
that if you knew better you wouldn't do at all. 
RICHARDSON: What happened to the festival? 
LESTER: In 19 36, we upped our quality, did four shows for 
the price of three and lost our money along with our enthus-
iasm. Dave Marks, an insurance man who loved what we were 
doing, helped me meet our payrolls. We came out with dignity 
but nothing else. I had been functioning on a 50 percent-of-
the-profit basis, and because I was involved in a motion pic-
ture job in '37, nothing was done about a light opera season. 
But by the end of *37, I started again to try to put it to-
gether for 1938. Experience had taught me that to interest 
Los Angeles in musical theater at that time, stars and glamour 
were vital; excellent performances were not enough. One of 
my festival investors was a well-to-do lawyer named David 
Faries who was politically ambitious and a light opera buff. 
I went to Faries, told him I needed $15,000 to finance a bigger 
and better Civic Light Opera organization, [and that] he, as 
president, would be making a very substantial contribution 
to the cultural life of the community. He bought the idea 
and made it a nonprofit association. I drew a very modest 
salary and expenses. Our slogan was, Light opera in the grand 
opera manner (big chorus and orchestra). 
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In planning the '38 season, I began taking advantage of 
what, I think, was perhaps the most significant factor in 
our early days. The works of Romberg, Friml, Kern, and Victor 
Herbert (who had now passed away) were the core of the oper-
etta repertoire in those days. And for the first few years 
we did nothing but operetta; we took ourselves very seriously 
as the Civic Light Opera. I was able to make very warm and 
friendly contacts with Romberg, Kern, and Friml, all three of 
whom were living out here composing for pictures. All of them 
were highly cooperative and certainly not for the trivial 
monetary benefits they could reap from my little enterprise. 
Incidentally, they were as unlike [each other] as any three 
men could be. For my first season I decided to do a Romberg 
festival consisting of Blossom Time, The Student Prince, and 
The New Moon, plus Roberta by Jerome Kern because I could get 
Bob Hope to star in it. He had come out here recently for 
pictures and was already hot. Because Roberta had been the 
real beginning of his career on Broadway, Bob was eager to 
star in it here for one week, so we were on our way. Rom-
berg would conduct The Student Prince. But my biggest idea 
was to get John Charles Thomas, who was then a king in the 
American concert world, to do Blossom Time. A mutual friend 
had arranged a meeting, at which time I broached the idea. 
Thomas laughed it off but he didn't say no. It now became 
a sales job. It had to be a coaxing process because we were 
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not really established. What I had done in '35 and '36 was 
not so distinguished that it would attract a star of Thomas's 
calibre. But John Charles and I got on a very friendly basis 
and I started wooing. It was apparent from our first contact 
that Thomas's principal objective in life was to have fun. 
He was concertizing around the country and we would exchange 
long-distance calls telling the latest joke to each other, 
and of course there would always be some reference to his 
starring in Blossom Time. Getting him was almost too much 
to expect. So I had exploited my season as a Romberg festi-
val with "stars to be announced," plus Bob Hope in Roberta. 
I had another baritone, a very good one, warming up in the 
bull pen for Blossom Time in case I didn't get John Charles. 
Our slogan was still "four shows for the price of three," and 
that meant that four shows each at $2.20, top, could be bought 
on subscription for $6.60. That was quite a bargain and one 
of the things we needed to get going especially quick [was] 
subscription money. 

My negotiations with John Charles were highly secret. 
I didn't mention it to Romberg, nor did I let Mr. Fairies 
know what was going on. In case it didn't go through I didn't 
want them to be disappointed. 

On one occasion when John Charles phoned me, Bob Hope 
happened to be in my office and heard the conversation. Thomas 
was saying, "I like to spend my vacation going fishing. If 
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I came out there to do the show for you, I'd have to give up 
the fishing," at which point Bob Hope said, "Tell him we'll 
fill the orchestra pit with water and he can fish while he's 
playing the part." After the phone conversation, Bob was one 
of the few who knew what was going on but he respected the 
necessity for secrecy. 

Time was getting short. It was now up to me to get a 
yes or no from Thomas. So I wrote him a letter briefly re-
viewing all the things that we had discussed: namely, the 
time that he had to be here for rehearsal, his choices of 
prima donna and musical director, the assurance that Romberg 
would write an extra song for him, et cetera. We had never 
discussed money. I had often asked myself, What do I offer 
him? If I offer him too little he will snub the whole thing 
and I will have lost Thomas. And I certainly don't want 
to have to pay him any more than we can afford or any more 
than we have to. I tried to think of what would attract him. 
Money now is such a different commodity than it was in those 
days that it's a little hard to evaluate. Musical stars were 
the best paid in those days--Al Jolson probably the highest. 
Hoping to get a proposition from him, the last paragraph of 
my letter to him was, "We haven't discussed your salary. 
But whatever it is, it will be the all-time high in the his-
tory of the theater." 

The following day I got a wire from Thomas which read, 
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"What is this all-time high?" Now I had to figure out what 
it was myself. Thomas was getting $2,500 per concert—a lot 
of money in those days—and he could do as many as he chose. 
His schedule was usually three concerts a week. He had a 
regular Sunday radio broadcast for Westinghouse for which he 
received $5,000. His general earning capacity was in the 
neighborhood of $11,000 a week without working very hard for 
it. I finally hit upon an idea: Wednesday matinees in those 
days were not that important and we could take them or leave 
them. So I wired him my offer: "We will pay you $1,000 a 
performance, and you can decide whether you want to do seven 
performances a week or eight." I got a long-distance call 
from him and his manager. John said, "Playing one week 
doesn't interest me. But I will do two shows: Blossom Time 
as your first show, and I'd like to do Franz Lehar's Land of 
Smiles at the end of your season. I want $7,500 for each 
week and you make the decision as to whether I do seven per-
formances or eight." I said, "John, you've given me the 
easiest decision I've ever had to make. You'll do eight." 
Now his manager came on the phone and said, "We'll require 
you to put $15,0 00 into escrow not later than tomorrow to 
assure John's salary. Have the bank wire me accordingly." 
I confirmed it without hestitation and pledged them to keep 
the deal an absolute secret until we released it in a blaze 
of glory. 
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My original $15,000 capital plus the subscription money 
so far was pretty well exhausted at this point. The moment 
I finished the Thomas telephone call, I rushed over to Faries's 
office and told him the story and the need for the extra $15,000. 
This was the first he knew anything about the Thomas negotia-
tion. He was irate and wasn't going to be rushed. I said, 
"Mr. Faries, if you give me twenty-four hours, I will get the 
escrow money somewhere else and get you back your original 
$15,0 00 investment. I'll manage it one way or another, be-
cause I know what I have with Thomas. We started to build a 
bonfire and now we're going to touch it off with a stick of 
dynamite. Either you want to be in it or you don't." He 
caught my enthusiasm and without my telling him, he must have 
realized the extra prestige for himself. He called the bank, 
and authorized the escrow to Thomas. I immediately started 
to negotiate for the rights to The Land of Smiles, with which 
I was familiar but had no empathy. It was not worth reviving 
and would be very expensive to produce. I was sure that 
Thomas didn't know much about it but he loved its one great 
song, "Yours Is My Heart Alone." He could hear himself sing-
ing that. It had been a great success for Richard Tauber in 
Europe. So I now talked to my friend Homer Curran, owner of 
the Curran Theatre in San Francisco, and said, "Homer, how 
would you like to play John Charles Thomas for one week in 
Blossom Time?" He said, "I'd love it." I said, "All right. 
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this is what it's going to cost you and it depends on my 
talking Thomas into playing Blossom Time one week here and 
one week in San Francisco—which is what I did after he got 
here. He would still get his $15,000 and only have to learn 
one show instead of two. That began our affiliation with 
San Francisco and the birth of the San Francisco Civic Light 
Opera Association. Now comes what I've always thought was 
a key facet in the growth of the Los Angeles Civic Light 
Opera. Before I engaged Thomas, we had accumulated in three 
weeks a total subscription of about $12,000. My staff had 
been warned immediately that this deal must be kept a deep, 
deep secret until I was ready to release it. I had the 
Thomas okay on a Monday, six weeks before we were to open 
our season. I promptly got out a mimeo letter to the sev-
eral thousand on the mailing list who had not subscribed. 
I said in essence: We have just signed a most important 
star for one of our shows, and it will be necessary for us 
to increase our price for that show in order to pay the sal-
ary of the star. You have in your possession your subscription 
order blank. If your-present order blank is in our hands, 
postmarked no later than Saturday of this week, we will 
honor it at the original price. But thereafter the increased 
price will prevail and the present order blank will no longer 
be accepted. I could envision the reaction. I could hear 
people saying, "What a come-on. He tells us he's got a big 
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star without telling who it is—and it probably isn't anybody 
that amounts to a damn." As I anticipated, my letter was 
largely ignored. I think we received maybe $2,000 more dur-
ing that week. On the following Monday morning, the press 
carried the news which we released to them late on Saturday. 
We did get great space in the papers because it was a real 
coup. In the morning papers we got the front page of the 
second section, with a big picture of John Charles Thomas and 
a banner heralding the story--the highest salary in the his-
tory of the theater. No figures were mentioned, of course. 
It was big news, and those subscription order blanks and checks 
began pouring in. And as fast as they came in, their checks 
went back to them along with the new order blank at the higher 
prices. Probably every one of them came back to us with the 
new check. Within two weeks our subscription had jumped to 
$50,000. Next time, they'd believe us. 
RICHARDSON: What a stunt! And the show, was it great? 
LESTER: Blossom Time was a good show in that period if it 
was done well, and we did full justice to our star. 
RICHARDSON: Did Romberg write the extra song for Mr. Thomas? 
LESTER: He did, and with pleasure. Oh, that voice! I 
doubt if we've ever heard a more beautiful sound from a male 
singer. John Charles was of Welsh extraction, which explains 
some of the richness of his voice. (Richard Burton is a 
Welshman, too.) John's intonation was perfect and you never 
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missed a word of the lyrics. 
RICHARDSON: Thomas got you off to a wonderful start. 
LESTER: We've never had a more exciting opening night. A 
packed house loaded with celebrities and music lovers to greet 
a beloved figure of concert, opera, and radio in his first 
operetta appearance in over twenty years. A grand role for 
him. The beginning of the new Civic Light Opera, a good cast 
and show. And we did something very different with the ending 
of the play: Philharmonic Auditorium was a church on Sundays 
and there was a splendid pipe-organ; so we ended the play 
with a doomed Schubert, John Charles, singing the Ave Maria 
as he was composing it at a table in his candlelit attic 
room, with a heavenly choir offstage and the organ playing 
along with the orchestra. That was the emotional moment on 
which the final curtain fell. One breathless moment and then 
complete pandemonium--everybody in the audience applauding, 
shouting, screaming. We never counted the curtain calls but 
the curtain went up and down, up and down, until we finally 
turned up the house lights. John stayed on stage to greet 
the hundreds who came back. A little later in [Thomas's] 
dressing room, Elsie Janis, one of the most famous musical 
comedy stars of the 1900-1925 era and an old friend of John's, 
said to him, "A few times there, you looked like you were 
going to make a speech. If you had, I'd have killed you." 
RICHARDSON: What about the rest of the cast? 
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LESTER: I gave John an excellent supporting company, headed 
by Francia White who was perfect, and Melville Cooper, a 
brilliant British stage comedian who was very active here 
in pictures. And I mustn't forget a lovely little sixteen-
year-old solo ballerina named Marjory Belcher who later was 
Disney's model for Snow White—and [who] a little later be-
came Marge Champion. 
RICHARDSON: Did you have any problems with Thomas? 
LESTER: One that was harder on other people than it was on 
me. !I have told you the story of our negotiations, and that 
was fairly typical of him. As Franz Schubert, he was playing 
a very serious man, a sick man (Schubert died in his early 
thirties), and his frustrated romance was the theme of Blossom 
Time. He was very believable from out front. But to compen-
sate for the fact that he couldn't have any fun with the 
character, he would, during very serious moments, turn his 
back to the audience when other actors were speaking and try 
to break them up by whispered comments, or by making funny 
faces, or by anything he could do to amuse himself when fun 
wasn't called for. And this took some not very successful 
disciplining. During that first season when he had already 
agreed to come back, I said to John, "This is the last ser-
ious role you're ever going to play for me. You want to have 
fun, so whatever you play from here on is going to be comedy." 
And that's what we did in all the other shows that he played 
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for me. This reminds me of a typical Thomasism. While he 
was appearing in Blossom Time, we had some pretty hot weather. 
The old Philharmonic Auditorium had no air conditioning so 
we had to take advantage of every possibility of getting 
ventilation, both out front and backstage, by leaving all 
doors open as long as we could before the performance. The 
door leading from backstage to the foyer was just outside 
Thomas's dressing room. The door to that was also open. On 
this particular night I was standing talking to someone in 
the foyer at about 8:25, and all at once I could clearly 
hear—as could most of the people already seated—John Charles 
singing at the top of his voice. I excused myself and rushed 
back to his dressing room and said, "Hey John, shut up. They 
can hear you out there." He answered, "What do you think 
they came for?" 
RICHARDSON: I can understand why you wanted him to play 
comedy. Could he show his talent in that way? 
LESTER: Oh, sure. As long as we could give him good songs 
to sing. They didn't have to be sad or serious. Before 
leaving Blossom Time, I must tell you a story involving 
Melville Cooper. We had a two-week rehearsal schedule on 
Blossom Time. I had engaged Cooper for Papa Kranz even 
before I had set Thomas, but all the contracts were sent to 
Actors' Equity Association at one time just before we were 
to go into rehearsal. I suddenly received a wire from Paul 
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Dulzell, the aged operational head of Equity since its 
inception, who advised me that we could not employ Cooper 
because he was a resident alien and resident aliens were not 
eligible for stock companies—and we were stock. I wired 
him that we were about to go into rehearsal, that Cooper had 
learned the part, and no one else that I knew could replace 
him. Dulzell wired back, "Get George Hassall, who played 
the part in the original company." Fortunately—if I can 
use that word in this situation—I was able to wire Dulzell, 
"George Hassall is dead. Do you have any other suggestions?" 
Dulzell did have one—he permitted me to use Cooper, and for 
the permission, we would engage a regular member of Equity 
at the minimum salary. That was then fifty dollars weekly. 
A crisis had been averted for fifty dollars. 
RICHARDSON: What did Blossom Time cost to produce? 
LESTER: Well, the production was done economically: costumes, 
except for a very few, were entirely rented, as was much of 
the scenery; and what we had to build (at Homer Curran's 
shop) was relatively inexpensive. Rehearsal salary to the 
cast in those days was fifteen dollars a week. The royalties 
were low because I had made arrangements for these at a flat 
rate long before I had Thomas. I'd say that the whole pre-
liminary production cost was probably about—it might have 
been as low as $15,000. Today, that might pay for orchestra 
rehearsals. [laughter] The weekly operating cost was probably 
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about $25,000, including the star's salary. We broke even. 
I wasn't so smart after all; I should have charged more. 
RICHARDSON: In that same season you said you had Bob Hope 
in Roberta. What kind of reception did that show receive? 
LESTER: Roberta came at the end of our season; it was very 
successful. We didn't put in an extra charge for Hope because 
we had announced him in our original brochure. This was only 
a few years after the New York run, so we had most of the mem-
bers of the original cast in our production. When our direc-
tor started his rehearsals, he said, "Since most of you peo-
ple played this show for a long time on Broadway, there's no 
reason why we shouldn't preserve the original direction as 
much as possible. So let me see how you played it, and I 
will take it from there." Confusion reigned. Everybody re-
membered it differently—when they entered, where they entered 
from, et cetera. After about two hours, the director said, 
"Let's start from the top and I'll direct the show." Bob 
Hope was a delight, offstage as well as on, and we became 
good friends. In that cast, not from the original, I had put 
a perfectly beautiful young lady in the role of the snobbish 
society girl. It was her first part. Her name was Carole 
Landis. 
RICHARDSON: I noticed that Dennis Morgan starred in The 
Student Prince. Could you recall some of those moments? 
LESTER: At that time he was a very handsome young man 
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named Stanley Morner, and he was then under contract to MGM. 
I felt he was ideal for the role and he was. MGM loaned him 
to me. They had Allan Jones and Nelson Eddy under contract 
so they let Morner go to Warner Brothers, who changed his 
name to Dennis Morgan. Warners made him a star but he dis-
sipated away what could have been a fine career. Too bad—a 
talented actor with a good voice and a lot of charm. Along 
with Morner's—or Morgan's—performance, was Romberg's con-
ducting. He was not a great conductor, but his personality 
and the fact that he was the most popular operetta composer 
of the time made the performance an event. The New Moon, 
the remaining item in that first season, turned out very 
well with Francia White, George Houston, and Sterling Hollo-
way carrying the load. Nothing especially exciting about it 
except that it was my first contact with Sterling Holloway, 
who was the comedian. He had a genius for creative comedy, 
one of the most inventive performers I have ever known. I 
later made a director out of Sterling and he was a good one. 
He had only one weakness as a director: he wasn't a dis-
ciplinarian. But he got results because his actors respected 
him for his talent and taste. I want to digress for a moment 
about Sterling's taste, which was evidenced in many ways. 
He was an excellent judge of paintings, and over the years 
acquired at a very small cost the works of some young modern 
painters who later achieved international recognition. Sterling 
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now has an art collection which is exceedingly valuable and 
sought after; but he's proud of it, enjoys it himself, and 
has hung onto it. His home has become a small museum. 

Summarizing that 1938 season, we gave real satisfaction. 
We were on our way. We broke even by economizing wherever we 
could without sacrificing quality; and as you often do when 
you're struggling or starting, you get a lot of help from 
people gratuitously that you couldn't buy if you tried. If 
you are prospering, the help would not be proffered and you 
wouldn't have the nerve to ask for it. For example, when we 
did Roberta—which is modern and has in it a fashion show— 
modern clothes had to be bought, which was much more expensive 
for us than period things that we could rent from Western Cos-
tume. John Harkrider, a casual friend who had been the cos-
tumer for Ziegfeld and [who] was now living in Santa Monica, 
said, "I'll shop and, where necessary, design your costumes 
for you as my contribution." He gave us a smart-looking 
Roberta and saved us a lot of money. I couldn't have begun 
to pay him for his time or his talent. But he had fun, and 
that's the way many things were accomplished in the early 
days. Once we started to happen, people weren't that gracious 
nor did I ask for favors, but the composers were always won-
derful to me. 
RICHARDSON: You apparently didn't have any problems with 
Mr. Romberg? 
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LESTER: Oh, never. Romberg was a sweetheart. When he volun-
teered to conduct Student Prince (for which he was not being 
paid), my standard orchestra was twenty-eight men. Rommy 
wanted thirty-six. I had no budget for it and just couldn't 
afford it, but in deference to him I stretched it; to thirty. 
He laughed and said, "I'll pay for the other six." I was 
embarrassed to accept it but I had no alternative. Rommy's 
hobby and pride was the possession of the finest musical 
theater library in the world, probably the only one of its 
kind. It contained the scores of presumably every grand 
opera, light opera, and musical comedy that had ever been 
printed. They were handsomely bound in three colors, one for 
each category, and of course carefully crosscataloged. Music 
publishers all over the world had Romberg's catalog and noti-
fied him whenever a score turned up which he did not have. 
Sold! I was given access to his library for study and for 
use when we did revivals and wanted to interpolate from un-
successful works by the same composer. 
RICHARDSON: What happened to the library? 

LESTER: After Rommy died, I believe Mrs. Romberg gave the 
library to UCLA. 
RICHARDSON: What about Jerome Kern? 
LESTER: The complete aristocrat. Grand talent, a no-nonsense 
craftsman, domineering but friendly. He detested affectation. 
His fetish was that music by American or English composers 
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should not be marked with the standard Italian and other 
foreign-language instructions. For example, you will find 
on the Kern music such words as "slower" instead of "ritard," 
or "fast" instead of "presto," et cetera. He loved to be 
sarcastic and was at his best and wittiest with people he 
liked. 
RICHARDSON: And Friml? 
LESTER: Friml had few friends but he and I became very, 
very close. He was a wildly unusual character, maybe the 
biggest composing talent that I have ever known--a kooky 
genius with an uncanny gift for improvisation. But let's 
talk about him later. And through Sargent Aborn, I became 
very friendly with Ella Herbert Bartlett, Victor Herbert's 
daughter and heir. At the end of that first season, we did 
a one-hour national broadcast over NBC, a sort of celebration 
of the birth of the Los Angeles Civic Light Opera. Almost 
all the stars of our season participated—with the excep-
tion of John Charles, who by now was back on tour. Bob Hope 
was the emcee; I was the announcer. 
RICHARDSON: Who paid for it? 
LESTER: I don't remember whether it was the city or the county, 
but I do recall that the donation was $5,000, most of it for 
the orchestra, with NBC contributing the time. It was prime 
time, by the way, before that expression was ever used. I 
remember one educational incident. We had a studio audience. 
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Early in the broadcast I was playing "straight" for Bob; and 
one of his jokes had gotten only a feeble titter, so I went 
ahead with my next dialog. During the musical number which 
followed, Bob got me aside and said very kindly, "Don't ever 
rescue me. If I tell a joke and it doesn't get a laugh, I'll 
play off of it and I'll keep on doing it until I get my laugh." 
I learned quickly, and as I've listened to Bob over the years, 
I've grown very familiar with that great technique. 
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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE TWO 

RICHARDSON: Now we have you through that first terribly 
important year of the Civic Light Opera and some of its 
sidelights. But it's 19 38, and you are over forty. We know 
what you were doing since 19 32, but not much else about you— 
your background, your schooling, your training, and what 
you did in the years before you started managing singers. 
LESTER: Well, I had my schooling entirely in Providence. 
There was no musician in the family as far back as anybody 
could trace, so there's no musical heredity. My mother 
played piano and made it a great point to let me know when 
I first started playing by ear that, while she was carrying 
me, she went to the piano and played constantly, hoping she 
would have a child who was musical. But as I grew old enough 
to appraise my mother's piano playing, I doubt if that was 
a very inspiring influence. Mother had been taught in the 
days when beginners were told not to use the pedal. And 
while she read music well and played well mechanically, you 
can imagine what piano playing sounds like when the pedal 
isn't used well. My father was a businessman and a talented 
storyteller. He had a great sense of humor. Both my parents 
were theater buffs and they went to opening nights in Prov-
idence regularly. They had seats for Saturday matinees for 
my older sister and me from the time that I was seven or 
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eight years old. 
RICHARDSON: Were those musicals? 
LESTER: Very often. And that reminds me of an enjoyable 
experience I had years later. The Aborn Opera Company of 
Boston performed light opera in Providence for a short season 
every year, six or eight weeks of operetta repertoire. Satur-
day matinee I was always there. Nearly thirty years later, 
when I was starting the Light Opera Festival, I went to ne-
gotiate for the rights to shows from Sargent Aborn, who had 
long since become the head of the Tams-Witmark Music Library, 
the principal leasing agents for musical shows. Mr. Aborn 
was by then an elderly man, one of the highly respected gen-
tlemen in the profession. (His son now operates Tams-Witmark 
very brilliantly and enjoys the same reputation for depend-
ability that his father had.) When I talked shows to Mr. 
Aborn, Sr., I spoke of the light opera performances I had 
seen in Providence when I was a kid. I was easily able to 
tell him what the repertoire was and recall the names of the 
principal singers and comedians that he had in his company 
in 1904 or '05. 

RICHARDSON: Was he surprised? 
LESTER: He couldn't believe it, particularly when he men-
tioned that So-and-so was his prima donna and I said that she 
didn't sing all the performances; she alternated with So-and-
so. That conversation would indicate that those little-boy 
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impressions were a part of my indoctrination. And there were 
certain shows that I remembered well. In those days, Victor 
Herbert was the king and was a dominating figure for nearly 
twenty-five years. I knew the Herbert music very well; he 
was my idol, and I still think it was for very good reason. 
As a boy, I was supposed to study law and began my schooling 
with that objective. I got over it quickly once I started 
singing and playing professionally. By the time I was twelve 
I was also playing boy parts in the Albee summer stock com-
pany in Providence, a very good company that employed first-
class actors. Douglas Fairbanks, Sr., was one of the many 
who played on Broadway in the winter and Providence in the 
summer. By the time I was sixteen and seventeen, I was being 
given small grown-up parts—character roles, if you please. 
And at twelve dollars a week. I learned a lot during that 
period; I was exposed to some first-class acting. Despite 
performing, I was always dreaming of producing shows. In 
school, during the study period, I was laying out all-star 
vaudeville bills—including some stars who had never played 
in vaudeville. At fourteen I took a course in stenography 
and typewriting, thinking it might be an avenue through 
which I could become a secretary to someone in the theatrical 
business and make my way up from that. By fifteen, I was 
staging amateur performances and getting paid for it. At 
eighteen, I was doing a vaudeville act as what was then 
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called a pianologist, playing piano and singing and talking. 
In those days, there was "big time" and "small time." I was 
small time but quite professional by then. Later, cafes, 
"song plugging"—I once worked in that field for Irving Ber-
lin's publishing company. But my piano playing finally got 
me my first big opportunity at the Cafe Frontenac in Detroit 
when I was nineteen. 
RICHARDSON: Mr. Lester, prior to that time, with whom did 
you study piano and for how many years did you study? 
LESTER: At ten, I studied with a teacher recommended by the 
most fashionable teacher in Providence, from whom my sister 
was taking lessons. For anyone as young as I, an expensive 
piano teacher was not necessary. My teacher's name was 
Gretchen Kriegsman. She was a conscientious young old-maid 
and she took her work very seriously. She gave me piano 
lessons for about, oh, maybe six weeks, possibly a dozen 
lessons. Then one day she gave me a note to take home to my 
mother. The note read that she had made up her mind when she 
started teaching that when she felt she couldn't accomplish 
anything with a student, she was not going to take money 
under false pretenses and she had decided that I wasn't ever 
going to be a pianist. My mother shook her head sadly [and 
told me], "See, we do everything we can for you, but you 
won't practice so the teacher gives you up." In a way, the 
teacher's opinion was right, and a lot of academic musicians 
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would still agree with her. Anyway, I taught myself; it was 
easier that way—but not thorough. I could read music well 
enough for my purposes; the ear and the instincts did the rest. 
Later, I took violin lessons. Played well enough to be in 
the high-school orchestra. But I hated the instrument; it 
can play such dirty tricks on you. But I liked the piano and 
I managed to fool people into believing that I was really a 
pianist. It was a matter of style. I never had the kind of 
technical facility that a pianist should have, but I had a 
singing tone, good dynamics, and a good sense of harmony. 
Best of all, I knew my limitations. 
RICHARDSON: Let's get back to that first big break you got 
at age nineteen. 
LESTER: Richard Whiting, who was then a composer and pro-
fessional manager for the Remick music publishing company 
in Detroit and with whom I was very friendly, was asked by 
William Moebs, the proprietor of the swank Cafe Frontenac, 
to recommend a pianist to play accompaniments for singers 
for one hour a night while the concert orchestra took a dinner 
break between 8:30 and 9:30, the quietest hour for the cafe 
when the early rush was over. (There was no dancing in first-
class cafes in those days.) Whiting recommended me for the 
job and I met with Mr. Moebs. He was cultured, bright, and 
decisive (looked a bit like Herbert Hoover at forty). He 
hired me without hearing me. I asked for and got a week's 
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delay before starting. The salary was to be fifteen dollars 
a week. 
RICHARDSON: Fifteen dollars a week? 
LESTER: Not bad for one hour a night, and to take it I quit 
a forty dollar a week job at another cafe—about which Mr. 
Moebs didn't know and never did find out. I hung on to a 
daytime job for twenty-five dollars a week with a music pub-
lisher. Moebs handed me a schedule calling for one singer 
every five minutes (there were five singers, all of them good). 
I said, "Mr. Moebs, you haven't put me down for any piano 
solos." He said, "A piano soloist means nothing here; I've 
had some very good pianists, but people just go on eating and 
talking and they don't pay any attention to a pianist." I 
said, "They'll pay attention to me." So he smiled and said, 
"Well, all right, if it'll make you happy I'll put you down 
for two five-minute slots in this hour." When I went on 
the job the first evening, he wasn't there; he'd gone to 
the theater. When I had been engaged, I had had a new full 
dress suit made that I wore with a lily-of-the-valley on 
the lapel, and, God forbid, a monocle, which I didn't put 
in my eye but wore on a black ribbon, plus white kid gloves, 
which of course always went with full dress in those days. 
My first piano solo was the first number that came after the 
orchestra left. I arranged for four busboys to move the 
piano to a position that suited me. That created a certain 
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amount of attention. Then I walked onto the stage, very 
leisurely removed my kid gloves, and tossed them into the 
piano (not on the strings of course), and sat down and played. 
By that time, everybody was paying attention. So it was only 
up to me to hold their interest. I had a sure-fire number 
for that purpose. I was a mild sensation and had to play 
two encores. The maitre d1, captains, and other employees 
couldn't get over it. They decided I was great. And now that 
I knew I could entertain that audience, I immediately cut out 
the phony shenanigans--the kid gloves, the monocle, et cetera, 
and from then on used legitimate ways to get attention. Any-
way, the word of my reception got back to Moebs later that 
evening. Mr. and Mrs. Moebs dined late the next evening to 
hear me. After my hour's work was over, Moebs called me to 
a side table and said, "How would you like to manage the 
entertainment here?" Now, he knew me only from that one 
meeting when he had engaged me and perhaps I had impressed 
him as being older than I was, but when he suggested manage-
ment to me, it didn't faze me the least bit. I had no doubts 
about my ability to do the job. Within a matter of a few 
minutes, we had concluded a discussion of responsibilities 
and salary ($50 a week to start, which I suppose would be 
equivalent to $500 or more today). Mr. Moebs now ordered 
champagne sent backstage, and as it was being poured for 
the singers and musicians, he introduced and toasted me as 
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their new boss. There was some resentment, particularly from 
the musicians—a touring German orchestra—but they had to 
join in the toast. After we had gone through this ceremony, 
I got m^ new boss aside and asked matter-of-factly, "I'm 
curious to have you tell me why you engaged me for this job 
so quickly with so little knowledge of me?" He answered, "I 
figured that anybody who could make as little piano playing 
as you do go as far as you make it go, the same principle, 
applied to our whole entertainment, would get me a lot better 
show for less money than we're spending now, and I'm depending 
on you to do just that." I loved the answer because he had 
pegged me so completely. He understood me, I respected him, 
and we became very fast friends. But it was not a father-
and-son relationship; I was treated as an executive who knew 
his business and I got raises from time to time. (Inciden-
tally, in all of my many jobs, I have never asked for a raise, 
nor have I ever had anyone represent me personally. It 
probably cost me money but I preferred it that way.) 
RICHARDSON: Tell me, what kind of music did you play at the 
Frontenac Cafe? 
LESTER: No piano classics. No jazz or ragtime. Mostly 
familiar songs—light opera, grand opera, musical comedy, 
folk songs—usually in medley or potpourri form with lots of 
variety in rhythm, tempo, and style. If there's such a thing 
as a lyric pianist, I was it—generally romantic, but every 
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once in a while I'd cut loose with something like the March 
from Tannhauser or the Grand March from Aida—just to let 
them know I could bang the piano when I felt like it. I 
played less as I got more involved with management. 
RICHARDSON: You said they didn't dance in cafes. 
LESTER: That changed shortly after I took charge. I put 
together an orchestra that could play both concert and dance 
music. 
RICHARDSON: How many musicians did you have? 
LESTER: About twenty. 
RICHARDSON: Did you conduct? 
LESTER: Never from the piano. I had an excellent violinist-
conductor. I often conducted with the baton—nothing that 
would ever make Zubin Mehta jealous—but I enjoyed it. Occa-
sionally for dancing, I would conduct with the violin. I had 
excellent violinists behind me so nobody out front could tell 
the difference (there were no mikes in those days). My mu-
sicians knew the difference, but they didn't mind because I 
played in tune and also I was paying their salaries. 
RICHARDSON: You were not averse to showing off. 
LESTER: That's why they call it show business. It's no 
place for people with inhibitions. 
RICHARDSON: How long did you stay at the Frontenac? 
LESTER: Four years. I left to go into the army. 
RICHARDSON: That was World War I. Did you get overseas? 
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LESTER: No. I was in one camp for just a few months, pro-
moted to sergeant, then transferred to officers' training 
school. The armistice was signed while I was in training. 
When I came out of the army, a married man, it was necessary 
of course for me to earn a living. Ten days after I was mus-
tered out I got a job as pianist for a vaudeville star who 
needed someone in a hurry. I toured to California. Then 
the illness of my wife necessitated my remaining in Los 
Angeles. 
RICHARDSON: One question about your marriage. As I remember, 
your wife was a singer. 
LESTER: Naturally. 
RICHARDSON: Didn't you meet her in Detroit? 
LESTER: She was a Chicago girl named Gertrude Duffy whom I 
engaged for the Frontenac on the glowing recommendation of 
a dance team I was employing; they said, "This is the kind of 
singer that you would like." And I liked her very much. She 
had a lovely lyric soprano voice and a personality to match. 
We became engaged while I was in Detroit and married shortly 
after I went into the service. 
RICHARDSON: How old were you when you came to Los Angeles? 
LESTER: Twenty-three. 
RICHARDSON: And what did you do here? 
LESTER: My first job in Los Angeles was at Grauman's Million 
Dollar Theatre. 
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RICHARDSON: Where was Grauman1s located then? 
LESTER: At Third and Broadway. It was Los Angeles's deluxe 
motion picture house; stage presentations were an added fea-
ture. That was a pattern then in most major cities before 
talking pictures came in and for many years after. I guess 
that Radio City Music Hall was the last survivor. 
RICHARDSON: In what year did you play at Grauman's? 
LESTER: That would be 1919. The theater had a concert or-
chestra of about fifty men. Arthur Kay was the music director, 
an exceptionally fine conductor and thorough musician who had 
been assistant conductor of the Boston Symphony. Grauman's 
also had two organists, both nationally known: one was Jesse 
Crawford, the other was Milton Charles. When I applied for 
a booking, Sid Grauman told me, "With the orchestra and or-
ganists I have here, a solo pianist wouldn't mean anything." 
I'd heard that before. My answer was confident enough to 
make him willing to listen. So he had me audition for him 
and for his conductor. Arthur Kay was, happily, a showman as 
well as a musician. His verdict to Sid Grauman was, "He knows 
how to sell his piano-playing and I think it will be an in-
teresting novelty." It turned out to be a successful engage-
ment and I was held over for an extra week. The whole episode 
began a lifelong friendship and association between Arthur 
Kay and me. While I was at Grauman's, Sid recommended me to 
Jack Partington, his counterpart at the Imperial Theater in 
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San Francisco. I played there for two weeks and got the 
same good reception. One San Francisco critic called me 
"a piano marvel." He didn't know how right he was; as I look 
back on it, I was getting away with murder. But by now, I 
had skimmed the cream off the top in California and I had 
to get a steady job. When I played at Grauman's, a concert 
grand had been rented for me from the Fitzgerald Music Com-
pany, and because of that contact it occurred to me that my 
piano playing would be a big help as a piano salesman, as a 
temporary measure. My temporary excursion lasted thirteen 
years. I could talk for hours about my experiences in the 
piano business, and we wouldn't have time for anything else. 
RICHARDSON: Let's not pass those thirteen years so quickly. 
LESTER: Well, you asked for it, and I'll try to highlight 
it. I applied for a job at Fitzgerald's and I got one as 
an "outside man" on a commission basis and no expense allow-
ance. I was in no position to be choosy and the commissions 
were high if you did business. 

RICHARDSON: What do you mean by an outside man? 
LESTER: The "inside" men were the experienced, salaried 
salesmen who waited on customers. But people shopped; the 
piano was a lifetime purchase and very few shoppers were 
sold quickly. "Outside" men had to follow up prospects. The 
competition was terrific and called for highly specialized 
salesmanship. The follow-up opportunities for outside men 
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were supposed to be plums, but they were almost always prunes 
and few and far between. However, one could always solicit 
on his own. It took me about two days in different locales 
to find that ringing doorbells was a total washout. But the 
Ampico, the reproducing piano, had just been developed and 
was in our line. It was a very expensive item—$2,000 to 
$5,000--and I decided that I would specialize on this; it 
was a matter of getting to the kind of people who could afford 
it. I won't bother you with my devices for getting to the 
right people. But it was tough going. Then came one of 
those fateful days. I presume that everyone's had them, but 
this is the one I'll never forget. Six weeks had passed; I 
hadn't sold a piano nor earned a dollar. My funds were get-
ting very low indeed. I often stopped in at my apartment in 
midday to see how my wife was. On this occasion, there were 
a letter and a telegram awaiting me. The letter was from a 
favorite uncle and cousin, apologizing because they had not 
given me a wedding present (our marriage was by a judge and 
not revealed until after I came out of the army). Enclosed 
were their checks for $100 and for $25. That was about a 
month's survival. The telegram was from Jack Partington 
inviting me to come back to San Francisco for a four-week 
engagement at $200 a week. Life was looking up. I went to 
the phone to check in at Fitzgerald's and the head "inside" 
man informed me that one of my prospects had come in and 
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selected a $2,000 piano—that was a $200 commission. Now was 
a time for decision and I made it. I sat down and wrote Mr. 
Partington, thanking him, but telling him that I had decided 
that I would remain in Los Angeles. I've always remembered 
that as a thirteen-year change-of-career decision. But my 
sales began coming through at regular intervals. The following 
year I won an American Piano Company award as the leading Am-
pico salesman in the country—the award was a deluxe trip to 
New York and to the factories in Rochester, Baltimore, and 
Boston, along with a week of playgoing. 
RICHARDSON: When was this? 
LESTER: In 19 21. And I have a particularly fond memory of 
seeing Katharine Cornell in A Bill of Divorcement. It was 
the first big step in her career. 
RICHARDSON: How long did you stay at Fitzgerald's? 
LESTER: I was fired in 192 3 on the grounds that I was up-
setting the balance in the sales force. 
RICHARDSON: Something of special note must have come out of 
those four years. 
LESTER: A lot of fascinating deals and some very pleasant 
contacts with important people and moneyed people. Here's 
one interesting thing I found. Self-made men were almost 
invariably easier to get to and deal with than men who had 
inherited their money. The latter had more tendency to 
isolate themselves and be suspicious that everyone was trying 
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to "take" them. With the wives, it was almost exactly 
the reverse. Women who had come up the hard way and had 
become wealthy through marriage were prone to overestimate 
the importance of money and were snobbish, as compared to 
well-bred women who had always enjoyed luxury and who were 
indigenously courteous and considerate. Something that 
helped me in selling was a course that I took in physiognomy 
which is really quite scientific—a real asset in doing a 
quick size-up of a customer's natural tendencies. There 
are lots of books on it and I would recommend a study of 
physiognomy to anyone who has to deal with people. Here's 
one of my most amusing incidents at Fitzgerald's. As an 
organization, it was very straitlaced and sanctimonious from 
the top down. Our principal Ampico competition was the 
Chickering. We were Knabe. When the competition was get-
ting too rough, the American Piano Company, which marketed 
both brands, got the competitors to agree to cooperate by 
checking with each other and sticking to the same allowance 
on trade-ins. Shortly after, I was involved in a tough 
deal and conceived of a very devious, albeit legitimate, way 
to circumvent the agreement. But before moving on it, I con-
sulted our very proper young general manager named Harry 
Braden. He smiled, patted me on the back, and said, "Go 
to it!" I gqt to my customer just in time to learn that 
my competitor had beaten me to my own plan. I was a bit 

42 



surprised that anyone else could have the same brilliant 
idea that I had. But that was that. When I got back to 
the store, I reported the Chickering maneuver to Braden. 
He was infuriated and almost shouted, "Those dirty dogs! 
You can't trust anybody to abide by an agreement!" I laughed 
but he didn't think it was funny. 
RICHARDSON: You left Fitzgerald's in . . . 
LESTER: Correction. I was fired—in 1923. 
RICHARDSON: That's four years gone; what about the other 
nine? 
LESTER: I was now well on my feet financially, and I so 
identified with the piano business that I didn't think of 
tackling anything else. The American Piano Company was opening 
a new dealership in Kansas City. Blackman's was the name, 
and they wanted me to go back there for a few months to get 
it started. I made a telephone appointment with Mr. Black-
man to fly in one night and meet him the next day for a 
talk. It was in July. I arrived at the Kansas City airport 
about midnight. The heat and humidity were stifling. I 
said to myself, "What the hell am I doing here?" While I 
was cogitating, a plane flew in, bound for Los Angeles. I 
had no trouble getting a seat on it and time enough to write 
a night wire to Mr. Blackman, expressing my regrets. 
RICHARDSON: You made up your mind awfully fast. 
LESTER: I'd lived in California for five years. You, as a 
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girl from Indiana, know exactly how I felt. 
RICHARDSON: Exactly. What came next? 
LESTER: I received a phone Ccill that Mr. Piatt wanted to 
talk to me. The Piatt Music Company at that time was the 
most flourishing operation in the music trades. It was a 
big-volume middle-class business with several branch stores. 
But I had never given a moment's thought to working there 
because Piatt did not have the agency for any of the big-
brand piano names such as I had been associated with. But 
I had nothing to lose by making the appointment with him. 
I'd never met him before. I liked him immediately; he was 
so much brighter and sharper than I. He wanted me because 
he felt I could bring something to the organization which 
it didn't have. He lectured me that I must become involved 
in the other phases of the music business, like phonographs, 
radio, and other developments that would make pianos less 
important—and even then he hinted at broadcasting pictures 
way in the offing. He had recently opened a branch on 
Western Avenue which was then a center of the best residen-
tial neighborhood. I was to start by managing that store. 
He took me out to see it. I hated the way it looked and the 
way stock was displayed. He gave me carte blanche to re-
decorate it any way I chose and gave instructions to his 
various department heads that I was not to be interfered 
with in anything. Within twenty-four hours, I had made 
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up my mind that I would go with Benjamin Piatt, who was 
always known as B.P. He was a brilliant merchandiser, the 
smartest I have ever known, and my next nine years were 
spent with him, the third one as supervisor of branch stores 
(of which we finally had twenty-eight), then as general sales 
manager. By 192 7, Piatt had acquired the exclusive dealer-
ship of three of the four big-name pianos. We already had 
whatever we wanted in radios and everything else involving 
the music business. Competition fell by the wayside, and 
not surprisingly, B.P. was the country's leading music mer-
chant. 
RICHARDSON: That must have been very satisfying for you. 
LESTER: He would have accomplished the same things without 
me. I'm simply grateful for what I learned. But I must 
tell you one funny story involving him. In our main store, 
on the second floor, at the entrance to the band instrument 
department, we had a tall display case with a glass door 
in which a beautiful brass sousaphone was displayed against 
a dark velvet lining. If you don't know what a sousaphone 
is, it's a very large curved instrument that the player 
must wear over his head and shoulders. One day a young man 
walked in, and in the presence of several salespeople opened 
the case, calmly removed the sousaphone, and went downstairs 
in the elevator with it. Nobody paid any special attention 
to him except when he got to the front door. Mr. Piatt was 
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coming in and was very helpful in holding the door open for 
him to make his exit easier. It wasn't until an hour later 
that someone wondered what happened to the sousaphone. No-
body has ever found out. And one other story. We had a be-
spectacled little man, named Vogt, who was a specialist in 
the stringed-instrument department. On one occasion, an 
imposing-looking customer came in and said to Vogt, "I want 
to see the most expensive banjo you have." Vogt hauled out 
a very unobtrusive instrument, showed it to the customer and 
said, "Eighteen dollars." The man frowned and said, "Is 
this the most expensive banjo you have?" Vogt answered, "Yes, 
sir, you'd be paying eighteen dollars and throwing your money 
away." 

RICHARDSON: You seemed to find fun in whatever you did. 
LESTER: But I didn't realize until I got out of the business 
how little I liked it. There was one thing at Piatt's that 
I did enjoy because it was show business, and undoubtedly 
that's where my heart always was. When we were planning 
special sales events, radio broadcasts were a key factor in 
the promotion. That was long before television. It was my 
assignment to produce them (musicals of course) and do the 
announcing, including the commercials. We did some very 
good shows and it was valuable for me to keep my hand in 
the entertainment world. There was one particular broadcast 
that was quite unique and worth describing. It was a two-
hour show to advertise an anniversary sale. My old friend 
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from Detroit, Dick Whiting, had come to Paramount where 
he was the top composer, principally in the Maurice Chevalier 
days. Over the years Dick had amassed a very imposing cata-
log from such early hits as "Tulip Time in Holland," "'Til 
We Meet Again," "Japanese Sandman," down to his more recent 
ones like "Louise," "My Future Just Passed," "Beyond the 
Blue Horizon," et cetera. I decided to call the broadcast 
"An Evening With Dick Whiting." Dick was delighted and came 
up with a fantastic contribution. Here's the way it worked: 
I engaged an orchestra, a very popular male vocal quintet, 
and one male and two female soloists, and this line-up became 
the core of the broadcast. In an adjoining room, Whiting was 
throwing a buffet and cocktail party to which he had invited 
all of the musical people who were under contract to Para-
mount, plus other celebrity friends of his. I had a complete 
program laid out with the orchestra and singers, but every 
few minutes one of Dick's guests would come into the broad-
cast studio very informally, do a number, and then go back 
to the party. Occasionally, Dick, who was an excellent 
pianist, would play an accompaniment or a solo sometimes 
augmented by orchestra. I can't remember all of the cele-
brities who were there and participated, but I do recall 
Helen Kane (the boop-boop-a-doop girl), Rudy Vallee, who 
was then at the top of his career, Jeanette MacDonald, Buddy 
Rogers, Russ Columbo, Jimmy Dunn, et cetera. The show eman-
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ated from the KNX studio but we had a hook-up with two other 
stations. It was a wild two hours because no one knew what 
was going to happen next. But the informality of it and the 
constant surprises added to its charm, plus the fact that the 
Whiting music was good to listen to and the dialog between 
some of the guests and me--I was emceeing—was highly unpre-
dictable because the liquor was flowing freely and some of 
the guests who only talked and didn't sing were mumbling a 
bit. But you can be sure that I got in some good licks for 
the Piatt Music Company. B.P. was delighted because he 
realized that to have bought that talent would have cost a 
fortune, even in those days. 
RICHARDSON: Dick Whiting was Margaret Whiting's father, 
wasn't he? 
LESTER: Yes. Maggie was born musical. At age six or seven, 
when her father was composing at home, she was a self-appoin-
ted critic and commentator on her father's work. He was 
not always amused by her opinions. 
RICHARDSON: Did you ever try composing yourself? 
LESTER: Everybody who's musical does. I could improvise 
by the hour. But that, by the way, is not composing. I 
very early wrote songs, lyrics, and music for my own use in 
my pianologs. I wasn't trying to write for the popular field. 
But accidentally I would get into a romantic mood and would 
turn out a song that might be publishable. I got my first 
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song published by Remick1s when I was seventeen. They were 
then one of the biggest publishing houses in the country. 
Their headquarters were in Detroit. I subsequently sold 
four songs to Mr. Remick, who happened to like me. Three 
were published; none ever got anywhere. In those days, 
sheet music was the important commercial item and publishers 
maintained extensive catalogs, but they only pushed a few 
that they thought would be hits. They were certainly right 
in not pushing mine. When I got the contract for my first 
song--standard royalty, one cent a copy--I proudly presented 
it as a gift to my mother, the royalties from my first com-
position. Several months later, I got my first royalty 
check. It was for $3.98. [laughter] I thought I had 
more relatives than that—not to mention mother's friends. 
After that, Mr. Remick gave me a $50 advance on each of my 
songs, so I never had to bother with royalty statements. But 
I was still trying until Dick Whiting came to Detroit. As 
we grew chummy, I would play a new composition of mine for 
Dick, and vice versa. I liked his music so much better than 
my own that I decided to stop composing. He was first class. 
I wasn't. That was the end of my composing career—at age 
nineteen. 

Whiting had a juicy experience which is worth telling. 
There were two kinds of sheet music then, the songs that sold 
for ten cents a copy (a big item at the five-and-ten stores) 
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and the "show" or "class" tunes which sold for thirty cents. 
The total royalty was one cent on the dime copies, five 
or six cents on the show tunes. Don't think that one cent 
couldn't mount up—a million copies was not unusual for a 
hit. Although Dick, who wrote only the music, not lyrics, 
had had a few very big pop hits, he was always trying to 
crash the thirty-cent catalog, but Remick said no. One day, 
Whiting played "Japanese Sandman" for Remick, who didn't 
like it—thought it was too arty to sell. Dick said, "If 
that's true, it won't be any worse off in the thirty-cent 
catalog." Remick answered, "If that will make you happy, 
okay." With his royalties on that, Whiting bought an apart-
ment house in Detroit. 

RICHARDSON: There was money in sheet music, wasn't there? 
LESTER: I have one more Whiting story to tell. While he 
was at Paramount, the studio bought A Waltz Dream by Oscar 
Straus and made it into The Smiling Lieutenant for Chevalier. 
Whiting was called upon to write some extra songs for the 
picture. The elderly Straus was invited to the sessions at 
Paramount when all the music, including Whiting's, was being 
prerecorded. Straus was on the set when Dick was introduced 
to him for the first time. Straus was cold, and Whiting, who 
was always a charming, self-effacing gentleman with the essence 
of good manners, said, "It's an honor to meet you, Mr. Straus. 
I can't understand why the studio would ask me to write any 
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music for a score of yours." To which Straus replied, 
"Neither can I," and walked away. 
RICHARDSON: Before we get back to the Civic Light Opera, 
I have a question I've been wanting to ask. Did any of the 
singers under your management in the 19 30s become well-known 
stars? Any big names we would recognize today? 
LESTER: Well, those that started with me back that far— 
that's more than forty years ago—are forgotten now. But a 
few of them did very well. Francia White, a first-class 
young prima donna soprano, was the cream of the crop in that 
era. Illness cut short what could have been a fine career. 
And there was one you will remember. I started Nelson Eddy's 
career in pictures. It was 1933. Eddy was then a young 
concert singer touring small towns for small fees. He hap-
pened to be booked as a "filler" in the Behymer concert series 
in Los Angeles. I had my office with Behymer, and when I saw 
Eddy's photos, I felt this was somebody for motion pictures. 
I got an okay from his concert management to represent him— 
they couldn't have cared less—and I went about the job of 
selling Nelson Eddy. My biggest problem when I took him for 
interviews was to keep him from saying how busy he was with 
concerts at Grand Island, Nebraska; Missoula, Montana; et 
cetera. Anyway, I got him three tests: one at RKO, another 
at Paramount, a third at MGM. The MGM test was by far the 
worst, but MGM was the studio that bought him. I must tell 
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you an amusing incident when I was trying to stir up some 
competition at RKO. An ally of mine there was Mark Sandrich, 
then their best musical picture director. Trying to sell 
Eddy to the head of the studio, Merian Cooper, Sandrich en-
thused to his boss, "Mr. Cooper, this is another Lawrence 
Tibbett." Cooper answered wryly, "Must there -be another 
Lawrence Tibbett?" Eddy's contract at MGM gave him several 
weeks off each year to do concerts. After a year, his con-
cert fee was ten to fifteen times what he had earned before— 
and he was no longer performing at Grand Island, Nebraska. 
RICHARDSON: After all these years you still retained your 
interest in young talent. 
LESTER: With the Civic Light Opera, we developed quite a 
few that I'm proud of. We'll mention them as we come to 
them. Where were we? 
RICHARDSON: We finished with that first season, four weeks 
in 19 38. Now we come to . . . 
LESTER: Pardon me for interrupting. We presented about 
160 shows of which I produced more than half. Many of them 
were perfectly all right but nothing unusual happened. So 
with the list of the shows in front of us, let's take it 
chronologically and just talk about the ones that had some 
special item of interest in them. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE ONE 

RICHARDSON: Let's start with 19 39. I notice you starred 
Helen Gahagan in The Cat and the Fiddle. I think of her 
career in politics and knew she had been an actress. Could 
she sing? 
LESTER: Gahagan had a really good natural dramatic soprano 
and sang surprisingly well. Cat and the Fiddle was a clever 
Kern work, greatly underrated. Gahagan was excellent in it. 
But [speaking of] Gahagan reminds me of a funny that was 
pulled on her. Helen played in The Merry Widow for me in 
the 1936 festival. She was very intense about her career 
and was a hard worker. When she did The Merry Widow, we had 
a down-to-earth "stock" director named Alonzo Price. Helen 
respected him for his knowledge but not for his culture. Be-
fore we went into rehearsal, she had her own coach work with 
her on the role, and they were making The Merry Widow a very 
profound, meaningful play. Price and she had many differ-
ences about it, he saying, "Helen, this is just champagne, 
bubbles, froth. Have fun playing it, don't take it so ser-
iously." She said, "Oh, but we must give it some meaning; I 
can't play a part if it doesn't have meaning." This kind of 
argument was quite usual in rehearsal. One day, the director 
was giving our comedian, a good musical comedy performer 
named Richard Powell, a piece of business, and said, "Dick, 
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I want that broader. Ham it. Play it as if you were playing 
Shakespeare." Powell said, "I've never been in Shakespeare." 
Price answered, "Baby, you're in it now." [laughter] Helen 
laughed, too. 

I remember 19 39 for one of the most harrowing moments in 
my experience. I must preface it by saying that we never had 
previews in the early years. Doing a different show every 
week, the chorus and some of the principals played one show 
while rehearsing the next; and because the church occupied 
the auditorium until 9:00 Sunday night, we never got into 
scenery until 10:00 Sunday night. We rehearsed till 1:00 or 
2:00 A.M., then again Monday afternoon before the opening. 
RICHARDSON: It's hard to believe! 
LESTER: For me, too. But that was stock and we did it for 
years. Anyway, on this occasion, the show was The Gypsy Baron, 
the second John Charles Thomas opus for us. We had done an 
intensive rewrite on it (George Marion on the book and Ann 
Ronnell lyrics and musical adaptation). Thomas had a lot 
to learn and hadn't been diligent about it. At dress re-
hearsal late on Sunday night, he didn't know his part and was 
in trouble. During the second act finaletto he blew com-
pletely, stopped halfway through and walked down to the foot-
lights in an emotional fright, calling to me at the top of 
his voice, "Ed, you can't open this show tomorrow night. 
You just can't." 
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RICHARDSON: He said that to you with the whole company on 
stage? 
LESTER: Yes, ma'am. I said, "John, we've got a subscription 
audience and we have to take care of them." Almost in tears, 
he pleaded, "You're going to ruin everything that you're 
trying to build. We just can't open tomorrow night." This 
was well after midnight and we were sold out for the John 
Charles Thomas week. But John was now hysterical, and I 
knew if I tried to force it, it would be a disaster. I had 
no idea of how I was going to manage, but I agreed and dis-
missed the company for the night. I got my press agent out 
of bed. It was too late for the morning papers but we got 
to the radio stations, and several times during the day they 
announced the postponement of the opening; ticket holders 
would be advised. As usual, I was lucky: Philharmonic 
Auditorium had two weeks available after the Gypsy Baron 
booking. I quickly decided on an extra rehearsal week, 
opening the show the following Monday in San Francisco as 
scheduled, then coming back to play the week we owed Los 
Angeles. It was costly but it worked perfectly. The show 
was a hit. And I had saved my star. 
RICHARDSON: What was your break-even point for shows which 
you were producing? 
LESTER: It varied, of course. With a show with Thomas it 
would be higher than with lesser stars. 
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RICHARDSON: On an average what would you say? 
LESTER: Oh, I would say that thirty-two to thirty-five 
thousand for the week in Los Angeles would have been the 
break-even point, including both production and operation. 
RICHARDSON: What would that same show cost today? 
LESTER: Too much to even consider. It would be totally 
impractical. 
RICHARDSON: What were your ticket prices then? 
LESTER: Two-twenty top was our scale. For musicals on 
Broadway in that era, the top price was three dollars to 
four dollars, plus tax. The prices had been buffeted around 
to as high as six dollars before the 1929 crash. However, 
we had approximately 2,70 0 seats in Philharmonic Auditorium, 
about 1,000 more than the biggest New York theater, although 
a few hundred of ours were not very desirable. Our upper 
regions were selling for fifty and seventy-five cents. 
The first balcony was a dollar, and the seats downstairs 
were two dollars. But the first seats sold were the cheapest 
and the two-dollar seats were the hardest to sell. That 
prevailed through all of the years up to 1942 after Pearl 
H a r b o r . . . . 
RICHARDSON: That was in December of 1941. 
LESTER: In '42, we suddenly saw a change; people were buying 
higher-priced seats; they didn't want to sit up top anymore; 
they wanted to be downstairs. The same thing prevailed to 
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a greater extent in '43, and again in '44. It began being 
difficult to sell our cheap seats at all. What had happened 
was that the public who had been economizing suddenly had 
money that they couldn't spend during the war for automobiles, 
appliances, and all kinds of commodities. The theater was 
one place where they could spend more than before, so they 
chose to go first class. Once having gotten into the habit 
of sitting only in the best seats or perhaps the second-best, 
we never could get them out of the habit. 
RICHARDSON: And that still happens today? 
LESTER: Definitely. And it is true not only of Los Angeles 
but of the entire country. On Broadway, they'll have one 
last row in the balcony at a cheap price and that one row 
is usually the last to sell. World War II started it and 
it's never changed back, even though we've had some recession 
years in the meantime. As far as theater is concerned, the 
dear old gallery is a thing of the past and is likely to 
remain so. At Philharmonic Auditorium we had a second balcony 
and a gallery, and they were the lifeblood of the house in the 
early days; the bane of our existence later. Incidentally, 
that house was originally Hazard's Pavilion, then Clune's 
Auditorium, and, finally, Philharmonic Auditorium. In its 
time, it was a very good house to play in: godd atmosphere 
and good acoustics. 

RICHARDSON: How many seasons did you play at Philharmonic 
Auditorium? 
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LESTER: Let's see—193 8 through 1964—twenty-seven for the 
Civic Light Opera, plus the two for those first festivals. 
When all of the Temple Baptist Church's tenants moved to the 
Music Center in 1966, the church was delighted to restore 
the sanctity of the auditorium to church services and events 
only. The saving in taxes practically offset the extra 
revenue that they had been getting. 
RICHARDSON: Going back to that second season, how did you 
come out? 
LESTER: Between an excessive production cost on Gypsy Baron 
and a not-too-popular presentation of A Waltz Dream, we lost 
about $10,000 in 19 39. Mr. Faries was very unhappy, begin-
ning to have doubts about me, worrying about the financial 
future, and being generally difficult. 
RICHARDSON: In what way was he being difficult? 
LESTER: Well, taking one thing that was the most upsetting: 
I conceived an idea in '39 which had such exciting potential; 
I did not want to discuss it with Faries beforehand in case 
it didn't materialize. MGM had bought up the picture rights 
to about all of the good old shows in the operetta and musical 
comedy repertoire; they really owned a lot of them. I figured 
that it would be of great advantage to them to see some of 
these on stage to better evaluate their possibilities. They 
were convinced, and I made a deal with them that whenever we 
elected to produce one of their unproduced properties, they 
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would make a $10,000 contribution to our production costs; 
and, wherever mutually desirable, lend us writers and players. 
Ten thousand dollars was nothing to them, but to us it was 
the difference between profit and loss, plus their involve-
ment. 
RICHARDSON: That was a great idea. 
LESTER: I reported it to Faries, thinking he would love it. 
He gave it a fishy eye and turned the deal down. 
RICHARDSON: Turned it down? Why? 
LESTER: His only excuse was [that] he didn't want MGM 
running the Civic Light Opera. This, even though I had made 
it clear to him that they would have no voice in what we did. 
RICHARDSON: I can't understand it. 
LESTER: Neither could I. But I think that what influenced 
him was that I wouldn't have to depend solely on him for 
support. What bugged me most was that we kicked away an 
opportunity to pick up a star here and there. 
RICHARDSON: Was it embarrassing to get out of your deal 
with MGM? 
LESTER: No. It was with their then-top musical producer, 
Bernard Hyman; I simply told him the truth and it never 
affected my relationship with MGM. But I learned a lesson. 
And this time, with Faries"s blessing, I undertook to form a 
board of directors which would assume a portion of the re-
sponsibility. By making personal contacts, within a few 
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weeks I put together a board of ten top-rr.anking business 
and professional men, each of them pledging $1,000 a year 
underwriting. Faries was less delighted with the financial 
aid than he was with the opportunity to preside over this 
distinguished board. Most important, of course, was the 
fact that we were now a genuinely civic organization. Our 
new board, which included the heads of Los Angeles's two 
biggest department stores, plus the city's most highly re-
garded banker, strengthened our campaign for the selling of 
large blocks of season tickets by stores, banks, and other 
commercial and industrial institutions. They bought tickets 
both for entertainment purposes and employee participation. 
RICHARDSON: You mentioned that John Charles Thomas played 
in San Francisco in The Gypsy Baron. Was that your only 
show up there in '39? 
LESTER: For 19 39, Homer Curran had agreed to take the 
Thomas and Gahagan shows. Starting with 1940, Curran de-
cided he would play our entire repertoire every year. At 
that time, because there was an admissions-tax saving, he 
organized the San Francisco Civic Light Opera Association 
on a nonprofit basis, charging the association a very low 
rental for his theater. We suggested that he form a board 
of directors and get sponsors such as we had in Los Angeles, 
but he didn't want to be bothered with committees and was 
willing to personally guarantee the San Francisco season. 
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In addition to paying the operating and transportation costs, 
he also absorbed a share of our production expenses. This 
made it possible for us to engage our actors for two weeks 
per show instead of one. It also afforded us the luxury of 
rehearsing each show for two weeks. 
RICHARDSON: This must have been quite a bonanza for you. 
LESTER: With the two-city operation, we were really ready 
to grow. I might add here that over the many years Homer 
Curran and I did business together, involving commitments 
for millions of dollars, we never had a written agreement 
of any kind—nor a misunderstanding. 
RICHARDSON: Wouldn't it be wonderful if all business could 
be done like that? 
LESTER: Not for lawyers. 
RICHARDSON: Now you have Los Angeles and San Francisco, and 
1940 is your first season in the two cities. How did you 
operate? 
LESTER: Because economy was always a major consideration, 
we still operated on a basis which Equity classified as 
"rotary stock." We organized two companies which, except 
for guest principals, played two shows apiece, rehearsing 
their second show while playing the first. One company 
played Los Angeles while the other played San Francisco, then 
they'd interchange so that, between the two companies, each 
city got four shows in the same four-week period. 
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RICHARDSON: You were always rehearsing and producing two 
shows at a time? 
LESTER: I wasn't doing it all year 'round and I had a pretty 
good grasp of things by then. And I had one dependable dir-
ector, Zeke Colvan, whom I'd hired away from the St. Louis 
Municipal Opera, which was the pioneer in the civic musical 
repertoire field. Once we were in rehearsal, I spent much 
of my time with the other director, who seldom lasted more 
than one show—often less. And it didn't take me long to fly 
back and forth to San Francisco. 
RICHARDSON: I note that you opened your 1940 season in Los 
Angeles with Show Boat. 
LESTER: It was the biggest and best show in the repertoire 
at that time. We had an excellent Show Boat cast, consider-
ing what a relatively young organization we were. John Boles, 
a major picture star then; Norma Terris of the original New 
York company; Paul Robeson; Guy Kibbee; Helen Morgan. . . . 
RICHARDSON: Oh, a fantastic cast! 
LESTER: We did a good job with the show. Don't forget that 
I had to worry about pleasing Jerome Kern. 
RICHARDSON: Was he pleased? 
LESTER: Very. But one unhappy experience remains in my 
memory. Helen Morgan had been an alcoholic. However, I 
got positive assurance from her agent that she had been on 
the wagon for some time and was completely dependable. I 
wanted her name and decided to take a chance, but I did 
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protect myself with a very good young understudy. When Helen 
arrived for rehearsal, she looked lovely, her skin was clear, 
her eyes bright, and her figure nice as ever. About the 
third performance, there was unmistakable evidence that she 
was drinking again. It may have been an emotional upset from 
doing her old role. We tried to protect her: had one of our 
stage managers keeping a watchful eye on her, checking her 
dressing room to see that no bottle was stashed away, and so 
on. Zeke Colvan, a fatherly man who had known her for years, 
talked to her, but it did no good. The role of Julie makes 
her an alcoholic in the second act so that the drinking was 
not obvious from the front. But it was getting worse, so 
on Friday I was forced to tell Helen that if she were not 
sober for the remaining three performances in Los Angeles, 
she would not go to San Francisco. She didn't. 
RICHARDSON: That must have been a hard situation to handle. 
LESTER: It was especially sad because Helen Morgan was in-
digenously a very sweet person. There has only been one 
other actor in all of our years that I had to let go because 
of drinking. I have been tempted a few other times, but 
never had to take that final drastic step. 
RICHARDSON: A producer is called upon to make some very 
unpleasant decisions. 

LESTER: Once a show has opened, the stage manager and the 
conductor share the responsibility for keeping the show in 
order--but there come those moments that call for strong 
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measures that have to come from the top. Show Boat reminds 
me of an unusual but sweet incident. We had a middle-aged 
colored lady named Bertha Powell playing Queenie, the wife 
of Joe, the Robeson role. Mrs. Powell was exceedingly 
talented but not too experienced. She was excellent until 
near the end of the dress rehearsal when she had a scene in 
[Act] One with Robeson. All at once, she broke into a fit 
of sobbing. Everything stopped to find what was wrong. She 
couldn't stop crying so Robeson took her in his arms and 
helped her offstage. We passed the scene and went on. What 
had happened was that she had suddenly been overwhelmed by 
the fact that she, Bertha Powell, was on the stage playing 
opposite the great Paul Robeson. He handled it perfectly 
and she was fine from then on. 

RICHARDSON: Show Boat was a big success, naturally. 
LESTER: We could have played it two weeks in each city but 
I was trying to build subscription, and you do it by making 
seats hard to get for the hot shows. 
RICHARDSON: And meanwhile, John Charles Thomas was opening 
the San Francisco season. 
LESTER: There's a story attached to that. My board of dir-
ectors had been urging me to do a Gilbert and Sullivan. I 
told them that there's only a very limited audience for it. 
If you didn't do a repertory of about three of their works, 
you couldn't do one week's big business with Gilbert and 
Sullivan. They didn't agree, so I said, "All right, if 
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that's what you want, I'll give it to you; and, to insure 
it, I'll give it to you with John Charles Thomas." So I 
conceived an unusual double bill: [H.M.S.] Pinafore with 
Thomas as the captain, and an afterpiece called Savoy Ser-
enade . I concocted, with Frank Tours, Thomas's British-
trained conductor and friend, a fifty-minute vignette in 
which John Charles played Sir Arthur Sullivan. The curtain 
rose with Sullivan at home late in the evening on his birth-
day, sitting alone playing and singing "The Lost Chord" on 
the organ; but before he finishes, the members of the D'Oyly 
Carte Company break in, elegantly dressed in the period, 
bringing baskets of food and champagne, quickly setting up 
a surprise birthday party. In the spirit of the party were 
interwoven choice Gilbert and Sullivan favorites from the 
rest of the repertoire. There was a thread of story—an 
affair between Sullivan and his prima donna, with logical 
lead-ins to each number, the dialogue underscored so that the 
music never stopped. It gave Thomas a chance to do some 
Gilbert and Sullivan songs that he sang pricelessly because 
his diction was so sharp and so good for things like the 
major general and "Titwillow," interspersed, of course, with 
numbers done by the other artists and ensemble. We all 
loved it and audience reception was enthusiastic—but, where 
Thomas in Blossom Time and in Gypsy Baron had done $40,000 
a week, which was capacity, the Gilbert and Sullivan dropped 
to about $30,000. My board felt that this was Thomas's 
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third year for us and he was no longer news. I told them 
he'd become a kind of Civic Light Opera trademark and next 
year in another show we'd find out if he still drew. So 
the following year we presented him in The Chocolate Soldier 
and the business went right back to $40,000 again. 
RICHARDSON: Were you still paying him a large sum of money? 
LESTER: Not as much. When we got to the third year, the 
$7,500 was a bit too high and I had made a new deal with 
him at $5,0 00 plus a percentage after we reached a certain 
point. By that time he was having so much fun the money 
made little difference to him. He remained our shining star 
for a show in each of our first five seasons. 
RICHARDSON: Were you still charging extra for the Thomas 
shows? 

LESTER: By now we had established higher prices in general 
and the same price for all our shows. We wanted our public 
to know that the Civic Light Opera assured a single standard 
of quality. That year we gave them a very good Merry Widow 
starring Jarmila Novotna with Walter Woolf King, a hand-
some leading man of the period; Irene Manning; and Melville 
Cooper—and in that 19 40 season we did our first really light 
show, The Red Mill. We were actually stepping over the line 
to musical comedy. 
RICHARDSON: A radical departure, then? 
LESTER: Positively daring, except for the fact that it was 
Victor Herbert. We did a very big rewrite of the book. We 
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cut numbers, and added new ones adapted from Herbert instru-
mental music in which there was a wealth of excellent material. 
Some of it was used for dances and some lyricized, plus a lot 
of reorchestration. The show was a winner. I forgot to ex-
plain a very important factor in our growth. It was obvious 
from the first season that whenever we did any of the older 
standard works, all of them had to be rewritten. Shows that 
had been very successful prior to 1940, with minimal excep-
tion, were no longer viable for later-day audiences. And 
because operetta as such in New York was very much on the 
downgrade and not being done, it became imperative that we 
revise books, lyrics, and orchestrations of the older works. 
Some of the songs, including the music, had also become ex-
pendable. But we stuck to one cardinal rule: we never in-
terpolated from a different composer. 
RICHARDSON: What you are saying is that the music was your 
principal consideration. 
LESTER: It had to be. At that time, Gilbert was about the 
only librettist who dwarfed his composer. And although 
there were some other good lyricists in England and America, 
very few people can remember their names. The American mu-
sical comedy lyricists have come out much better—Larry Hart, 
Yip Harburg, Ira Gershwin, to name a few of the earlier ones. 
Berlin and Porter wrote words and music. With San Francisco 
in the picture, I was developing a team to work on revisions. 
Arthur Kay was my music director and conductor on the better-
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class things. His orchestrations for us over the years are 
a source of marvel today to conductors and musicians who 
play revivals of Song of Norway and Kismet. Milton Lazarus, 
who did the book revisions, had a wonderful feel for comedy 
and knew how to write for musical theater. Forman Brown, 
my lyricist, has a literary elegance along with a fine sense 
of rhyme and. humor. When the late John Wharton—distinguished 
and theater-wise lawyer who was Cole Porter's close friend 
and executor—was conferring with me about a musical based 
on posthumous material by Porter, he selected Forman Brown 
to make whatever changes in Cole Porter's lyrics might be 
necessary. The other contributor to our team was Edward 
Ward, composer-condudtor on MGM's staff, who was outstanding 
on the lighter musical works. I was very fortunate to have 
those men available to me, and we had a lot of fun working 
together. 
RICHARDSON: When you say "working together," what was your 
function in all of the rewriting and revising? 
LESTER: Principally as an editor. I've never fancied myself 
as a creator but I know that I'm a good editor. And the 
people with whom I've worked in the development of shows have 
respected my criticisms and suggestions—not 100 percent of 
course, but enough to have made the collaborations congenial 
and, for the most part, fruitful. One of my assets was that 
I could be just as enthusiastic as I could be critical. 
RICHARDSON: With all the different creative people you had 
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to deal with—writers, directors, designers, conductors, 
actors, and whatnot—and so many shows in such a short time, 
there must have been some fights. 
LESTER: Almost none. 
RICHARDSON: How could you avoid them? 
LESTER: With patience, not going off half-cocked, a will-
ingness to quietly argue a difference of opinion and give 
in when I failed to convince. And I have found, Betty, 
that all these diverse talents—who frequently do not agree 
among themselves—like to have some one person around who 
exercises a strong control. Often it's a director, but I 
never hired a director I couldn't reason with. In fact, 
I tried not to hire anybody I didn't like. 
RICHARDSON: Your approach seems to have gotten results. 
LESTER: Much of the time. But the early years were the 
most fun, and before we leave 19 40, there is one little 
story I think is worth telling. It happened when we were 
doing Pinafore. In it, the role of Bill Bobstay has only 
a few lines to speak, but he has one corking bass solo, "For 
He Is an Englishman." There was a boy who had been brought 
to me at the age of fifteen for an opinion of his vocal po-
tential. He was an over-tall, skinny kid who knew nothing 
about singing but had the making of a bass voice, almost a 
freak at that age. In 19 40, he was eighteen. The voice had 
matured amazingly, so I decided to take a gamble and put him 
in the show as Bill Bobstay. But he was frightfully awkward, 
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didn't know how to handle his six-foot-five frame, used his 
hands badly, the elbows close to his body, and he couldn't 
read lines well—just not an actor. But because the voice 
was so unusual, I worked with him very hard to make him good 
enough. I had taken over the direction from an Englishman 
who could not handle John Charles—and it wasn't John's 
fault. In the same company, we had another young singer 
who was an eager beaver, just out of college, but ambitious 
to be in show business. He wanted to know everything there 
was to know. Whenever there was a chair to be placed, he'd 
run and get it, instead of a stage manager. He was all over 
the place, but obviously very talented and also had an ex-
cellent voice. So as time went on and the tall boy wasn't 
improving fast enough, I said to the eager beaver, "I want 
you to understudy that part and you may be called upon to 
do it on very short notice." We were opening in San Francisco 
on a Monday night. Sunday, after the dress rehearsal, the 
company had been dismissed until Monday afternoon. I called 
the tall boy into a dressing room and told him, "As promising 
as you are, and as great as your voice is, your dialog reading 
is not good enough to get by. However, you're programmed in 
the role of Bill Bobstay, and that won't be changed. You're 
going to sing your solo, but I'm creating a new role, Big Tom, 
to speak your lines. So when it comes time for the song, 
he's going to say, 'Bill Bobstay, tell 'em how we feel.' 
Then you step forward, stand there like a rock, and sing 
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'For He Is an Englishman.'" Well, he was a little crushed 
but that was assuaged by the fact that he would get to sing 
his aria. And so I split the part in two. I had no worries 
about the eager beaver's delivering the lines. Anyway, it 
worked perfectly and the aria was sensational. The tall boy 
was Jerome Hines, and the eager beaver was John Raitt—John 
and Jerry each making his debut in the theater at the same 
time in the same role. 
RICHARDSON: Now I know what you mean by fun. Did Jerome 
Hines go right on to his opera career then? 
LESTER: Very shortly after, as the youngest leading basso 
in the annals of the opera. He finally learned to act and 
to use his height to advantage. He was a leading singer at 
the Metropolitan in his early twenties. His only misfortune 
was that he was there at a time when they had several other 
great bassos, including Pinza, Tajo, and Siepi—all major 
personalities. But despite the competition, Jerome Hines 
sang his share of leading roles there for many, many years. 
And of course John Raitt has had a fine career which still 
goes on. 
RICHARDSON: Well, getting back to your early seasons, didn't 
you tell me that Cabin in the Sky in 1941 was the first show 
you imported, and this rather set a trend for you? 
LESTER: Yes. That came about through a very interesting 
circumstance. Paul Robeson had played in Show Boat for me 
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in 1940. And late that year, when he was out here doing a 
concert, he called me and we made a luncheon date during 
which he told me he'd like to do Porgy and Bess. I said, 
"Paul, doesn't Porgy lie too high for you?" He said, "No. 
I know the score, I can manage it." I said, "Isn't it a 
pretty strenuous role for you to attempt vocally?" His 
voice was a pure bass, not a bass-baritone, and Porgy is 
for a high baritone. But Robeson was sure that it would 
be no problem other than "maybe an occasional alternate note." 
So I said, "Well, if you do it, there'll be a tremendous 
audience for you in it." When the show was done originally, 
it created a great deal of talk and some controversy, but 
it was not a success. However, some of the songs from it 
had become popular between 19 35, when it was first presented, 
and 1940, when Robeson talked to me about it. I felt it 
was ready to be relaunched. He was so confident he could 
do it that we made a deal for Robeson in Porgy and Bess to 
open our 1941 season. But I didn't believe it was going 
to happen. I had the star's handshake and subsequently his 
contract to do it, seven performances for one week each in 
Los Angeles and San Francisco. Although he didn't ask for 
it, I planned to rest him for a week in between the two 
cities. I still didn't believe it would materialize. 
RICHARDSON: Because you didn't believe he could do it vocally? 
LESTER: I couldn't conceive that he was up to it. But I 
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arranged for the rights, lined up my cast and chorus, had my 
scenic designer working on the designs, had a quotation on 
renting the costumes, went through all the preliminaries of 
production—but, I put everything on an iffy basis, no posi-
tive commitments to anyone. We announced the event to our 
subscribers and naturally there was excitement. I think I 
found some excuse to call Robeson at least once a week for 
several weeks, each time, "Well, how's it coming Paul?" 
"Get used to singing it on your knees," et cetera. And 
everything was always fine; he'd report he'd just had a ses-
sion with Anne Brown (the original Bess who was to sing it 
with him) and they were working together, or he'd just been 
working with his accompanist. You couldn't expect any more 
assurance than I was getting, but I still didn't believe it; 
and I wouldn't confirm a single deal for anyone, or anything 
else for that show. Then one day about six weeks before we 
were to open, which was two weeks before we were to go into 
rehearsal, I received a long wire from Paul Robeson's mana-
ger, Fred Schang, president of Columbia Concerts. In essence 
the wire read: "Paul and I have been talking about Porgy, 
and he has come to the conclusion that the music lies so 
high for him that he is afraid his voice will not stand up 
under the strain. You have a contract and he would certainly 
honor it, but if his voice suddenly went back on him, you 
would have a catastrophe, and it's better for us to face it 
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now. It is my strong advice, and Paul's, and I hope yours, 
that we should cancel the engagement." Homer Curran was 
with me when the wire came and he expected me to collapse. 
I think he was disappointed that I didn't. I had to scratch 
and scramble, rearrange my schedule, and figure out what 
revival was going to replace it. 
RICHARDSON: What about your subscribers? 
LESTER: We had sold subscription for the season, including 
Robeson, and while our subscribers were very loyal, I had 
to be concerned. At that time, an extremely bright young 
lady named Eleanor Pinkham had just joined us from New York 
to take charge of our public relations and advertising. She 
came up with an idea: "There's a show in New York—Ethel 
Waters in Cabin in the Sky"—which is a very good show; I 
love it but it hasn't been doing very well. It's just limping 
and it won't last much longer. I believe you could make a 
deal to bring the whole show out intact by guaranteeing 
their expenses and a small profit." I immediately phoned 
the producer, A1 Lewis; and, as Miss Pinkham had anticipated, 
he was excited. It was an opportunity for the show to leave 
New York in a blaze of glory and have a small profit to help 
pay off his backers. 
RICHARDSON: And it was a success? 

LESTER: Our audiences were delighted, the producer was happy— 
he made a profit beyond his guaranty, and we made money. 
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Because it was a new show and because of the expense in 
bringing it out, this was the first show which we played for 
two weeks each in Los Angeles and San Francisco, closing the 
season in both cities. Miss Pinkham's smartness had opened 
the gate to a great change in our policy. It was patently 
less expensive to bring a show from New York that was al-
ready rehearsed, built, and costumed, in lieu of production 
expense for a show of our own. Transportation and a profit 
guaranty was a sounder investment for us. 
RICHARDSON: And how did you transport them? 
LESTER: By rail. People weren't flying very extensively 
at that time and no one dreamed of flying scenery and other 
bulky paraphernalia. Not too many years later, it became 
more practical to fly everything. 
RICHARDSON: Tell us more about Miss Pinkham. 
LESTER: She was a Phi Beta Kappa from the University of 
Washington but her only love was show business. She had 
done some promoting on her own in the Northwest, came to 
Los Angeles and worked for Behymer Concerts, essentially on 
the financing and promoting of the San Francisco Grand Opera's 
visits to Los Angeles. As a freelance press agent, she had 
gone to New York. After several months there, she accepted 
our invitation to come back to Los Angeles. For us, she 
was the right person in the right place at the right time. 
Subsequently, she became our general manager and general 
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director, having earned a national reputation as a top the-
atrical executive, until she elected to retire at age sixty-
five under protest from our board and me. She was then the 
first woman ever to be elected to our board. 
RICHARDSON: Did you have any other exciting shows in 19 41 
besides Cabin in the Sky? 
LESTER: I mentioned Thomas in The Chocolate Soldier. We 
added a nostalgic bit that's worth mentioning. The composer, 
Oscar Straus, one of Vienna's old guard in the early 1900s, 
was a refugee in New York. I brought him out here to compose 
music to a couple of new lyrics by Ann Ronell. He conducted 
the overture. We couldn't entrust him with conducting the 
show because he was getting a little old and his tempi were 
slower than ours. 
RICHARDSON: How old was he at that time? 
LESTER: He was well into his seventies. After the overture, 
he joined his wife in an upper box which was visible from the 
whole theater and in which there were no other occupants. At 
the end of the show, we did an encore curtain when the whole 
company came down in front of the grand drape and sang a 
choral reprise of "My Hero." When they came to the last 
phrase, the dramatic, "Come, come, I love you only, Come, 
hero mine," everyone's hand went up to Oscar Straus, who rose 
and bowed to the company, then to the audience, who by now 
were in the throes of a tearful standing ovation, especially 
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sincere after that really beautiful score. 
RICHARDSON: That was charming. 
LESTER: I liked it and mentioned it later that year in an 
interview in New York with Lucius Beebe. He said, "How corny 
can you be?" I answered, "Totally, if the audience likes it." 
Sentiment and emotion were not Mr. Beebe's bag. 
RICHARDSON: Did Straus do that for you every performance? 
LESTER: Never missed one. Fortunately, it was a very good 
cast and Straus never gave any indication of being bored. 
You know, I'm sure, that the play from which Chocolate Soldier 
was adapted was Bernard Shaw's Arms and the Man. It is said 
that Shaw, who disliked musicals, refused to take any royal-
ties from it and did not want his name associated with it in 
any way. 
RICHARDSON: I've never heard that story. 
LESTER: For Shaw to forego royalties seems unbelievable. 
RICHARDSON: When you have done extensive rewrites on quite 
a number of the well-known operettas, have those rewrites 
gone back to the libraries? 
LESTER: It is understood that when they permit us to rewrite, 
in return for that permission, whatever we rewrite reverts to 
the original owners. Whatever we have contributed they have 
the benefit of, if they wish. But in a few instances, we 
have insisted on isolating what we do, or we will not pre-
sent the property at all. The rewrite is worthless to us 
without the original. But in several instances, a consoli-

77 



dation has been agreed upon which has worked to the advan-
tage of both parties. Our version of The Red Mill became 
the standard, as did our Merry Widow and The Great Waltz. 
Our treatment of Rosalinda, Rose Marie, The Student Prince, 
Chocolate Soldier, Vagabond King, The Firefly, Knicker-
bocker Holiday are among others calling for extra royalties 
to my authors if our versions are used. 
RICHARDSON: Do those extras amount to much? 
LESTER: Recently, Forman Brown got a check for nearly 
$10,000 for his one-year earnings on a property he relyri-
cized for me over fifteen years ago. That was several times 
what I paid him originally. 

RICHARDSON: How very, very nice. Well, we got off the 
track a bit. Do you have anything else to report on the 
1941 season? 
LESTER: Yes—an experience in Rio Rita which opened the 
season. I'd like to give this episode a title. 
RICHARDSON: Like? 
LESTER: "An Unusual Cure for Bad Behavior." 
RICHARDSON: I'm listening. 
LESTER: Our star was Joe E. Brown, still at the height of 
his screen career. In the cast, playing comedy opposite 
Joe E., was Peter Lind Hayes doing his first role in a book 
show. He had played cafes and vaudeville. He came from a 
theatrical family. Peter's wife, Mary Healy, a beautiful 
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and talented girl, was our ingenue. Joe E. was conducting 
himself in the selfish star tradition. In rehearsal, if 
Peter had a good laugh line, Joe would find a reason why he 
should have that line. Zeke CoIvan, directing, was ready to 
kill Joe but couldn't because he was our star. I told Peter, 
"Joe is doing to you what you can someday do to someone else— 
but I hope you don't. Meanwhile, in the nightclub scene, 
we're going to interpolate a five-minute spot for you to do 
a specialty when Brown won't be on the stage." Peter was 
happy. In the cast, the romantic lead was young Walter Cassel, 
later of the Metropolitan Opera, playing a Texas Ranger. In 
the second act, there was a scene on the lower deck of a 
barge with stairs leading up to a captain's bridge. In that 
set, Cassel, in his ranger's outfit, had a solo, "Following 
the Sun Around," at the end of which Brown has an entrance 
from the upper bridge. Now, we didn't anticipate an encore 
for the song and made no provision for it. Opening night, 
after Cassel finished the number, Joe E. makes his entrance 
on the bridge as planned. But Cassel's song has stopped the 
show cold. Brown is already on the stage with the spotlight 
on him but he can't talk over the applause. The audience 
demands an encore; Cassel and the conductor exchange glances, 
and Cassel sings a repeat chorus. Now, Brown was caught on 
the bridge in a spotlight. Instead of sitting down on the 
steps very quietly and paying attention, he felt he had to 
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be funny. So he starts pantomiming and making faces so that 
the audience was laughing at him while Cassel was singing. 
Because Brown was upstage and Cassel facing front, he didn't 
know why people were laughing. By the time Cassel made an 
exit after a short dialogue scene with Brown, I was backstage 
explaining to Cassel that Brown was caught by surprise and 
didn't know what to do. I believed it and was sure it wouldn't 
happen again. Tuesday night—again the show was stopped. 
Brown came on stage and again proceeded to do the same thing. 
This time I was furious at him for being so unprofessional. 
I came back to Cassel and said, "I will put a stop to Brown's 
antics and it will not happen again." Cassel said, "Please, 
Mr. Lester, may I handle this?" I said, "It's my job to 
tell him where he heads in." He said quietly, "Please 
don't say anything. Just let me handle it." So Wednesday, 
Brown made his entrance as usual, and when Cassel started 
his encore, Brown started getting his laughs. By prearrange-
ment with the conductor, Cassel, halfway through the song, 
stops, turns, and takes his .44 revolver out of its holster, 
points it directly at Joe E. Brown, and fires. It was a 
blank cartridge, of course, but you never saw a more scared 
person in your life than Joe E. was on that occasion. After 
Cassel fired the shot, he turned very calmly around and fin-
ished the song. Mr. Brown sat and paid attention. The 
audience thought it was part of the show. Later, when Joe E. 
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spoke to me about it with indignation, I said, "You're lucky 
it was a blank." 
RICHARDSON: I'll bet he never forgot that incident. 
LESTER: He was a very good boy from then on. And in fair-
ness to Joe, he mellowed as he grew older. He played Captain 
Andy for me in Show Boat some years later and no one could 
have been more cooperative. 
RICHARDSON: Before we leave Rio Rita, I note that the Tall-
chief sisters were in it. 
LESTER: Yes, Maria and Marjory. As I remember, they were 
twins, about fifteen at the time, but both very well trained 
and stylish ballerinas. Shortly after, Marjory went to 
Europe and made an excellent career for herself. Maria 
became a prima ballerina with the Ballet Russe de Monte 
Carlo and married George Balanchine. 
RICHARDSON: Not bad. Now, you said you made your first 
profit in 1941. 
LESTER: It was used to pay back what the directors had lost 
in 1940. So, financially, we were right back where we 
started except that we were building a strong subscriber 
foundation, along with having a good ally in Homer Curran. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE TWO 

RICHARDSON: Going back to the beginning of the Civic Light 
Opera, there's one thing we haven't covered and that is, how 
many did you have on your staff? 
LESTER: It depends on what you call staff. You will remem-
ber we were only doing four shows each for one week, so our 
whole playing season was one month—in fact, a May festival. 
The way we were financed, we couldn't afford to maintain an 
office the year around. And it was only a part-time job for 
me. We would open an office in the auditorium, maybe in 
February (just a secretary and I), ar.d I'd begin preparing 
the brochure for mailing in March, start casting and com-
pleting negotiations which I had begun from my home. Fortun-
ately I was a good typist, so I had gotten out my own letters 
in the off-season. Then there would be auditions for singers, 
which I always conducted myself. Gradually, we would add 
the people we needed in the office and in the scenic shop, 
which was owned by Homer Curran. The director, conductor, 
choreographer, et cetera, came on as we needed them. But no 
one was on a full-time basis until well into the forties. I 
was lucky that most of the people who worked with me in those 
early days were able to find part-time jobs in the off-
season that made it possible for them to come back each 
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year. As I say it, it sounds almost sad. But it wasn't. 
No one was asked to make any sacrifice he or she could not 
afford. Miss Pinkham, for example, maintained a busy off-
season partnership with Hal Wiener, our press agent. Economy 
was vital to us because with the small capitalization and 
with Faries and a few directors responsible for the costs 
and I in turn responsible to them, I felt it obligatory to 
keep expenses down to an absolute minimum. When the season 
was over and the books were audited, we cleared out as quickly 
as possible. 
RICHARDSON: What about yourself during all this? 
LESTER: Obviously I couldn't live off of what the Light 
Opera could pay me. I was reasonably active with other 
assignments: theater and radio production, writing, as a 
consultant for films—all invariably on things relating to 
music—providing singers for special events, enough to 
keep my head above water while the Light Opera was building. 
And after the '40 season, I could see something worth sticking 

RICHARDSON: How big was your subscription by '41? 
LESTER: I'm guessing—probably around $125,000 in Los Angeles. 
I might add that it grew consistently each .year. 
RICHARDSON: Since the import of Cabin in the Sky was pro-
fitable in 19 41, what did you import in '42? 
LESTER: There was nothing available on Broadway that was 
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worth bringing out, so I was back to producing four shows of 
my own. Other than Thomas, there were no big names avail-
able but we had set a standard of good casting and quality 
so that we were no longer on the defensive. Our season 
opened with The Vagabond King because along with a very big 
rewrite I could get Friml to compose some new numbers for 
us to give the show extra glamour that would help us sell 
it. In addition, I came up with a plum, of which I was very 
proud. Among Friml's unknown and unpublished compositions 
was a tone poem called "A Misty Morning." It had a lovely, 
classic quality that could have been Tschaikowsky, including 
a gorgeous dramatic theme that screamed to be sung. The 
last scene of Vagabond King is daybreak, with the hero, Villon, 
to be hanged at sunup. The original scene, very thin and 
very short, mostly dialogue, had in it short reprises of "Song 
of the Vagabonds" and "Only a Rose." The drama is mainly 
Lady Katherine1s plea to the king (Louis XI) to spare Villon. 
"A Misty Morning" was so right atmospherically that I told 
Friml we would use it to make a little opera out of the last 
act. Friml laughed, didn't think it could be done, but it was 
okay with him if I wanted to try it. I took Friml's tone 
poem, and with Arthur Kay laid out the act and the action, 
bar for bar. Dialogue was underscored or made recitative. We 
repeated certain phrases, particularly that dramatic theme 
as our leitmotif for the heroine. It worked magnificently. 
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The whole act was about twenty minutes—all musicalized. 
I wouldn't let Friml anywhere near it in the planning or 
staging. He saw it first at dress rehearsal. He loved it. 
From that time on, he would do anything I asked and our 
friendship was sealed forever. 
RICHARDSON: John Carradine was in that show, wasn't he? 
LESTER: He was an important name then. He played the king— 
a big, nonsinging part. John was drinking more than he 
should have been and had to be disciplined. Playing with 
him was a very good veteran actor named John Davidson, also 
in pictures. His role was that of the king's companion, 
Tristram, who was written for the sole purpose of plot, 
someone in whom the king could confide and discuss his 
machinations. Davidson and Carradine played very well to-
gether. But Carradine was a little unstable and not always 
predictable in remembering his lines. The last night of the 
engagement, Carradine said to Davidson, "John, I want to 
tell you how much I enjoyed playing with you." Davidson 
answered, "John, I enjoyed playing with you, but I had a 
lot of trouble finding the ball!" [laughter] 
RICHARDSON: Tell me, when you were putting together a season 
of four shows of your own, did you have a formula? What were 
the main factors in choosing your repertoire? 
LESTER: Well, aside from the prime commercial question of 
what will sell best and still preserve artistic standards, 
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our first consideration had to be our subscribers—they were 
our backbone. So in producing four shows, variety was one 
major objective: never two shows of the same period or the 
same look in the same season; as few repeats as possible; a 
good balance between novelty and nostalgia; also, a good 
mixture of the romantic, dramatic, and comedic—with the over-
all accent on music and comedy. Ballet potential was always 
important; we started integrating ballet into our shows as 
far back as 1940, well before the Agnes de Mille take-over 
on Broadway with Oklahoma I in 194 3. The availability of 
stars had a tremendous influence on the choice of repertoire. 
And there was one unusual element that frequently was a fac-
tor. As I told you, Western Costume's stock was a vital 
asset in our operation. Between renting costumes or having 
to make them to order was the difference between $5,0 00 a 
show or $50,000 to $60,000 in those days. Aside from their 
regular stock, with which I was quite familiar, every so often— 
sometimes at their suggestion—I would go to Western to see 
what they had just gotten back from a film studio. If I 
saw a beautiful collection of period costumes in fine condition, 
I would start to think of a show for which those costumes could 
be used. A few times I decided to do a certain show because 
we could costume it elegantly at a very nominal cost. 
RICHARDSON: Can you name any show in particular? 
LESTER: The most notable was Forever Amber on which Twentieth 
Century-Fox spent a fortune for costumes. They were really 
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gorgeous. The only musical I could think of in the same 
period was The Three Musketeers, which we had never done. 
We did a major rewrite with several new numbers from Friml 
and presented it in 194 7, and we were able to get the orig-
inal designer of Amber, internationally famed Rene Hubert, 
to design such extra costumes as we needed (especially 
ballet). Our total costume cost, including rentals, was 
about $20,000 and the show looked like it had cost half a 
million. 
RICHARDSON: Back in those first Civic Light Opera years, 
what did you consider your principal qualifications for the 
job you were doing? 
LESTER: Shall I answer that modestly or immodestly? 
RICHARDSON: The truth and nothing but. 
LESTER: I knew music. And I could show singers—even the 
good pros—how to excite and hold an audience. I had a good 
story sense along with a good sense of humor, although I 
couldn't write jokes. My casting judgment was as good as 
anybody's, and I was never afraid to gamble on it—including 
important assignments to inexperienced young people. 'I've 
made mistakes but not enough to dampen my confidence. I 
have a strong color sense and I know costumes, particularly 
women's—I want to digress here for a story: When we were 
doing Roberta in our first season, Jerome Kern was at a 
dress rehearsal, seated on an aisle, while I was standing 
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nearby discussing women's costumes with our designer, 
pointing out the need for a change in neckline here, a 
piece of jewelry there, a scarf to be dipped to another 
color, a waistband to be raised, et cetera. Kern beckoned 
to me to come to him. Very confidentailly and quite sin-
cerely he whispered in my ear, "Hey, cut that out—people 
will think you're a homo." 
RICHARDSON: Did you cut it out? 
LESTER: Definitely not. 
RICHARDSON: What don't you know that you should know? 
LESTER: I can't read a blueprint nor a floor plan intelli-
gently; on intricate scenery, a designer always had to make 
a cardboard model for me. I couldn't stage a dance number, 
but I can tell a choreographer where he has a weak spot. I 
can't read an orchestration, but I know what's right or 
wrong when I hear it. I know nothing about the technique 
of lighting but once I see it, I can tell a lighting de-
signer what's wrong—but not how to fix it. 
RICHARDSON: You're not perfect, then? 
LESTER: Hardly. And being a jack-of-all-trades, I have 
high admiration for all the craftsmen who can do things 
better than I. My editor complex becomes much more valuable. 
Let's get back to our history. 
RICHARDSON: We were in the 1942 season and I see that John 
Charles Thomas appeared in Music in the Air. 
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LESTER: It was a Kern and Hammerstein work which had lots 
of charm and a lovely score but was only mildly successful 
because of some story weaknesses. As always, Hammerstein 
created interesting characters, and the leading male role 
was good for Thomas even though in the original the char-
acter had little singing to do. I phoned Kern and said, 
"Jerry, I would like to do Music in the Air with Thomas 
next season but it would call for a lot of changes in the 
format, including several things that I think would strengthen 
the show. I have a great cast in mind and if you'll permit 
me to make the changes, I will promise you a fine produc-
tion." His answer was ominously cool and deliberate: "Come 
out and tell me all the changes you think you're going to 
make." I went out to his home immediately. It was a hot 
afternoon and it got hotter. He greeted me unsmilingly, 
sat me down in his music room; and he sat very close, facing 
me. "All right, now I want to hear all the brilliant things 
that you're going to do with Music in the Air which Oscar 
Hammerstein and I worked on very, very hard and of which 
we're very, very proud. Now you tell me how you are going 
to do it." 

RICHARDSON: It was a challenge. 
LESTER: And how. But that was typically Kern. So I star-
ted to tell him the changes I wanted to make, and he just 
sat there with a fishy eye, never changing expression, nor 
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saying yes, no, or "I like this" or "I don't care for 
that,"—nothing. He just let me talk and let me sweat. And 
believe me, I did. Finally I got through outlining the 
whole play and said, "Well?" And for the first time in at 
least twenty minutes, he spoke: "I like it." Then relaxed, 
"Who would you have make the book changes for you?" I sug-
gested Milton Lazarus and Kern said, "How would you like to 
have Oscar Hammerstein do the revisions?" I said, "I'd 
love it, but I didn't think there'd be any chance of getting 
Oscar to come out here to do revisions on a show just for a 
California presentation." And he said, "Things haven't 
gone too well with Oscar lately and I think he'd have the 
time. Could you afford to pay his fare out here? If you 
could, he can be my houseguest so he would have no other 
expense." Naturally I jumped at it. He said, "I want you 
to write a synopsis just as you told it to me, mail it 
to Oscar with a copy to me, and we'll get his reaction." 
The reaction was favorable and of course he improved on my 
outline. He came out several weeks before rehearsal and 
we presented Music in the Air with a really excellent cast— 
John Charles Thomas, Irra Petina, Francis Lederer, Fritz 
Leiber, Jan Clayton, Al Shean, and several other fine prin-
cipals . 

RICHARDSON: And this was in 19 4 2? 
LESTER: In '42. We had cut out a role they had written 
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originally for Reinald Werrenrath, a concert and opera sin-
ger of that period, and we put those songs in the Thomas 
role, plus an interpolation for him of "All the Things You 
Are" which had been in an unsuccessful Kern-Hammerstein 
show. I must tell you an amusing incident in conjunction 
with it. John Charles had as one of his big numbers in the 
second act "The Song Is You," one of the popular Kern numbers. 
Kern and Hammerstein were at a rehearsal one day and John 
Charles, singing "The Song Is You," forgot the lyrics, and 
stopped. At this point, Oscar Hammerstein, sitting out 
front said, "John, don't worry if you forget the lyrics of 
this number. Everybody in the audience can prompt you." 
[laughter] 

RICHARDSON: I know you had many further experiences with 
Hammerstein. 
LESTER: Many over a period of years. He was probably the 
finest man I've ever known. 
RICHARDSON: His character came through in the warmth and 
philosophy of his lyrics. 
LESTER: In everything he did. He was, I am sure, the most 
highly respected man in the profession. I recall one example 
of it very vividly: When we presented South Pacific for the 
first time, it involved a very big and important contract 
which I had negotiated with Rodgers and Hammerstein's gen-
eral manager and their attorney. On the opening day of 
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the show in Los Angeles, I was called to a meeting with the 
manager, the lawyer, and Leland Hayward, who was a partner 
with Rodgers and Hammerstein in South Pacific. The three of 
them confronted me with a clause in the contract in which 
there was a considerable difference in interpretation be-
tween them and me. It represented severdl thousands of 
dollars and I felt that the intent of the clause was very 
clear. We argued it at some length and were getting nowhere. 
Outnumbered three to one, I said, "You're not going to con-
vince me and I'm not going to convince you so let's leave it 
to an arbitrator." They agreed. I said, "I'll accept Oscar 
Hammerstein as the arbitrator." That was the last I ever 
heard of the whole argument and I doubt if they ever sub-
mitted it to Oscar. 
RICHARDSON: You were gambling when you were willing to let 
one of their partners make the decision. 
LESTER: Deliberately: (a) to convince them on how sure I 
was and (b) because I could trust Oscar's sense of justice. 

Getting back to Music in the Air, Hammerstein and Kern 
had written as the big dramatic and emotional moment a scene 
that was positively inspired; it was novel, it was great— 
but it didn't work. For some unexplainable reason, audiences 
were never moved by it. It had to be carried largely by the 
ingenue, Sieglinde. I had signed Jan Clayton for the role; 
it was her first book show. She was peculiarly unsatisfactory 
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in rehearsal. The authors and director felt she should be 
replaced. I agreed and engaged another artist who had a con-
flicting commitment from which she was sure she could be re-
leased. I let Jan go as kindly as I could, but she was dis-
consolate. The following day the other girl advised me that 
she could not get out of her commitment. I was in the em-
barrassing position of having to get Jan back. Fortunately 
she did not let pride stand in her way. She came back and 
as it turned out, did an excellent job. But the big scene 
still didn't work. After the opening, Kern said to me, "To-
night, for the first time, Oscar and I recalled that we had 
had several Sieglindes and none of them were good. Jan Clay-
ton is the best but we now realize that the role is lousy." 
A year later, Hammerstein cast Jan for the feminine lead in 
Carousel on Broadway and she was great. Subsequently, both 
Kern and Hammerstein chose her as the star for their 19 45 
revival of Show Boat. There's a moral to the story: It 
sometimes pays to pocket your pride. 

That Broadway Show Boat revival reminds me of an amusing 
incident. I had made a very strong recommendation to Kern 
of a young baritone with a beautiful quality, named Charles 
Fredericks, for the role of Ravenal in Show Boat. Fredericks 
was a handsome, dimpled—but not effeminate—Southerner who 
had been recommended to me by John Charles Thomas. I had 
used him in The Red Mill. One morning my phone rang and it 
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was Jerome Kern: "Ed, you recommended this Fredericks to 
me for Ravenal. We auditioned him yesterday and he sang 
flat." I said, "I'm not surprised. He often does." Kern 
said, "I can't understand your recommending a flat singer. 
Wait a minute; I want you to talk to Oscar." The first 
thing Oscar did was to repeat Kern's comment about the flat 
singing, and then he asked, "Can he act?" and I said, "No." 
By this time Oscar was baffled. "Why did you recommend him 
so highly for Ravenal?" he asked. I answered, "Ravenal is 
a lazy good-for-nothing; a charming Southern bum—and that's 
Fredericks." Oscar asked, "Can he take direction?" I 
answered, "No. He will drive you nuts. You'll hate his 
performance but audiences will fall for the personality." 
To make a long story shorter, they engaged him. A few 
months later, Oscar Hammerstein said to me, "You were cer-
tainly right about Fredericks. He drove me crazy in re-
hearsal but he is a big favorite with audiences, and he 
got the best notices of anyone in the cast." 

RICHARDSON: You've had some interesting experiences in your 
contacts with people. 
LESTER: Now I want to tell you of the most gratifying ex-
perience I've ever had with myself. We were closing our 
194 2 Los Angeles season with Hit the Deck, opening it first 
in San Francisco. Vincent Youmans1s score was very sparse. 
It had two or three strong numbers but needed a lot of help 
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thereafter. We drew on his catalog but still had to inter-
polate some sea chanteys paraphrased. The book was dated 
and since we were in World War II, our rewrite dealt with 
a Navy ship stationed in the Pacific theater; our characters 
were mostly sailors and Waves. I had engaged Ethel Waters 
to star in the show and we had built a very good part for 
her with a couple of grand high spots, one of them for the 
"Sing Hallelujah" number. Waters was much of my reason for 
doing the show. I won't take the time to describe it, but it 
was one of my rare creative moments. When I signed her, 
Ethel Waters was making an MGM picture which should have 
been long finished but wasn't, and I had to replace her the 
day before we went into rehearsal. The replacement was Ruby 
Dandridge, Dorothy Dandridge's mother. She was very sweet 
and she got away with it. But it was a long way from Ethel 
Waters. That entailed considerable rewriting, and with our 
two-week rehearsal schedule and having to break in Dandridge, 
we were in trouble. We were opening this show in San Fran-
cisco and my director (not Colvan) got into an accident there 
two days before we opened, so I had to finish the very un-
finished direction just to get the show on—and without a 
dress rehearsal. On opening night the show was not right 
and it was much too long. At about half-past eleven, some 
of the Curran audience started to leave and the exodus con-
tinued until we were down to about 60 percent of our original 

95 



packed house. I was sitting near the back of the theater, 
slumped practically to the floor, preferably through it. 
That exodus was the most embarrassing moment of my life. 
At about 11:40 came our last scene, for which Lazarus had 
created a corking comedy situation, which the audience re-
maining really enjoyed and howled at and applauded roundly 
when the final curtain fell at near midnight. Morose as I 
was, I came to life. Any scene that can hold an audience 
that late has to be very good indeed, so I had something to 
go backward from. Homer Curran was a brick after the show. 
He said, "Ed, don't worry about San Francisco, fix the show 
as well as you can for Los Angeles. We can stand a bad 
week up here and we'll have Thomas next week." I said, "Ho-
mer, this is going to be a good show sooner than that." 
I told my staff to meet in my hotel room at nine in the 
morning. The company was called for 1:00 p.m., the stage 
crew at 3:00, the orchestra at 7:30 for instructions on 
changes. I went back to my hotel to work alone—cutting, 
rearranging the order of scenes and writing the lines nec-
essary to integrate the rearrangement. It was extensive 
but it was designed for what I call "a quick fix," and by 
morning I was ready to lay it out with my staff. Homer 
Curran was leaving for Los Angeles and stopped by my room 
at around 9:30 to cheer me up. He came in while I was 
doing a Knute Rockne with my staff about how we were going 
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to meet this challenge and lick the show. I had carefully 
scheduled our rehearsal from 1:00 p.m. on. I had dismissed 
most of the company and stage crew by 6:00. I had one couple 
left that I had to do a new scene with. I sent out for food 
for them while we were rehearsing. We finished at 7:45. 
Believe it or not, the miracle occurred. The cuts and the 
rearrangement of scenes worked. The curtain was down at 
11:15. From a flop on Monday night to a real hit on Tuesday 
night. . . . I look back on it fondly because the accom-
plishment of it was the biggest boost to my confidence that 
I've ever had. In Los Angeles a week later we were a solid 
hit. When I got back to Los Angeles near the end of the 
week, Homer Curran said, "Boy, what a pep talk you were 
giving to your staff." I said, "That wasn't for the staff. 
That was for me." 

RICHARDSON: Did you make money in your 194 2 season? 
LESTER: No. We lost a few thousand dollars but it was well 
spent. We were building a reputation for quality. Mr. Faries 
was unhappy over the loss and said to me shortly after the 
end of the season, "You should not be on salary. The deal 
with you should be on a profit-sharing basis." I told him 
that I was not averse to that on one condition. We had 
been playing one week per show in Los Angeles because with 
our subscription, we could minimize losses. But I would be 
willing to gamble if he would be; if we went to two weeks 
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per show, I would take 50 percent of the profit in lieu of 
salary. He agreed. It was also okay with Homer Curran for 
San Francisco. With the two-week schedule making twice as 
many good seats available, I started a new campaign for 
guarantors. 
RICHARDSON: What was that campaign based on? 
LESTER: Guaranties were from $100 to $1,000 per season, to 
be called upon pro rata only in case of a loss. Guarantors 
could buy first-choice seat locations on the basis of four 
per $100 of guaranty. Later, we cut that to two seats. 
Finally, guaranties went from $200 to $2,000. 
RICHARDSON: How often did you have to call on them? 
LESTER: In 1947 for 25 percent, in 1953 for 100 percent, 
in 1973 for 70 percent, in 1975 for 20 percent—a total 
of 215 percent in forty years—an average of about 5 percent 
a year. 
RICHARDSON: Did they complain when they were called upon? 
LESTER: Only in 19 53. Our record was so good that many 
new guarantors had come in, figuring it was a free ride. 
RICHARDSON: Did you lose many as a result? 
LESTER: As I remember, about 25 to 30 percent didn't renew. 
However, we collected over 9 8 percent. And in a way, it 
was a good thing. We found out who our friends were and we 
had no trouble replacing the others and expanding continually. 
RICHARDSON: To how many now? 
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LESTER: Very close to 1,000 in Los Angeles and a good per-
centage of them in the higher brackets. In San Francisco, 
about 350 more. By the way, in our first years in Los An-
geles when we were seeking only sponsors—entailing the pur-
chase of $10 0 worth of season tickets—guess how many people 
connected with the motion picture industry came along. 
RICHARDSON: How many? 
LESTER: Exactly one. 
RICHARDSON: Who? 
LESTER: Walt Disney. 
RICHARDSON: And he was the only one? 
LESTER: That's it. The movie people didn't know that live 
theater existed in Los Angeles, and they couldn't have 
cared less. Nineteen forty-two was one of our bad years 
and we were on shaky ground. But now comes 19 43, a big 
theater year in many ways—both here and in New York. 
RICHARDSON: Tell me. 
LESTER: First of all, there was again a show worth importing— 
Porgy and Bess—which Cheryl Crawford, a producer with very 
good taste, had revived in 194 2 and gotten a year's run on 
Broadway. 
RICHARDSON: Apparently Robeson and you had had a good hunch 
about Porgy. 
LESTER: Definitely. And LACLOA having had our successful 
baptism with Cabin in the Sky, we were on the alert for more 
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opportunities to import. With Porgy and Bess as an induce-
ment, I made contact with the Music Committee of the Junior 
Chamber of Commerce to help back our '43 season. They had 
made a profit from another civic enterprise and decided 
that this was a good way to invest it in return for a por-
tion of the profit, plus representation on our board of 
directors. Faries agreed, delighted to be relieved of some 
of the responsibility for losses on the new two-week season. 
Shortly after, Mr. Faries asked me to come to his home one 
evening in February and out of a clear sky he said, "I think 
you had better get yourself a new president." My heart 
leaped, but I think I concealed it to make polite protests. 
His mind was made up, even to the extent of thinking of 
inviting as his successor a well-regarded young lawyer, 
Henry Duque. I knew Henry Duque slightly, well enough to 
call him the next morning and urge that if Mr. Faries ex-
tended the invitation, he must accept with the confidential 
assurance from me that there would be no financial risk. 
That was the beginning of a new regime. 

I had planned revivals to finish out our season. One 
of them was a revival of Friml1s first big hit, The Firefly. 
We were doing a big rewrite with Friml again doing several 
new numbers for us and Brown supplying the lyrics. Friml 
got so interested in the new numbers that he wanted to 
throw out the whole original score. I had to convince him 
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that if we didn't leave in "Sympathy," "Giannina Mia," 
"The Donkey Serenade," and a couple of others, it would 
be pointless for us to be doing The Firefly. 
RICHARDSON: Was he really serious about leaving out those 
favorites? 
LESTER: Yes, he was. You must realize that Rudi sat at 
his piano with his recording machine next to him and impro-
vised for three to four hours every day, so you can under-
stand how easily he could get tired of his older compositions. 
His widow has thousands of hours of recorded and taped music 
about which nothing has ever been done. My principal stunt 
with The Firefly was a third act which integrated Friml as 
himself at the piano in a musicale being given for charity 
in the home of the mother of the leading man. Aside from 
playing a couple of solos, Friml was the central figure of 
what I called "Ballet to a Pianist"—also as accompanist to 
the little Firefly who had now become a famous prima donna. 
RICHARDSON: I remember hearing him play at the Music Cen-
ter. He was brilliant. 
LESTER: He had been a fine concert pianist, but in addition 
was a great showman with a dazzling technique and style. 
RICHARDSON: What solos did he play in The Firefly? 
LESTER: First a potpourri paraphrase of some of the numbers 
that had already been sung. For an encore he improvised— 
and because Rudi was a free soul who never knew when to 
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stop, we arranged that the hostess would move after two 
minutes as a signal to let Rudi know that he had ten or 
fifteen seconds in which to finish up, which he always did 
with a flashing brilliance. Our Firefly was strong, both 
on stage and at the box office. But Rudi was never a model 
of dependability. He didn't go on until the last act and 
I had to depend on his wife, Kay, a lovely Chinese lady, to 
get Friml to the theater on time. She never failed me, but 
there were some anxious moments. 

The planning of the rest of our season was nearly com-
plete, when I received a wire from the general manager of 
Lady in the Dark advising me that Gertrude Lawrence was now 
interested in playing Los Angeles and San Francisco. I had 
tried to get a commitment from her much earlier and had been 
told that she would finish her engagement at the end of the 
New York run. We were now offered five weeks—two in Los 
Angeles and three in San Francisco. As exciting as it was, 
Homer Curran was concerned that if we did two Broadway shows 
in one season, we would be setting a precedent that we 
couldn't keep up, that our subscribers would be disappointed 
thereafter. But I felt that we couldn't pass up an oppor-
tunity like this and I was able to negotiate terms that 
assured us of profit. 

RICHARDSON: Did Lady in the Dark come directly from Broadway? 
LESTER: They played three weeks at the Chicago Opera House 
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en route. I've always believed that it was pique that made 
Gertrude Lawrence want to appear in Lady in the Dark in Los 
Angeles. We had a guarantors luncheon honoring her, with 
the press as our guests. When it came time for Miss Lawrence 
to speak, she started her speech by saying, "I starred in 
Lady in the Dark for three years in order to make it a mo-
tion picture vehicle for Ginger Rogers." She was obviously 
bitter about that, but with humor. 
RICHARDSON: Was she easy to work with? 
LESTER: Yes. She was a good sport about everything. One 
of the amusing incidents with Gertie Lawrence involved the 
late Dave Marks, who, as you will remember, was a rather 
proper middle-aged businessman; a good friend and our bene-
factor in many situations in the early years. He loved the 
theater. He loved to be around it all the time. It was 
a great event for him to be introduced to Gertrude Lawrence; 
she was a goddess. When she played for us it was late in 
June and the Philharmonic Auditorium did not have air con-
ditioning in those days. On an unmercifully hot matinee day, 
Dave Marks, being very gallant and wanting to be helpful, 
went to Miss Lawrence's dressing room right after the 
matinee and said, "Miss Lawrence, because you have an 
evening performance tonight, instead of your having to go 
out to eat, couldn't I go over to the Biltmore and get 
your dinner and bring it to you?" She said, "That's charming, 
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so very, very nice of you." He said, "Well, it will give 
you a chance to make yourself comfortable." He asked what 
she would like and she told him. He went and got the din-
ner. By that time, she, being very warm, had stripped to 
the nude and was in the nude in her dressing room lying on 
the couch when Dave knocked at the door. She said, "Come 
in." Dave walked in and got the shock of his life. He was 
speechless and so embarrassed he just set the tray down and 
got out of there as fast as he could. [laughter] 
RICHARDSON: I can imagine Dave in that situation. 
LESTER: I have one other memory of the Lady in the Dark 
engagement: the Los Angeles closing night was the final 
performance of the show. Miss Lawrence wanted to throw a 
party for her company. But because it was wartime, all 
kitchens and bars were closed at 10:00. She couldn't give 
a party on the stage because this was the Baptist Church 
and liquor was not permitted in the building—at least 
that anyone knew about. Understanding her predicament, I 
said to her, "If you would like to, you can have your cast 
party in our offices upstairs in the building. You will 
have to have your caterer bring the refreshments up there 
and various members of your company can sneak in the liquor." 
She was delighted. She invited our staff and me to the 
party but I said, "No, it should be a company party and 
we'll send in a case of champagne, with our best wishes." 
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The party was held Saturday night on schedule. Miss Pinkham, 
being wisely suspicious, got up very early Sunday morning 
and went to our office on the fifth floor. Empty liquor 
bottles were lying in the hall and our office was a shambles. 
Miss Pinkham managed* to clean up and hide the bottles until 
they could be spirited out on Monday. That was that, except 
that when our next telephone bill came in, it was full of 
long-distance calls made on that fateful Saturday night— 
and I mean long distance. Members of the company had taken 
full advantage of the opportunity to use the phones in the 
office to call home or friends at distant points, including 
London. As I recall, the bill for those calls was about 
$1,500. After the first shock, we wrote it off happily; it 
had been a very profitable engagement. 
RICHARDSON: What was the profit in 19 43? 
LESTER: About $75,0 00 for Los Angeles. It doesn't seem 
like much now but it sure did then. 

RICHARDSON: You got 50 percent and the Junior Chamber got 
25 percent. It didn't leave much for the Los Angeles Asso-
ciation. 
LESTER: It was more than we'd ever had before and it was a 
season of plusses. Good shows, our guarantor campaign was 
prospering, the Junior Chamber group was a fine infusion of 
new blood for our board, Henry Duque was a good president; 
and, for the first time, I was free to move and act as my 
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judgment dictated. 
RICHARDSON: Do you mean that you were able to do as you 
pleased? 
LESTER: I went on this premise: there were three kinds 
of decisions to be made with regard to shows and policies— 
(1) the things that management felt were unmistakably sound 
to do; (2) the things which we were sure we should not do; 
(3) the things about which we were in doubt. By keeping 
the board well informed about everything, they could be 
excellent consultants and a good sounding board on question-
able decisions. A few of the business and professional men 
who had known nothing of the theater as a business became 
more knowledgeable than some of the people who made it a 
livelihood. Our budgets were well organized and were never 
more than 5 percent off in our overall cost estimates. 
RICHARDSON: How about forecasting your box office results? 
LESTER: That can be at best an educated guess. We usually 
set up a minimum figure and a maximum, and estimated reason-
able expectancy about halfway between. Miss Pinkham and I 
always made our estimates separately and then compared 
notes. Over the years, I made it a point never to paint 
roseate pictures. I wanted any surprises for my board to 
be pleasant ones. The trouble was that they began taking 
it for granted that each season was going to turn out better 
financially than I had indicated. But every once in a while, 
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they found out I had not been overpessimistic. 
RICHARDSON: Did Mr. Faries regret that he had stepped down 
at the wrong time? 
LESTER: I don't think so. Because of his early connection, 
he had reason to be pleased with the results—and actually 
he and I became much better friends when he was no longer 
in position to dictate. 
RICHARDSON: And what about San Francisco? 
LESTER: It was doing very well and Homer Curran1s nonprofit 
setup was getting a nice backlog of its own. I had no par-
ticipation in it. Meanwhile, 3,000 miles away, an exciting 
revolution was taking place through the partnership of Rod-
gers and Hammerstein. Although Jerome Kern had been involved 
in some better-class musicals with Hammerstein and Otto Har-
bach, the big step forward came with the birth of OklahomaI 
in 1943. It set a new standard for the musical theater on 
Broadway. Kern and Hammerstein's Show Boat, late in 19 27, 
was well ahead of its time, but it was only the beginning 
of something that didn't carry on with any consistency. By 
the way, I believe that Show Boat, on the basis of the story, 
the characters, and the songs, might have been the all-time 
classic—probably less successful at the box office—if 
Ziegfeld had not produced it and given it the big extrava-
ganza quality that he stood for. That's just an opinion. 
RICHARDSON: It's an interesting one—a little late, maybe. 
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LESTER: In the many years between Show Boat and Oklahoma1 
there were some good musical comedies, but nothing of any 
historical consequence. But the perfect wedding of book, 
lyrics, and music that characterized the Rodgers and Hammer-
stein output over the next sixteen years set a new standard 
that made the American musical theater an almost unbeliev-
ably dominant force in this art form—if you can call it 
that. And such was their influence on their contemporaries 
that if one were to name the twenty best musicals in the 
200 years of international musical theater, 80 percent of 
them have been written and produced since the beginning of 
the Rodgers and Hammerstein era. And any list of the all-
time best fifteen must include the five greatest works of 
Rodgers and Hammerstein: Oklahoma I, Carousel, South Pacific, 
King and I_, and Sound of Music. It is the kind of record 
that may never be equaled. 

RICHARDSON: Which of the Rodgers and Hammerstein big five 
do you consider the best? 
LESTER: You could ask five people and get six different 
opinions. My personal opinion is that King and I_ will be 
the most important over the years because it had the most 
universal story quality and will never be dated. It will 
always be a great show to do when you have two stars who 
can play the leading roles. Stars will be eager to play 
them just as actors like to play Hamlet. I consider King 
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and the Hamlet of the musical theater. 
RICHARDSON: Oh, you do? That's interesting. 
LESTER: It's not necessarily the most entertaining, or the 
best musical ever written, but it could be the most lasting, 
particularly because the king doesn't have to sing at all 
and Anna doesn't have to be a great singer. 
RICHARDSON: Have Rodgers and Hammerstein ever expressed a 
preference? 
LESTER: I asked Dick Rodgers that question rather recently. 
His answer was Carousel. I never asked Oscar, but it's my 
guess that he would have been in accord with Dick. Inci-
dentally, asking a composer his own favorite show, I got 
the quickest answer from Friml, who as you know, had a 
lot of hit musicals. 
RICHARDSON: What did he name? 
LESTER: Rose Marie. When I asked him why, he said, "Because 
it made the most money." [laughter] 
RICHARDSON: Logical, I'd say. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE ONE 

LESTER: In passing, we might mention that among the great 
composers, Friml and Herbert had one thing in common. Neither 
ever had a great book. And speaking of favorites, I've had 
one experience very often when I've worked with composers 
on new shows. When a composer plays a brand-new number for 
me and I shrug my shoulders or go so far as to say that I 
don't care for it, immediately the answer is, "Î  think it's 
the best thing I've ever written." 
RICHARDSON: Defending. 
LESTER: Of course. But the best writers are the least 
defensive. Creating is easier for them so they're always 
ready to try something else. When Cole Porter wrote the 
score for Out of This World, the show was in trouble in 
Philadelphia. The collaboration was trying to fix it, and 
at one night's meeting it was decided that the song "From 
This Moment On" would have to be taken out. Louis Shurr, 
Porter's agent, was present. The next day when he saw Cole, 
he said, "I can't get over taking out that great song. I 
didn't sleep all night." Porter answered, "IE did." 

But let's get back to our chronology—where were we? 
RICHARDSON: Nineteen forty-four. 
LESTER: Song of Norway. But before we get into that, I 
have omitted something very important. [I want to mention it] 
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because it is relevant to Norway—my friendship with Erich 
Korngold. Korngold is one of the few people I've known to 
whom I could apply the word genius. I met him first in the 
early thirties shortly after he had been brought over from 
Vienna by Warner Brothers. I was presenting singers to him 
and we hit it off almost instantly. He had a fabulous sense 
of humor and we became very dear friends. I worshipped his 
size as an artist and his feel for theater, and I loved him 
for himself. We worked together on many projects over the 
years and I was grateful that he was indulgent with me on 
those occasions when I disagreed with him on some musical 
matters. But I was a true disciple, which brings us back 
to Song of Norway. There's a lot to talk about. 
RICHARDSON: Give us the whole story. 
LESTER: There is some interesting history attached to it. 
I had seen a script on Hans Christian Andersen owned by 
Samuel Goldwyn. (This was years before he finally made his 
Andersen picture with Danny Kaye.) He had had many different 
writers on the subject. The script I liked was mostly by 
William Wyler. Somebody had raved to me that it would make 
a good musical. It was written originally to be a costarring 
vehicle for Gary Cooper and Zorina—a non-musical, with some 
dancing. I was fascinated with the character of Andersen. 
I could immediately see John Charles playing him. I talked 
to Homer Curran about it and told him my idea was to do it 
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with the music of Grieg, Scandinavian as Andersen, and that with 
such a wealth of melody we could make a really popular oper-
etta of it. So Homer and I had a visit with Mr. Goldwyn to 
get the script. Goldwyn would let us have it—a white ele-
phant project he had long since abandoned. All he wanted 
for his script was the picture rights to our musical. I told 
him we could never get any authors or composers to undertake 
a musical for the theater and then just give away the film 
rights. He wouldn't budge, so we were stymied. By the way, 
in our visit with Goldwyn he said, "Why do you want to get 
Grieg to do the music? Why don't you get somebody like 
Jerome Kern?" Homer said to me afterward, "Let's do our own 
Andersen story; he's in the public domain." I rejected that 
because I was so stuck on the Wyler script that I couldn't 
tackle Andersen without plagiarizing. Then I discussed it 
with Korngold whom I had originally hoped would supervise 
the music. Korngold said, "If you're so crazy about the 
Grieg music, why don't you do a biography of Grieg?" So 
we started research on Grieg. It was not very promising 
material because his life wasn't dramatic—a little too well-
ordered—but there was one promising germ in it from which 
we might concoct a story. Homer worked on the idea, we 
put our heads together, and I wrote a twenty-page synopsis 
of what the play would be about, indicating where music 
could be integrated, et cetera, closing the show with the 
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Grieg concerto. I assigned the book to Milton Lazarus. 
This was in October of 1943. Korngold had no interest in 
rewriting Grieg, and Homer said, "Who do you plan to get 
for lyrics and music?" I told him, "There are a couple 
of young fellows named Wright and Forrest who are now 
writing the shows at the Copacabana in New York." Homer 
turned pale: "My God, you wouldn't use somebody from the 
Copacabana to do this work about Grieg!" I said, "Don't 
worry. I know their taste and I know their talent. They 
adapted most of the Nelson Eddy-Jeanette MacDonald pictures 
for MGM, and they'd be ideal for this." Homer took my 
word but he was dubious. He lived to be delighted. When 
I called Wright and Forrest with whom I had had a very 
friendly experience, they jumped at the idea. But their 
agent reported he could not get them loose from the Copa. 
They had so endeared themselves to the "mob" who owned it 
that they weren't going to let those boys get away from 
them, money no object, and there was threat, too. Finally, 
Bob Wright talked to Jules Podell, the strongest and toughest 
of his employers, and explained that they wanted to do this 
operetta. Podell melted—they weren't going to a competitor. 
An operetta—that was class and dignity; he gave them his 
blessing. 

Lazarus and I were used to working quickly. By De-
cember, we had sent a carefully edited first-act draft to 
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Wright and Forrest. I had already sent them the synopsis. 
They came out here in January with a lot of fine ideas of 
their own. Early in February, they came to my house and 
played for me the two big numbers for the first scene of 
the show. I fell in love with the idiom they had created 
and the quality it promised, and I said, "We're going to 
do the show this season. We must open the middle of June." 
As of February we had no cast, no director, no designers, 
just two songs and half a book, but I was used to that sort 
of thing and was confident that we knew where we were going 
and could meet the schedule. 

RICHARDSON: You were gambling that you'd be ready for a 
subscription date. 
LESTER: I felt we had something so good that if we were 
considerably less than perfect, we'd still have a fine item 
for the season. We needed a novelty badly; there was no 
Broadway show to import. 
RICHARDSON: What about a second company of Oklahoma1 
LESTER: I had tried desperately to get that—but in a 
meeting with the Theatre Guild, which produced it, Lawrence 
Langner, the head of the guild, told me very patronizingly, 
"My boy, we could never get another cast for it." I answered, 
"Mr. Langner, you can cast OklahomaI in any high school in 
the United States." He shook his head sadly at my lack of 
perception. Some time later, Oscar Hammerstein, who had 
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been present at the guild meeting, told me, "You were right 
about the Oklahoma 1 casting. When we finally started to do 
other companies, everybody who came in off the street to 
audition was as good as our New York cast." When characters 
are well written, they're a cinch to cast; nobody's ever 
really bad in a good role. 
RICHARDSON: So now you're going to produce Song of Norway, 
and three revivals at the same time? 
LESTER: Routine, Betty. We now had two weeks to rehearse 
each show—and I was allowing three weeks for Norway because 
that was new and more complicated. 
RICHARDSON: And what about the financing? 
LESTER: The association had no funds for a new show. So I 
auditioned a few songs and told the story to our Repertoire 
Committee. They were all excited about it and I told them 
that Homer and I would pay for the production and all of the 
costs of operating Song of Norway, guaranteeing the two asso-
ciations against loss. We would take the receipts and give 
the association 10 percent of our profit. Naturally, they 
grabbed at it—no risk, and a lot of subscription and pres-
tige value. 

RICHARDSON: What about you and Mr. Curran? 
LESTER: If we were wrong, Homer could afford it, and I would 
have been badly broke. 
RICHARDSON: You had nerve. 
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LESTER: I don't think so. I am not a gambler at heart. I 
have taken risks, but they're well calculated. 
RICHARDSON: Now tell me more about the show. 
LESTER: Ballet was to be a very important part of this show, 
with Grieg at the piano composing the concerto as an alle-
gorical saga of Norway to end the play. It was a natural 
for ballet and I had nurtured and explored previously an idea 
to get for a show the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo. This was 
the perfect vehicle. Because it was for summer and they 
would be between seasons, I was able to make a deal. We 
didn't need the whole Ballet Russe personnel; we couldn't 
afford that, anyway. We engaged George Balanchine as our 
choreographer. My deal was to pay the Ballet Russe a weekly 
royalty, and we had the choice of their twenty-four best 
dancers. Naturally, we picked their top soloists: Danilova, 
Franklin, Krassovska, Magallanes, Bliss, Boris, Tallchief, 
et cetera, with Balanchine doing the picking. They were 
used throughout the show in solo and ensemble assignments 
and of course all of them in the three biggest numbers. 
Song of Norway was the first show that ever starred an es-
tablished ballet company, and Ballet Russe was at that time 
this country's leading company. 

RICHARDSON: The show was an immediate success, wasn't it? 
LESTER: Yes. It certainly was. I had a hand-picked cast 
of singers, actors, and comedians—several of whom were 
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selected while we were writing. That, by the way, was one 
of my standard procedures over the years. The writing be-
comes much better when the author knows the personalities 
beforehand; that was one of the reasons for the popularity 
of motion pictures during the era of the star system. It 
was rather an amazing tribute to the quality of the show 
and the cast that it came out as well as it did on opening 
night. As I told you, we had a three-week rehearsal schedule, 
and since we were still operating as repertory, during two 
of the three weeks several of the cast and almost all the 
singing chorus were playing in The New Moon (one of our 
19 44 revivals) while they were rehearsing for Norway. 
There were a few other problems. The role of Grieg was hard 
to cast because he had to be played as a weak character 
after the first thirty minutes until the last fifteen. 
After a couple of bad tries, I got Walter Cassel, who was 
appearing in The New Moon, to jump in and learn and play 
Grieg for the opening, even though he was totally wrong 
typewise. However, he gave us that great singing and ex-
perience. A week later, a boy named Larry Brooks, who had 
done nothing in the theater up to that time, took over Grieg, 
and in New York won a Critics' Circle Award with it. I 
had hired for Norway a recommended director who had never 
worked for me before. Once the show was launched into its 
first day of rehearsal, I moved over to help Billy Gilbert, 
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whom I had engaged to direct and play a leading comedy 
role in a revival of Sally, which was to open in San Fran-
cisco the same night that Norway opened in Los Angeles. 
Two days later, the Song of Norway authors descended on 
me en masse. Lazarus, the spokesman, said, "The director 
doesn't know what the hell this is all about. You have to 
take over the direction immediately." I said, "I need three 
more days on Sally, and maybe by that time your director 
will have gotten his fe&t on the ground. But if you still 
feel the same way then, I'll take over the direction." 
Which I did. Of course I knew the script thoroughly, and 
Balanchine was fantastically quick and having the time of 
his life with the dancing personnel, so we opened on 
schedule, but with no time for a preview. We were way 
overlong opening night but it didn't seem to bother the 
audience. 

RICHARDSON: How did you fare critically? 
LESTER: Exceedingly well. All commented on the overlength 
but there were no negatives. Patterson Greene, a very 
erudite critic on the Examiner, -.exiled it "an embarrassment 
of riches." A young reporter on Variety named Ed Hutshing 
nearly lost his job because he raved so. His editor was 
sure that nothing originating in Los Angeles could be that 
good. It was obvious that we had a hit. On Tuesday after-
noon, we cut twenty minutes out of the show, mostly ballet, 
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and from there on we had only one scene (the ballroom in 
the second act) that we worked on constantly to make right. 
RICHARDSON: Who were your stars in that show? 
LESTER: Other than the Ballet Russe, we had no stars as 
such, but excellent people throughout: Irra Petina, an enor-
mously talented singing-actress-comedienne from the Metro-
politan; Helena Bliss, a fine young singer-actress (who 
had been in The New Moon); Larry Brooks, whom I mentioned 
before; Sig Arno, one of the classic European comedians; 
Walter Kingsford, a well-known film actor; and Ivy Scott, 
a wonderful old lady with a still-beautiful young soprano 
voice. We held back that voice and let it be a complete 
audience surprise in the finale of the first act. The 
Broadway success is history. Among virtually unanimous 
notices, the Times called it "a trip into the stratosphere." 
We went into the Imperial Theatre in August with less than 
a $10,000 advance, most of which was for opening night. 
The next morning the lines were around the block. We 
sold out every performance from then on until the last 
three months of our run, which totaled two years and four 
weeks, the longest first run ever for an operetta on Broad-
way. And that reminds me, when I arrived in New York the 
programs and advertising were being prepared, and I said, 
"This is an operetta. Call it that." I was pounced on as 
if I were committing a crime: the word operetta is the kiss 
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of death. I said, "Nevertheless, that's what we are, and 
why try to hide it." The advertising department got Mr. 
Shubert to call me about it, but I stuck to my guns and I 
don't think it hurt us a bit. Under the same circumstances, 
I'd do it today. 
RICHARDSON: Are there some other incidents in conjunction 
with Song of Norway that you recall? 
LESTER: A lot of them. Stop me when you've had enough. 
Our designer was the late Lemuel Ayers, probably the finest 
artist of his time. He had recently been signed by MGM, but 
was given permission to do the show for us. Among his tal-
ents was the ability to draw with both hands at the same 
time. At any rate, when he brought in his first color 
sketches, I was bowled over by their beauty. I had a reser-
vation about one design: he had visualized our longest and 
most important scene quite differently from the requirements 
of the script. When I brought this to his attention, he 
insisted that the action should be adapted to the design 
as he had created it. We both became very firm about it so 
that when our shop started to build and paint the scenery, 
my instructions were to not build that one set. Ayers was 
not used to being crossed, but I held my ground. It had to 
be a big set, but it was still untouched five days before 
the scenery was to be delivered to the theater. Ayers 
called my attention to it. I answered, "Lem, we're not 
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going to build it as you've designed it, because we can't 
do the proper staging in it." His answer was, "If you don't 
build it, you won't have anything to play that scene in." 
I said, "Not necessarily. We'll play the scene in drapes 
and props and 1111 announce to our audiences that the set 
is unfinished, and this will give them a chance to use 
their imagination." The next day, I got a new design from 
Ayers which was exactly what I wanted, and it was stunning 
in the bargain. 

RICHARDSON: Can a designer be that demanding? 
LESTER: Contractually, yes. But when people have contrac-
tual rights that don't make sense, they either have to lis-
ten to reason or a producer can take drastic action and 
risk suit. The suits seldom happen. 
RICHARDSON: How abotit some of the amusing things that you 
are usually so conscious of. 
LESTER: Well, Mme. Petina was a descendant of White Russian 
aristocracy and as a girl had escaped the Bolsheviks via 
China. She was a very positive young woman, albeit a first-
class performer, but still retaining a strong accent. In 
fixing that ballroom scene, Lazarus had come up with what 
the rest of us agreed might be the right solution. It in-
volved a rewrite of about four pages. We were now in our 
final week in San Francisco, after which the company would 
have a rest of four weeks before our New York opening. 
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Petina's role was a key to the rewrite. I was busy and 
sent Lazarus to San Francisco for a Tuesday rehearsal to 
give the company their lines, and I was to come up Thursday 
to stage the change for performance that evening. Lazarus 
and Petina had a battle which broke up the Tuesday rehearsal. 
She was not objecting to the scene, only to the fact that 
she could not learn it in time to perform it in San Francisco. 
I phoned her and explained that it was necessary for us to 
try this scene in front of an audience before New York and 
this was our only opportunity. She still protested and I 
said, "Learn it anyway and we'll talk about it on Thursday." 
At the Thursday rehearsal she still insisted she didn't know 
it and couldn't hope to perform it that night. I gave her 
until Friday. At the Friday rehearsal, after two hours, she 
walked off the stage screaming and went to her dressing 
room. By now I was as angry as she was. I followed her to 
her dressing room and she put on a hysterical performance 
for me. When she had subsided, I said to her very quietly, 
"Irra, we have got to see this scene on the stage before we 
leave San Francisco. You will either perform it here or 
you will not open with the show in New York." At that point 
she shouted at me, "You think you're Hitler. But don't for-
get, I'm Russian." I was unmoved. We finally compromised. 
She promised to try the scene at the Saturday matinee if I 
would let her go back to the scene she was used to on Saturday 
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night. Agreed. We called a rehearsal for Saturday at 1:00. 
Mme. Petina not only did it perfectly that matinee, she was 
prompting other people who had slackened off during the var-
ious upheavels. The scene worked and it was the one we 
opened with on Broadway. 
RICHARDSON: Did you really mean it when you told her that 
she wouldn't play it on Broadway? 
LESTER: I don't know whether I did or not. Another Petina 
story. She was a very free soul on the stage and her per-
formance was governed by her temperament of the moment. 
Arthur Kay, who was conducting, had had several arguments 
with her on one subject, viz., when she started a number she 
must catch him out of the corner of her eye so that she and 
the orchestra started together. He said, "I'll follow you 
from there on, but you must see me when you start." By 
the end of a month after the Broadway opening, Petina was 
ignoring the conductor. So one evening, Arthur came into 
the pit and when she came on the stage he gave his entire 
attention to the orchestra, never once looking up at the 
prima donna. By the end of Act I, she was in a fury, and 
as she stormed to her dressing room, she told the stage 
manager, "I must see the maestro at once." Arthur came to 
her dressing room, and with eyes flashing fire she said, 
"Maestro, you never looked at me during the whole first 
act." He answered quietly, "You don't look at me—why should 
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I look at you?" [laughter] 
While we're talking about Arthur Kay, as you know I 

had complete respect for him and I doubt if there was ever 
a better conductor in an orchestra pit. But we always had 
one running battle: the orchestra was too loud. And in 
Norway particularly, his orchestrations were so crammed 
with nuggets that you could hardly blame him for wanting 
them to be well heard. On the last Wednesday matinee 
before we made our first move from Los Angeles to San Fran-
cisco, I was checking the show to make notes for a final 
Thursday rehearsal. For once, the orchestra was soft— 
and, oh, how soft; I could barely hear it. I recognized 
quickly that Arthur knew I was in the house and that he 
was framing me. At the end of the first act, the musicians, 
instead of being out in the alley smoking as usual, were 
gathered around the door through which I would have to 
come backstage. As I came through, Arthur, with his 
musicians standing by, very matter-of-factly said, "Well, 
Mr. Producer, was the orchestra soft enough for you today?" 
I said, "Arthur, it was perfect. That's just the way I 
want it." And I walked on by. For a while at least, 
Arthur and his musicians weren't quite sure whether I 
meant it or not. 

One happening in preparing Norway may be without 
parallel. Because the show was basically serious, we 
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needed comedy wherever we could get it. Lazarus wrote for 
the second act what is known as a "block comedy" scene for 
Arno and Kingsford, producing a flask of aquavit, getting 
delightfully tipsy at a tea party. When Lazarus handed me 
the scene to read, I laughed at it very heartily and loved 
it. My collaborators were not so entranced by it. Lemuel 
Ayers snubbed it and the director simply dismissed it; 
when we went into rehearsal, he wouldn't even bother having 
it read because "it was never going to get on the stage 
anyway." Lazarus reminded me of how I had laughed when 
I read the scene. I told him, "Don't worry, we'll get it 
in." It was easily expendable in rehearsal because the 
two old men played it on the stage alone. It was never 
rehearsed until I took over the direction. Then I told 
Lazarus on the Q.T. that whenever Arno and Kingsford were 
not involved in what we were rehearsing, he should take 
them into another room and the three of them should work 
it otit together, and when it was ready I'd take a look at 
it. When I did, I found it outrageously funny and I only 
had a couple of small things to edit. Only the two actors, 
Lazarus, and I knew what was going on. Just before our 
last attempt at a dress rehearsal!;: we let Ivy Scott in on 
it because it was her cue which would bring the rest of 
the company back on stage. Just before the second act, 
we advised the company that there would be a little extra 
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scene at this certain point. Almost everyone stood in the 
wings to see it. There were screams of laughter and it 
was so adroitly performed that Ayers was the only one of 
the collaborators who still snubbed it. Opening night in 
Los Angeles the audience reception was everything that we 
hoped. The scene got continually better and funnier. By 
the time we got to New York the scene was six minutes of 
laugh after laugh, and when the two men walked off the 
stage at the end of it, it got as much applause as the 
biggest musical numbers in the show. I dread to think how 
close it came to never being born. I must confess, though, 
that it was never as funny without Arno. 
RICHARDSON: Sig Arno did many shows for you. 
LESTER: He was quite irreplaceable as an actor. He had a 
light touch for comedy that is almost a lost art today. 
He was a big star in Berlin but got out in the early Nazi 
days. I fell for him the moment I met him and we wrote 
him into other shows whenever he wasn't doing Norway [be-
cause] in that, he was the one indispensable performer. 
RICHARDSON: But the Ballet Russe was your star. You were 
reaching for the moon on that one. 

LESTER: Yes. And it served its initial purpose. But a 
few weeks after we opened in New York, the ballet had to 
go on tour and we lost most of our personnel. But we got 
excellent replacements and it made no difference in our 
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business. The show had made good on its own. 
RICHARDSON: How much did it cost to produce Song of Norway? 
LESTER: For California originally, about $130,000 in 19 44. 
RICHARDSON: Is that all? 
LESTER: The same production in New York would have cost 
$200,000. We were able to make savings on so many items 
because it was pairt of LACLOA's routine operation. Today 
this same quality would cost $800,000 here and $1,000,000 
in New York. 
RICHARDSON: What did it cost to take it to Broadway? 
LESTER: About $75,000. Right after the Los Angeles open-
ing, Lee Shubert flew out to see it and offered us the 
Imperial, his pet New York theater, and he also wanted to 
buy a 10-percent interest for himself and for his friend, 
Mike Todd, who came out with him. Homer and I now trans-
ferced the show to a $200,000 general partnership for 
the post-California ownership. We took in just a few part-
ners. We were reimbursed our $130,000 production cost, 
retained our California net revenues and 50 percent of 
the future profit. It was a good deal for us, and good 
for the backers to get the customary fifty-fifty deal on 
a show that was already a big out-of-town success. 
RICHARDSON: What do you mean by general partnership? 
LESTER: All of the partners, including Homer Curran and 
myself, because we each had a money interest in the part-
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nership too, were equally responsible pro rata for any 
losses beyond the original aapital, and if one partner is 
unable to pay, the others must make it up. Consequently, 
it is almost mandatory in a general partnership that the 
partners know each other. This is unlike the limited 
partnerships which are virtually 100 percent of today's 
show-business financing, wherein people may invest what 
they choose but are not obligated for any additional losses. 
The limited partner has no voice in management. 
RICHARDSON: But then the partners enjoyed the movie rights 
and shared in recording rights. 

LESTER: It's the same in both types of partnership. Song 
of Norway paid hack to the partners about three or four 
times their investment. 
RICHARDSON: This was a pretty good deal for you. 
LESTER: It was the first really big thing that I had had. 
I'd gone through many vicissitudes, including having very 
little in the thirties. But this was a really big one, so 
much so that I never charged the show for my services as 
the director, which would have been completely legitimate; 
I had an authorship interest also and I didn't want to 
appear greedy. 
RICHARDSON: Money is obviously not your god. 
LESTER: It is something not to be without. Beyond that, 
I'm not acquisitive personally. In business, I can fight 
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very hard to get the best possible deal. Incidentally, the 
Civic Light Opera (sometimes we'll call it LACLOA from 
here on), did very nicely on its share of Norway profits. 
RICHARDSON: And were you getting half of that, too? 
LESTER: No. After the 19 4 3 season, the board felt that 
the fifty-fifty deal between the association and me was not 
proper for a civic organization. I agreed and went to a 
salary basis that had an annuity arrangement which was to 
my advantage taxwise. Wait a minute^-I forgot to tell 
you a funny Norway partnership story. When Homer and I 
and our California partners had set up the $200,000 capi-
talization and reserved the Lee Shubert and Mike Todd 
shares of 10 percent each, I notified them. Lee Shubert1s 
check for his $20,000 came in promptly. Michael Todd's 
was not forthcoming. So I finally called Mr. Shubert and 
said, "We haven't had Mike Todd's check and there are 
plenty of people who are eager to buy that 10 percent." 
After a further exchange of phone calls, Mr. Lee told me 
that Mike was broke so we should go ahead and get someone 
else. Todd's 10 percent was quickly gobbled up by the 
other partners. Homer did not come to the New York open-
ing. He was not too well and it was just too much excite-
ment for him. Early the next morning, Lee Shubert called 
me and said, "I'll take that other 10 percent that Mike 
Todd didn't take." I said, "Sorry, Mr. Lee, that's long 
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gone." When I phoned Homer a little later to tell him that 
people were lined up around the block, that the reviews were 
great, and also that Lee Shubert said he would like to have 
the Mike Todd 10 percent, Homer said, "That removes any last 
doubt that we've got a hit!" 
RICHARDSON: Was Mike Todd really broke? 
LESTER: He was a compulsive gambler and his ups and downs 
were par for the course. But he was a great guy—tough but 
soft, belligerent but charming. A brilliant showman, and 
when he had an idea, all hell wouldn't stop him. He put 
over some of his biggest deals when he was flat broke. We 
negotiated several times and never got together, but our 
relationship was always friendly. He once gave me some 
very fatherly advice: "When a show of yours goes on the 
road, watch the figures but never watch the show." I didn't 
take it. But there have been times when I wondered if Mike 
wasn't right. 
RICHARDSON: Back to California--you're now an established 
Broadway producer. What comes next? 
LESTER: Back in harness. The 1945 season of the Civic 
Light Opera. 
RICHARDSON: And what is it? 
LESTER: Three revivals and one import, Carmen Jones. Oscar 
Hammerstein had done a magnificent job of an American li-
bretto while being completely faithful to Bizet. But almost 
greater, I believe this was the most beautiful show to look 
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at that I have ever seen. The color schemes by one of the 
legendary stage directors, Hassard Short, executed by Howard 
Bay and Raoul Pene du Bois, were breathtaking, and credit 
goes to producer Billy Rose for not sparing the horses. Two 
of our 194 5 revivals were excellent but not worth our spending 
time on now. The third was a repeat of The Red Mill, much 
improved over our successful 19 40 version—and with a lot 
more history attached to it. Prominent in our cast was Doro-
thy Stone, a very good soubrette, the daughter of Fred Stone 
of Montgomery and Stone who were the original stars of The 
Red Mill in New York. So there was a certain nostalgia 
attached to Dorothy's appearance in it. Dorothy's sister, 
Paula Stone, a bright and show-wise girl, wanted to take 
the show to Broadway. So Paula and Hunt Stromberg, Jr., 
became partners and made the necessary arrangements with 
the Civic Light Opera. Billy Gilbert was the director and 
was right for the show. My invaluable staff choreographer 
in those early days was Aida Broadbent, a very attractive 
young woman who had been a first-class ballerina, had de-
veloped into an excellent directress, and unlike many 
feminines, always picked very pretty dancing girls. They 
also had to be tall and first-class ballerinas. I picked 
the singing girls and demanded plenty from them onstage 
in all departments. Billy Rose had a few weeks available 
at the Ziegfeld, pending a revival of Show Boat to open 
around the Christmas holidays. The available time was 
between September and December, and Rose booked The Red 
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Mill on my recommendation. Ella Herbert Bartlett didn't 
know Paula Stone or Stromberg and refused to let the show 
come to Broadway unless I took the responsibility for it. 
To save the situation for the young producers, I agreed 
to supervise the New York opening. (They could pay me 
later if they had a hit.) This was a show that needed an 
audience because it was farce comedy, and the performers 
had to be inspired by laughter. Eddie Foy, Jr., was the 
star, along with Odette Myrtil and Dorothy Stone. But 
Foy was the real load carrier. He played Kid Conner, a 
New York con man who is stranded in Holland with his pal, 
Con Kidder. We didn't have any previews in New York, and 
the dress rehearsal without an audience was on a Sunday 
night and it was dreadful. Ella Bartlett was there and 
she looked at me askance that I would do anything that was 
as bad as this was. I told her, "Ella, don't worry. With 
an audience it's going to work. It always does." Billy 
Rose came to me and he said, "I'll never take your recom-
mendation again on a show." And I said, "Billy, Eddie Foy 
is a scared comedian but if he gets a laugh on his first 
entrance, the show will be a big hit. Once an audience 
laughs at him he takes off and becomes very funny." 
RICHARDSON: Were you that confident that the show would 
be a success? 

LESTER: Yes, because I had seen it work with audiences 
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and I knew what it could do. It had a peach of a score, 
loads of fun, a good cast and a colorful production. Foy 
had to make his first entrance coming down a ladder, trying 
to skip his board bill at the inn. He's somebody who's 
afraid of heights, which he says to his partner who is 
waiting for him below. As he started down the ladder 
opening night in New York, he looked out at the audience, 
and he was really scared, because this was his New York 
debut in a starring role--the chance for a whole new career 
for him. He looked out at the audience to reflect fright, 
and he didn't have to act it; it was all there. The 
audience got one look at his face and they screamed. I 
turned to Aida Broadbent who was sitting with me and I 
said, "It's a hit." And she said, trembling, "Oh, how 
can you say that now?" I said, "Just watch it." And sure 
enough, everything that was done became twice as funny 
as it had ever been before. The whole cast got caught 
in the spirit of it and of course the audience did the 
rest. For example: Foy always had a wonderful faculty 
for ad-libbing. His ad-libs were cute, but he only did 
them when he knew the audience was with him. We had a 
trio number early in the first act called "Whistle It," 
ending in a dance by the two male comedians and Dorothy 
Stone. The number was choreographed to end on the floor. 
It always got applause, but because it was no showstopper. 
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the burgomaster, who had the next entrance, would make it 
right on top of the number, cued in by Dorothy Stone who 
would say, "Cheese it. Here comes the burgomaster," and 
the three would all jump up to meet him. On this occasion, 
this trifling little number stopped the show completely, 
the audience actually cheering something that had never at 
any point been strong enough to hold up the action. So 
here are the three of them sitting on the floor; they can't 
go on, they don't know what to do, there's no encore to 
take; and at this point Eddie Foy, loud enough for every-
body in the audience to hear it, shouts to the other two, 
"Hey! This audience is a cinch." And of course that star-
ted the laughter all over again. Dorothy Stone finally 
broke it up by saying, "Here comes the burgomaster" about 
three times before the audience quieted down. The show 
became such a big hit at the Ziegfeld that it moved to the 
4 6th Street Theater and ran nearly two years. 
RICHARDSON: What did Billy Rose say to you after the show? 
LESTER: Well, he could only laugh like everybody else did 
and say, "Gee, that's a funny show," and it was. It could 
be revived again and be a hit if the right cast could be 
put together—but the Foys and the Myrtils were a very 
special breed. 
RICHARDSON: I'd like to have been there for that New York 
opening night. 
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LESTER: The opening day, I assigned myself a special task. 
Eddie Ward, whom I have mentioned as a member of my "team," 
had done the orchestrations and dance arrangements and was 
our conductor. Eddie was a fun guy with a weakness—he 
liked alcohol. He had a considerable capacity for it but 
he often over-estimated it and when he had been drinking, 
his tendency was to get cranky with his musicians and his 
cast, to the detriment of the show. We had a rehearsal 
with orchestra for the afternoon of the opening. I had de-
cided that the most important thing I had to do was to keep 
Eddie Ward sober for opening night. Eddie reported in fine 
fettle at 2:00 P.M. and I didn't let him out of my sight 
from then on. When the orchestra took five, I took five 
with Eddie. When Eddie went to the lavatory, so did I. 
At 5:30 when the rehearsal broke, I said, "Eddie, come on 
over to the Warwick and have dinner with me." He said, 
"Oh, I don't want to stop for any regular dinner. I'll 
just go to the Sixth Avenue Deli and get something." I 
said, "I like the Sixth Avenue Deli so we'll both go there." 
I had worn a dark blue suit because I knew I wouldn't have 
time to change to a tux for the opening. Eddie tried 
everything he could think of to get rid of me, but I hung 
on until he went into the pit for the overture and I went 
out front. I hustled backstage after the first act, 
quickly telling the cast how great the show was, and rushed 
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downstairs to congratulate Eddie and continued to congratu-
late him until it was time for the second act. After the 
show of course there was great jubilation and when I got to 
truly congratulating Eddie, he said, "Thank you, you son-of-
a-bitch. Can I go and get drunk now?" 
RICHARDSON: How was he after that?" 
LESTER: He got along well enough but could only stay a 
short time in New York because he had to get back to the 
studio. At least I had protected that opening night. 
RICHARDSON: Do you have any other stories about The Red 
Mill? 
LESTER: You are familiar I'm sure, Betty, with the impres-
sive sight of dancers (ballet and other professionals) 
warming up on stage religiously for thirty minutes or so 
before a show. One night in the first week of The Red 
Mill, Eddie Foy pulled a hamstring muscle in the first number, 
"Whistle It," and finished the show in great pain. We had 
called a doctor immediately, and between acts, while he 
was ministering to Eddie, he asked, "Don't you warm up be-
fore the show?" Foy answered, "With the kind of dancing 
I do, I'd be ashamed to warm up." Actually, he was a very 
good eccentric dancer who had had no formal training. 
RICHARDSON: Like Sig Arno, Eddie Foy seems to be one of 
teacher's pets. 
LESTER: Good comedians in a musical show can be the 
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difference between success and failure. In the earlier days 
of musical comedy and even operetta, the comedians were 
the stars more often than the prima donnas, the beautiful 
ladies, or the matinee idols. Then the star comedians 
started to drift to radio and later to television where 
their earnings were of course many times what they could 
make on the stage. In recent years, we have a brand of what 
we call "stand-up comics," who depend on their material. 
The more affluent ones employ a group of writers to sup-
plement what they can conceive themselves. The new ones 
develop a style of their own and if they click, can afford 
to buy help. The real stage comedian has to be something 
of a clown, with a face and body that amuses people before 
he ever opens his mouth—the kind of actor who could take 
a role and make something out of it simply because he is 
funny in the first place. It has become a rare species 
and I learned early that they were a treasure to hang on 
to. There was a shining example of this in our production 
of The Fortune Teller in 19 46, which went to Broadway as 
Gypsy Lady. 

Before I tell that story, let's stop a moment on the 
state of LACLOA. We were growing fast. We had the advan-
tage of a good talent market here, and what we didn't have 
we could bring from New York. Zeke Colvan had retired in 
1945 so I no longer had a resident director. At that time, 
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there were very few men in the United States who really 
knew how to direct a musical show. Those few were in 
such demand on Broadway that they would not have been in-
terested in our repertory setup. So it was up to me to 
develop new directors on a one-show-at-a-time basis. I 
was in position to gamble because I could take responsi-
bility for things like casting, costume, and scenery 
supervision, which are usually the function of the di-
rector. Of my directorial choices, Sterling Holloway was 
the most creative, iand I've mentioned that Billy Gilbert 
was good for farcical assignments. Now I called on Wright 
and Forrest to do not only lyrics and some musical adap-
tation for a Victor Herbert project, but also to under-
take direction, for which they had taste and flair. My 
project was the telescoping of two Herbert operettas, 
The Fortune Teller and The Serenade. Both had excellent 
scores, they were of the same period and musical vintage, 
and I had figured out a way in which the plots could be 
interwoven. Lazarus was doing a picture so I acquired 
Henry Myers to write the book—more about him later. For 
this venture, I formed a limited partnership. I was the 
general partner and LACLOA1s deal was the same as on Norway. 
We presented it in California as The Fortune Teller. When 
we took it to New York, because my authors had done prac-
tically a whole new work except for the Victor Herbert 
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music, they felt strongly that the show should have a new 
title, an identity of its own. So it went into New York 
as Gypsy Lady. Incidentally, Boris Aronson did the 
scenery and Miles White, costumes; both men were top 
drawer and the show was handsome. It opened on Broadway 
in September during a partial newspaper strike, permitting 
news but no advertising. But we did get reviews. They 
were about fifty-fifty. We had a lot of theater parties 
and we were building and making a little money. But an 
unfortunate necessity for a cast change hurt the show, 
and that's the unusual part of the story. In the Calif-
ornia engagement, our comedian was Walter Catlett, one of 
the good old-guard comics for whom Myers had written a 
very funny role. He was extremely good in it but ex-
ceedingly difficult to handle and an unpleasant influence 
in the company. I had decided that we would not take 
him to New York. As a sidelight on him, I was in his 
dressing room one night talking to him and he said, "You 
know, I used to be a drinker. I stopped drinking two 
years ago and I haven't known a happy day since." [laughter] 
To replace Catlett I lined up Melville Cooper who had done 
many shows for me and who was another of the classic com-
edians. But before we could sign him, he said, "I've 
made a commitment to a lady producer for a play in which 
I will be starred. It's a whodunit with a comedy slant. 
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She's having some difficulty raising money for the play 
so I doubt if it will ever get into rehearsal, but I've 
made a commitment and I must keep my word if she can 
raise the money." I checked the lady out with Lee Shubert, 
who was the dominant force in the Broadway theater. He 
said, "You go ahead and sign Cooper. You won't lose him. 
That woman is not able to finance her show. She's been 
to us a couple of times for money. We're not going to 
help her and I'm not even going to give her a theater for 
that turkey. It hasn't got a chance. You're not gambling 
at all if you sign Cooper." So I did. He was great in 
Gypsy Lady and he got brilliant notices. On the basis 
of those notices, the lady producer was suddenly able to 
finance her whodunit and we lost Cooper after five weeks 
in Gypsy Lady. I got Billy Gilbert to replace him; he 
was funny but he lacked the finesse that Cooper had 
brought to the show. The night that Gilbert opened, I 
said to some of my associates, "We're not going to build 
any more. We've lost the class that we had." 
RICHARDSON: But it worked out nicely for the lady and 
her play. 

LESTER: That adds to the tragedy. The lady's show closed 
after one performance. Cooper had lost a season's work 
because he'd kept his word. And our show lost its chance 
to develop into a hit. But there's a little more to the 
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Gypsy Lady story. Christmas was coming and I felt that 
we would be lucky to survive the traditionally weak theater 
business before Christmas, and contrary to customary Broad-
way practice, I don't believe in hanging on until your 
capital is exhausted. Jack Helton, who was at that time 
a leading London producer, came to America looking for a 
show to open there in the Christmas season, which is very 
strong in London. He saw Gypsy Lady and said it was just 
the show he needed. We negotiated a deal for almost our 
entire company to go to London. And to add glamour, the 
production and company—about forty people—sailed on the 
Queen Elizabeth, which had just made its maiden voyage 
to the United States and was making its maiden voyage back. 
RICHARDSON: Did you go? 
LESTER: No. I had the next season coming up in California 
and had to get back and get organized. But it was a great 
adventure for the actors. Hylton changed the name to 
Romany Lady. It ran a few months and made a little money. 
My investors got back 65-70 percent of their investment. 
And in the profession, I got the reputation for being 
lucky. 
RICHARDSON: You certainly were, in making the London deal. 
But you were very unlucky with Mr. Cooper. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE TWO 

LESTER: Another memorable incident of Gypsy Lady. Ella 
Herbert Bartlett was one of my investors. The Monday 
opening night in New York was very exciting, a lot of enter-
tainment, enthusiastically received by the audience, and 
big reception at the end. We looked like a hit. Ella 
was ecstatic. She threw her arms around me and said, "I 
only wish my father could be living to see this show and 
what a job you have done with it," et cetera. While some 
reviewers liked the show enormously, the Times and the 
Tribune did not. Wednesday matinee, Ella Bartlett came 
again and after the show we got together and she started 
pointing out flaws. I said, "Ella, you are a victim of 
something that happens to the public in general. You saw 
the show on Monday night and you loved it. You read crit-
icisms on Tuesday and now you have lost your own perspective. 
You're not saying what you think, but you're saying what 
the critics told you to think." She very quickly apologized 
and said, "I never thought of it that way and you are right. 
I did love the show and I still do." This is one of the 
diseases we have to contend with in the theater. We produce 
shows for people—not for critics. Critics come in free 
and it's a job—sometimes they're bored with shows in 
general before they come to the theater. They seldom can 
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make a show but they can hurt it even if it has a big ad-
vance sale, particularly if it's a comedy. I have seen 
previews at which audiences howled with laughter. Then re-
views come out labeling it as unfunny. Subsequent audiences 
go, prepared not to laugh. It becomes a demoralizing uphill 
fight for the actors. Too often, it's a losing one. When 
we started the Civic Light Opera, I made up my mind that we 
would not quote local critics. We were not going to educate 
the Los Angeles public into letting critics tell them what 
they should or should not patronize. They must trust us 
to give them their money's worth in entertainment. We were 
an institution for that purpose and were in a better pos-
ition than any outsider to judge what our subscribers would 
enjoy. As for the nonsubscribers, they'd have to use their 
own judgment. The critics here of the earlier days—men 
like Phil Scheuer, Albert Goldberg, Edwin Schallert, Harri-
son Carroll, Patterson Greene, and others—did not resent 
our policy and penalize us by denying us publicity space. 
They recognized my premise, which was, "We respect your 
opinion—but if we quote you when you like something, what 
do we do when you don't like it?" We maintained this policy 
during the period of my responsibility; I am sure we were 
better off for it. 

RICHARDSON: From my observation, I'm sure you were. But 
you did have an advantage, because most of your shows were 
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revivals of established favorites or Broadway shows with 
a success record. 
LESTER: No doubt about it. But our advertising put the 
emphasis on what we thought about the shows we were offering. 
What I've found fascinating is that, critics or no critics, 
the public often has an uncanny sense of what is going to 
be good long before it has any actual information to go on. 
And in the business, we've learned where the final decision 
always lies. 
RICHARDSON: You were going to say something about Henry 
Myers, who wrote the book for Gypsy Lady. 
LESTER: Henry, who passed away recently, was one of the 
most charming men I've ever known. Tall, scholarly, quiet--
with a gorgeous wit. And you know what a pushover I am 
for people with wit. I'd like to have kept a book on Myers 
and a few others with whom I've had close contact. Fortun-
ately, my memory is good for the funny things. Myers's 
wit usually had a philosophy back of it. For instance: 
for the first scene of the second act of Gypsy Lady, he had 
a good comedy situation going and he developed it for all 
it was worth. Wright and Forrest arrived shortly after and 
when Henry read the scene to them, they roared with delight. 
It was laugh after laugh. I had read it before and had the 
same reaction. But now I said, "It's a great scene but 
it's sixteen minutes without a musical number which is twice 
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too much, so it's got to be cut in half." Myers, with only 
a moment's hesitation, said, "that's easy. We just take 
out the whole business about the dowry." Bob Wright was 
aghast. He said, "Henry, you've written a brilliant comedy 
scene. Comedy like that is priceless. And you offer to 
throw out half of it--just like that!" Myers looked at 
Bob and answered calmly, "You could be born with two heads--
both perfect—but one of them would have to come off." 
RICHARDSON: What a parallel. 
LESTER: One more typical Myersism. He was one of a group 
of writers who many years ago wrote and produced Meet the 
People, a revue that ran for--I don't remember--but about 
a year and a half in a Hollywood theater--a big, big hit. 
Like many people whose first attempt is a hit, they presumed 
that they couldn't go wrong. Their next production was a 
play called The Zero Hour, which was not catching on. They 
couldn't believe this could happen to them. They had a 
meeting in the office of the theater one night to discuss 
ways and means to make this show a hit. They talked street-
car banners, billboards, and various other promotions. 
Myers had sat very quiet during all of this when one of 
the partners turned to him and queried, "Henry, you haven't 
said anything." To which Henry answered in his quiet manner, 
"It seems to me the solution is very simple. We present 
a show. People come to it and they don't like it and they 
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go out and tell their friends they don't like it. If we can 
just keep people from coming to it in the first place. . . ." 
[laughter] He had made his point; the show closed the fol-
lowing Saturday. 
RICHARDSON: I can see why you found him so much fun. 
LESTER: I wish we had time for more of Henry but we still 
have a lot of ground to cover. In 19 47, two changes took 
place in Philharmonic Auditorium. Air conditioning was in-
stalled for the first time, making the theater habitable in 
the summer and giving us an opportunity to expand our annual 
season to three weeks per show. In '49, we went to four 
weeks, in '54 to five, later six, then seven. Each time we 
expanded, our subscription grew proportionately. San Fran-
cisco was keeping pace with Los Angeles, although depending 
less on subscription than we. Their tourism and conventions 
were better for transient theater business because there 
were fewer other things for visitors to do in San Francisco 
than in Los Angeles. 
RICHARDSON: What was the other change in '4 7? 
LESTER: Up to then, I had avoided sound amplification in 
the Philharmonic Auditorium, which had no speaker system of 
its own. It was a big theater but it had good acoustics. 
I had always gone on the premise that if singers and actors 
could not project properly across the footlights, they didn't 
belong on the stage. By 1947, I realized that the American 
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ear had become attuned to loud sound from phonographs, 
motion pictures, and everything else in which sound was in-
volved. People had become so accustomed to this exagger-
ation that whether we liked it or not, we had to cater to 
it. It was during the "triumphant return" of Song of Norway 
in '47 that we installed amplification for the first time 
in the ten years that we had been operating. I used about 
a 15 percent step-up then. It has gotten much'higher since. 
In fact, with the advent of the body microphones, many 
people have been able to become important theater person-
alities who would have been unemployable for us fifteen 
years ago. And as the body mikes have been improved, 
several shows are now using them on an entire cast. I must 
confess that I've become an advocate of it. One of the ad-
vantages is that the orchestra can be heard to better ad-
vantage. Prior to it, my standard speech to the musicians 
was, "We have been operating for X years and we have never 
had a single letter of complaint that the orchestra was 
too soft." Now it is normal to mike certain sections of 
the orchestra also. But when we presented Candide at the 
Opera House in Washington's Kennedy Center with a cast of 
real singers, the acoustics were so great that we used no 
amplification of any kind—and what a joy it was to hear 
those voices pure.. 
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RICHARDSON: What else makes 19 4 7 memorable? 
LESTER: I have told you of my friendship with Erich Korn-
gold. He had chided me a bit because I had not done Rosa-
linda, the Reinhardt-Korngold version of Die Fledermaus. 
I told him I would do it if he would conduct it. He was 
now riding the crest of his great motion picture scores. 
But he was tempted. In those days I paid good conductors 
from $400 to $500 a week. When Korngold indicated a maybe, 
I said, "Erich, I wouldn't insult you by offering you less 
than $1,000 a week, but that's the limit that we can afford." 
He accepted very graciously because he wanted to do it. 
The $1,000 wasn't that important to him. But if I'd 
offered him less, I'm sure there would have been no deal 
at any price. Homer Curran had made his lawyer the presi-
dent of the then San Francisco Civic Light Opera Association. 
When the "president" glanced at the payroll before we 
opened and saw the musical director down for $1,000 a week, 
he called me long distance and said, "Have you gone com-
pletely crazy, paying a conductor $1,000 a week?" I said, 
"Just keep your shirt on until you see the show, and then 
you will know why." After the opening night, he came and 
apologized to me and said, "Now I know what you mean." 
What Korngold gave in inspiration to the performance, aside 
from what he did musically, was really something. His baton 
was very difficult for a nonmusician to understand. But he 
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hypnotized his orchestra, so that whatever he did, they 
knew instantly what he was after. He would squat a little, 
or he would bend over one way or another, or raise his 
head or merely move a finger, and they played like angels 
for him. The stick was only part of the scheme, but he was 
an excellent conductor and had been from the time he was 
seventeen or eighteen. As I recall, he was a conductor 
at the State Opera in Vienna before he was twenty. At ten 
or eleven, he was already a recognized classic composer in 
Vienna, heralded as a new Mozart. And I've told you about 
his sense of humor. 
RICHARDSON: Whenever you are deeply devoted to anyone, 
the sense of humor seems to be the first consideration. 
LESTER: I'll give you just this one morsel, out of many. 
During the Rosalinda engagement, Korngold had a fiftieth 
birthday. We had a party for him onstage after the show. 
When it was up to him to respond to the accolades, he said, 
"I was a boy prodigy and I can think of nothing less in-
teresting than a boy prodigy on his fiftieth birthday." 
RICHARDSON: Rosalinda was a true operetta, wasn't it? 
LESTER: The greatest of them all. 
RICHARDSON: Just what is it that distinguished operetta 
from light opera or musical comedy? 
LESTER: It's a moot question, Betty, and the answer I 
would give you today would be different from my answer 
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thirty or even fifteen years ago. Starting from grand 
opera, which usually means 100 percent music, light opera 
permitted some dialogue, not necessarily underscored or 
recitative. Operetta originally was much the same thing— 
both almost never on a serious note. Musical comedy, always 
light and stressing fun, took liberties in interspersing 
musical numbers which often made no contribution to the 
story—but there was a story; that distinguished the mus-
ical comedy from a revue or extravaganza. There was 
another major category, the musical play, where the story 
and the music were of relatively equal importance; rele-
vance of the songs and the story was mandatory. A "play 
with music" was where songs and/or instrumental music were 
simply introduced into the play. Nowadays, almost any of 
the standard musical shows in which music was of great 
importance is classified by the profession as an operetta. 
For example, that term is freely applied to the Rodgers 
and Hammerstein works which the authors called musical 
plays. The same goes for Show Boat, Brigadoon, et cetera. 
In recent years, authors of works that fall into no parti-
cular groove just call them musicals, which seems to 
suffice. There are other less frequent categories like 
folk opera, and Kismet's apt "A Musical Arabian Night." 
I like Robert Wright's amusing summary: "Today if the 
leading lady sings soprano, it's an operetta." Where 
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there is little agreement on terminology, the conversion 
of "musical" into a noun covers a multitude of hits and 
misses. 
RICHARDSON: What categories were you choosing for the Civic 
Light Opera? 
LESTER: By the late forties, whatever we thought would 
please the greatest number of season ticket buyers. How-
ever, we had a lot of long-time subscribers who depended on 
us for the old favorites, and we had to always include at 
least one of the standard operettas to keep them happy. 
RICHARDSON: But you were still rewriting them. 
LESTER: More intensively than ever. It was necessary to 
keep up with the times. I remember one incident when we 
did the Firefly back in '43. I was very proud of the re-
write and all the new Friml numbers when one of my older 
board members approached me after the opening night—I 
thought to congratulate me. Instead, he said, shaking his 
head sadly, "Oh, Ed, I missed that number that the old man 
used to sing, 'Beautiful Isle of Somewhere' and the Tommy 
Atkins song where the girl beat the drums." I said, "Some-
day I'm going to punish you nostalgia lovers. I'm going 
to do one of these oldies just the way it was done origin-
ally and let youisuffer." They don't realize how their 
own tastes have changed, let alone [that of] the later 
generations. 
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RICHARDSON: Getting back to 19 47, you mentioned earlier 
that glamorous Three Musketeers. 
LESTER: One amusing incident. My D'Artagnan was John 
Tyers, a romantic-looking young baritone who had played 
opposite Helena Bliss, whom I had taken out of Norway to 
star in Gypsy Lady. She and John fell in love and were 
married on a Sunday afternoon during the run of the 
Musketeers. There was much publicity about it. Helena 
was a favorite with our audiences and was well recognized 
sitting in a box seat for the performance of Musketeers 
the Monday night after the wedding. Her new husband made 
his first entrance on horseback and fell off the horse— 
quite accidentally. No damage done except for a two-minute 
breakup onstage and in the audience. 
RICHARDSON: A very fitting climax to the night before. 
LESTER: It was an omen of what has been a very happy 
marriage. Over the years, our shows were marked by many 
of those inter-company romances and marriages. In recent 
years, the romances have continued but the marriages are 
conspicuously deferred. 
RICHARDSON: The times have changed. 
LESTER: Victor Moore, a famous comedian who appeared in 
our 1947 production of Louisiana Purchase, was close to 
seventy when he married a girl of about twenty. When the 
Broadwayites were scoffing at the disparity in their ages, 
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the late Buddy DeSylva said, "What's all the excitement 
about? When she's a hundred, he'll only be a hundred and 
fifty." Which brings me to that Louisiana Purchase pro-
duction. The show had been a hit on Broadway a few years 
earlier but had never toured. This was my first meeting 
with Irving Berlin and he and I hit it off immediately. 
I wanted to make some changes in the show and Irving came 
out here for it because it was one of his pet shows. I 
had the original Broadway stars—William Gaxton, Victor 
Moore, Vera Zorina, and Irene Bordoni—for it. Gaxton was 
still very active in show business. Moore was making pic-
tures and was in his seventies, but he was great on the 
stage and diligent in rehearsals. Even though he knew the 
show backwards and forwards, he would stick until the com-
pany was dismissed. You couldn't say, "Victor, go on home. 
We don't need you any further today"; he would say, "I go 
when the company is dismissed." He was an absolute angel 
but he had accepted the engagement on one condition, which 
he stated in the presence of his agent who was also Gax-
ton 's agent. "I'll play the eight weeks in California 
and that's all I'll play. I won't come in at all unless 
Gaxton and everybody agrees now that I will not be asked 
to go on, because if I'm asked and I say no, then I am a 
heel who's depriving a whole company of work. I'm just 
not going to leave California. If that's understood, I'll 
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sign." I agreed to it immediately. Gaxton agreed to his 
agent by long-distance phone. I had engaged the original 
director for it. After we had been in rehearsal for about 
four or five days, it was obvious that the director, a tip-
pler, was senile and just could not carry on through, so I 
paid him off and took over the direction. It was not diffi-
cult but there were a few things that needed to be redone. 
Irving was around constantly and we became very friendly. 
The show turned out very well and Irving Berlin was high 
about it. Gaxton came to Irving and said, "We shouldn't 
close this show. I can't ask Victor to carry on, but you 
can." So Berlin comes to me and says, "I want this show 
to go back to New York. This is a better show than we had 
on Broadway. It has the same good stars, but this produc-
tion and the rest of the show is better. I'll finance it— 
100 percent—and I'll get you a theater. Broadway needs 
a musical badly. All you have to do is to get this com-
pany together and take it in as producer." I said, "I 
can't. I'm pledged to Victor Moore that I will not ask him 
to go on. And we couldn't go without him." He said, "Well, 
can I ask him?" I said, "Not if I have anything to do with 
it. If you ask him and get his consent you're going to 
have to put the show together. I've promised and I won't 
break faith with him." So Irving didn't ask Moore, but 
Gaxton did. It broke up a long friendship between them. 
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Victor stuck to his guns. I was glad he did because Gaxton 
was a heel to ask him. That's the story of a show that 
could have been our fourth export to New York in four 
years. 
RICHARDSON: They didn't think about replacing him with 
another star? 
LESTER: Victor was another of those irreplaceable comedians. 
The show had four stars, but he was the show. Ojf Thee I_ 
Sing was another big hit with Moore, and never worth a 
nickel without him. He was a unique performer. Audiences 
loved him and they loved to laugh at his futility. His 
timing was perfect and he was a sweet, kind man. To take 
any onus off of him for not carrying on with Louisiana 
Purchase, I told the kids in the company that the physical 
production was not available anyway after the San Francisco 
engagement. And it wouldn't have been, unless Victor had 
come to me and said he really wanted to go on. I am sure 
Berlin respected me for keeping my promise. We have had 
much warm contact since. 

RICHARDSON: Each year seems to have been eventful in some 
unusual way. 
LESTER: With four shows a year, it wouldn't be like this 
crazy business of ours if something special didn't happen. 
And there was a post-season happening that was the beginning 
of something important in the theater, and for me personally. 
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Remember, I was not under full-time contract to LACLOA, 
although LACLOA was naturally my prime consideration. For 
about three years, I had been wooing Ezio Pinza for a show 
for our season. I was sure that he was someone who could 
be sensational for the musical theater--that glorious voice 
along with his majestic figure and Roman handsomeness added 
up to "matinee idol" in my book. He had a heavy accent but 
that could be offset with the right casting. I had not 
been able to intrigue him with any revival property, al-
though I had submitted a couple of shows that would have 
been good for him. He wanted something new and I explained 
that he could not get a new work written for him unless he 
was prepared to give at least a year of his time to the 
playing of it. He was not unwilling if the right thing 
came along. He was tired of opera and concert; he wanted 
to be an actor. A friend of mine in the motion picture 
business owned a short treatment for film which starred a 
character I felt was just right for Pinza. My friend, too, 
was enthusiastic and wanted to be a partner in the enter-
prise. I titled the synopsis Mr. Ambassador; sent it to 
Pinza to read. He liked it. I talked to his manager and 
we made a deal in late '47 for an opening in the East in 
January of '49. It required a $25,000 deposit in escrow 
to assure that we would be ready for him at the appointed 
time because in committing himself to us for 19 49, he had 
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to turn down opera engagements which always have to be 
booked a year or two in advance. All this had to be fore-
sworn so that he could accept this engagement. The owner 
of Mr. Ambassador and I each put $12,500 into escrow to 
hold Pinza, and by contract, we were to go into rehearsal 
in December of '48. My Civic Light Opera schedule for 1948 
was already well ahead so that I would have time to work on 
Mr. Ambassador. My Pinza contract provided that I must 
show him at least a substantial part of the script late in 
September. The first writer we put on the Pinza play came 
up with nothing that promised anything. I wasn't worried 
about a score because this was to be essentially a play with 
music. We put a second writer on it and when I should have 
been able to work with him, I got trapped in totally un-
foreseen problems with Magdalena, which was our magnum opus 
for 194 8 Civic Light Opera production. Our second writer 
on Mr. Ambassador was also missing it a mile, and after two 
conferences with him, I knew he couldn't lick it. It was 
now April and we had nothing yet. I was producing a Naughty 
Marietta revival to open in May—involving a big rewrite in 
book, lyrics, and music with Lazarus, Brown, and Kay—and 
Magdalena was surfeited with problems. My one salvation in 
my contract with Pinza, knowing that something could go wrong 
with Mr. Ambassador since we had only a little synopsized 
story to work from, was a stipulation that if Mr. Ambassador 
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wasn't ready, he would accept Kismet as a substitute. I had 
always believed that Kismet could be a great show with music 
adapted from Tschaikowsky. I had optioned it before and let 
it lapse when I couldn't get Lawrence Tibbett for it. Now I 
had taken a new option on it at a cost of only $1,000 to 
have it available for development in case of emergency. My 
motion picture partner, with whom I am still very friendly, 
became very annoyed with me because I wasn't giving the atten-
tion that I was supposed to on Mr. Ambassador, which was his 
principal interest as the owner of that property. He was 
right. That I was immersed in other responsibilities was 
not his fault. I offered to give him back his $12,500. He 
accepted, so I now had $25,000 involved. 
RICHARDSON: In Pinza? 
LESTER: Yes, Betty. Now this next story has been told in-
correctly in a recent biography of Oscar Hammerstein. But 
this is exactly what happened. When Annie Get Your Gun 
opened our 19 48 season in May, starring Mary Martin, Rodgers 
and Hammerstein were both out here for the opening. At that 
time, I was still struggling with Mr. Ambassador. Eleanor 
Pinkham said, "You don't have a vehicle for Pinza and I'll 
bet Rodgers and Hammerstein get a lot of shows submitted to 
them which they don't have time to do, but they might know 
of something you could get that would be a possibility for 
Pinza." I explained my situation to Dick and Oscar and they 
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didn't know of anything. This was in May. About the middle 
of September, Pinza was here en route for the San Francisco 
Opera, and we made a date for luncheon at which time I was 
going to try to get an extension from him to the following 
spring. At that time, he would open the Civic Light Opera 
19 49 season with Kismet—or Mr. Ambassador, if he insisted. 
The date was at noon in a restaurant in Hollywood. Fortun-
ately, I was living nearby at the time, because at 11:30 my 
phone rang and it was Howard Reinheimer, attorney for Rodgers 
and Hammerstein. He said, "Do you still have that contract 
with Pinza?" I answered yes. He said, "Do you have a show 
for him yet?" When I answered no he said, "Well, the boys 
are working on a show called South Pacific, and it occurred 
to them that Pinza would be great for a certain role in it, 
a character named Emile de Becque. It's just one of the 
stories in the Michener book, but it struck them that it 
could be their main story. Would you be willing to turn him 
over to us, and if so, would you talk to him about it? Does 
it interest you?" I told him, "It so happens that I'm 
having lunch with him today and I will talk to him." 
RICHARDSON: That was a fortuitous time for him to call. 
LESTER: And if he had called me ten minutes later, I would 
have been gone and nobody would have known where to reach me. 
I probably would then have made an arrangement with Pinza 
because his Pacific Coast representative and Mrs. Pinza (an 
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American) were lunching with us. Anyway, at the beginning 
of the luncheon I started by explaining to him that we would 
not be ready on time and discussed the extension. I found 
him surprisingly pliable because the Metropolitan Opera was 
still hoping that he would come back for the whole 19 4 8-49 
season. Then I repeated the conversation that I had just 
had and he became very indignant, saying, "You're trying to 
get rid of me. I wanted to do this thing with you and now 
you don't want to do it with me." I said, "That isn't it 
at all, Ezio. To use an American expression, what I am 
suggesting is to 'kick you upstairs.' Rodgers and Hammer-
stein are the top people in the business and you couldn't 
possibly be in better hands." "Well," he said, "if you ask 
me to, I'll look at the part." I got the Michener book and 
sent it to his hotel with instructions to read the de Becque 
chapter. The next morning he called me and said, "I can 
play dees fellow. I like heem." So I said, "Am I at lib-
erty to tell Rodgers and Hammerstein that--and to transfer 
our contract to them?" And he said yes. So I immediately 
got in touch with Reinheimer and told him my contract with 
Pinza called for a $2,000-a-week guaranty plus 10 percent 
of the gross after we reached the break-even point. It was 
promptly confirmed and they reimbursed me immediately for 
the escrow. Now I said, "Where do I_ come out on this? I 
want a chance to make a substantial investment in the show." 
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Reinheimer said, "The investment is all subscribed by our 
regular investors." 
RICHARDSON: Their regulars, "angels," as they call them. 
LESTER: Rodgers and Hammerstein were a pretty solid invest-
ment; they were the true "angels." Anyway, I told them, "I'm 
giving you a very important star that may make a big differ-
ence in the final result of the show." A few days later, 1 

Oscar called me and said, "Sorry we have no room for invest-
ment but we're going to give you a 1 percent of the profit 
off the top and you have no investment to make." Half of 
that would come from the investors' share; the other half 
from Rodgers and Hammerstein. When the first statements 
went out to the investors in South Pacific showing that they 
were sharing on the basis of 99 percent and that I was the 
other 1 percent, a lot of them were wondering who the hell 
Edwin Lester was and what he had to do with it. But when 
they were told that was what was paid to get Pinza, they 
knew it was a bargain. 

RICHARDSON: And a nice bargain for you. Is it fair to ask 
what your share amounted to? 
LESTER: I've never kept track but over the years I think 
I've probably realized close to $75,000. About ten days 
after they had Pinza, Reinheimer phoned, "We've got a problem. 
We want to get Mary Martin to play the role of Nellie Forbush, 
and what do we do with Pinza because his contract which we 

161 



took over from you calls for sole starring? We can't give 
him sole starring, and with Mary it would have to be co-
starring in the right-hand spot in the billing. And besides 
that, we dan't afford to pay both of them this much money. 
What we would like to do is leave Pinza's guaranty alone 
but it will be against 7 1/2 percent of the gross so the 
two stars together will cost us 15 percent. Will you talk 
to Pinza about it? You know him better than we do." I said 
I would do it and I called Ezio and explained to him that 
Mary Martin was one of the biggest stars in the theater, he 
would love working with her, and he would make more money at 
7 1/2 percent than by himself at 10 percent. Also, "She has 
to be a co-star with you and you understand that your name 
can't be the only one above the title. Hers will have to be 
there with yours and as a gentleman, you would obviously 
give her first position." 
RICHARDSON: How could he say no? 

LESTER: He agreed to it all. What happened is history. 
As great as South Pacific was and Mary was, Pinza was the 
big initial excitement. 
RICHARDSON: History now, but you had a lot to do with it. 
LESTER: I have no complaint, and I cut Miss Pinkham in 
by way of thanking her for the original suggestion that I 
ask Rodgers and Hammerstein to help me find a vehicle for 
Pinza. I doubt that they'd have ever thought of him otherwise. 
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And what a different show Kismet would have been if it had 
been tailored for Pinza instead of Alfred Drake. In talking 
about my contract with Ezio, I omitted one rather amusing 
twist. When I was making the original deal with him to de-
sert grand opera for musical theater, Ezio wanted to make 
sure that in my musical for him, he was to do very little 
singing. He made such an issue of it that I said to him, 
"Suppose we put a clause in our contract that you will not 
be called upon to sing more than a total of fifteen minutes 
during the course of the show, will that m&ke you happy?" 
Thinking in terms of three-hour operas, he was delighted. 
And of course I was, too. The average ballad in a musical 
show will seldom be more than 2 1/2 minutes long. So pre-
suming that some of his numbers might be in duet or ensemble, 
fifteen minutes was equivalent to six songs. Except for 
the very rarest male starring roles, no singing-actor is 
ever called upon to sing more than fifteen minutes in the 
course of a musical. He sang far less than that in South 
Pacific. 

RICHARDSON: You seem to have solutions for everything. 
LESTER: I wish I did. 
RICHARDSON: You mentioned that problems with Magdalena 
held up your work on the show for Pinza. What is that 
story? 
LESTER: First of all, you must understand that Magdalena 
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was the most ambitious and artistic show we had attempted— 
before, and probably since. Homer Curran had his heart set 
on a South American musical about the emerald mines in Col-
ombia with the Magdalena River the central point in the 
geography of that area. When Homer outlined his story to 
me, I agreed that it was a colorful and fresh idea worth 
tackling. We talked about a composer. I said, "If you 
want the real thing, let's make a pitch for Heitor Villa-
Lobos, the most distinguished South American composer of our 
time." In Brazil, Villa-Lobos was worshipped. He was also 
very, very popular in Paris, not as well known in this 
country. But the musical insiders worldwide knew of him, 
especially for his modern treatment of native folk songs. 
Homer got some records and when he heard the "Bachiana 
Brasiliera" he was in heaven. I said, "Villa-Lobos is 
highly classical and the ideal thing would be to get per-
mission from him to have Wright and Forrest adapt the music 
and do the lyrics." I communicated with Villa-Lobos by 
letter. American money was as usual an inducement, and in 
a few weeks we had made a deal. Wright and Forrest were 
delighted. They were flattered by the opportunity to work 
with him. The plan was that they would fly to Brazil, meet 
with him, go through his music and select everything that 
could possibly be utilized, then come back and start 
working on the score when the book was ready. 
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RICHARDSON: This is beginning to sound like a big under-
taking . 
LESTER: LACLOA was far from being able to afford it. Again, 
Homer and I had the same group who financed the New York Song 
of Norway, excepting Lee Shubert, but in this Homer and I 
were not equal partners. This was a general partnership for 
$300,000, of which Homer put up $100,000 and I only $20,000. 
Getting back to our story, the plane bearing Wright and For-
rest to Brazil got into critical trouble and they were lucky 
to have landed back in New York alive. After that exper-
ience, they would only go by boat. But Villa-Lobos1s schedule 
did not permit that much delay so he agreed to fly to New 
York. Wright and Forrest were fascinated by him and he 
with them. However, he came fully prepared to do a new 
score. The fee that my arrangement with him called for was 
far less than he would be entitled to for doing a new score, 
but that's what he wanted to do and he was reticent about 
having anything he had done before used in the show. So 
that's the basis on which he started to work with Wright and 
Forrest. He spoke only two languages—Portuguese and French. 
Wright and Forrest didn't know a word of Portuguese but they 
had a smattering of French, and between French and very 
broken English they managed to communicate during the pre-
paration of the score. It was amazingly good music except 
there was as yet no book, just Curran's very sketchy outline. 
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The score had to be done, regardless, right then when Villa-
Lobos was available. In about four weeks, he had composed 
a whole new score based on ideas that Wright and Forrest 
felt would make good numbers in keeping with the skeleton 
story. That's all they had to work from and later they'd 
try to match it up with a book. 
RICHARDSON: It sounds mad. Who did the book? 
LESTER: The book was later done by Frederick Hazlitt 
Brennan, an excellent writer. He did a corking job of 
converting Curran's original story. He was very much out 
of sympathy with some of the score which did not fit the 
book. But that couldn't be helped. The score had been 
done before Brennan became a collaborator. 
RICHARDSON: How was the score really? 
LESTER: Fantastic. We were dealing with a composer genius. 
And this, Betty, was not just a lot of songs; it was a com-
plete operetta score with finalettos and finales, big choral 
numbers—the whole bit--over 200 pages of music, believe it 
or not. 
RICHARDSON: But where it didn't fit the book, what were you 
going to do? 
LESTER: It was not quite March 1, and we didn't open until 
July. I could move ahead with casting, scenery, and cos-
tumes. Wright and Forrest would write lyrics to as much of 
the music as we could use and we would have Villa-Lobos back 
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from Paris in May to finish the music. He had already 
orchestrated a few numbers. 
RICHARDSON: It sounds insane. 
LESTER: Let's just say hectic. 
RICHARDSON: Who was to be in your cast? 
LESTER: Irra Petina as a famous cook operating a cafe in 
Paris, and John Raitt as a romantic bus driver between the 
river and the mountains in Colombia. The girl's role had 
not been cast. The music was intensely difficult and the 
only person we knew of who could sing it was Dorothy Sarnoff, 
but she was blonde and a little too elegant for the peasant 
heroine. Sarnoff, a very smart lady, had her heart set on 
doing this role. One day I received a photograph of a 
lovely young Latin peasant; I didn't recognize it as Sarnoff 
until I had read the accompanying letter. She had had a 
brunette wig made for her, gone to a costumer and a make-up 
specialist before the photo was taken. That evening I was 
with my collaborators and showed them the picture with this 
comment: "How would you like this girl for Maria?" They 
immediately said, "Great! Perfect! But can she sing?" I 
said, "That's Sarnoff." She had put the role in her pocket. 
The fourth star was Hugo Haas, a then well-known film char-
acter actor who was an ideal type for the Colombian general 
who owned the emerald mines. The creative staff: Howard 
Bay, who did the best scenic designing job of his career, 
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using the widest variety of materials in the history of the 
theater—things like sponge, cork, papier mache, Styrofoam, 
cellophane, plastics, gauze, China silk--all in different 
painting techniques—no muslin and no canvas anywhere. The 
result was fabulous. 
RICHARDSON: But expensive. 
LESTER: Yes m'ami But as I told you, this was an amibitious 
undertaking. Costumes were by Irene Sharaff, generally rated 
at the top of her profession. And we engaged a young dir-
ector whom we borrowed from MGM, named Jules Dassin, doing 
his first stage musical. Jack Cole was our choreographer, 
always ideal for an ethnic subject. 
RICHARDSON: That was quite a staff. 
LESTER: It got a bit out of hand in extravangances because 
when I said no, very often the creators, particularly Sharaff, 
would go to Homer Curran and plead for help. I frequently 
deferred to Homer because of his greater investment. Sharaff, 
whom I regard as a truly great designer, is never wrong— 
according to her. She lays out a set of sketches in front 
of a producer and before he has a chance to ask a question 
or express an opinion, Sharaff has said, "Aren't they en-
chanting!" And she means it, along with a very large chip 
on her shoulder if there is any contrary opinion about any-
thing. In matters like this I am not easily intimidated 
and I expressed myself strongly that the peasant clothes 
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were much too costume-y and destructive to reality. Mean-
while, Villa-Lobos, who had gone to Paris, became very ill 
there and they found that it was cancer. No one would oper-
ate on him there because he was so lionized a foreign celeb-
rity that the French doctors didn't want the responsibility 
to Brazil in case the operation should be a failure—or, 
worse still, if he should die during it. So he was flown 
back to Brazil. Again, no surgeon in Brazil was willing to 
operate on him. Remember--in that country Villa-Lobos was 
God. 
RICHARDSON: What happened?• 
LESTER: He was flown then to New York where a young sur-
geon in his thirties--I don't remember his name—undertook 
the operation and accomplished a completely successful re-
moval of the cancer. Villa-Lobos lived actively for several 
years thereafter, but it was during his convalescence that 
we were in rehearsal. 
RICHARDSON: Trying to get a show on? 
LESTER: With the Civic Light Opera, dates were announced to 
our subscribers months in advance, the auditorium was avail-
able only for a limited number of weeks and postponement was 
impossible. Wright and Forrest would not attempt to compose 
in the Villa-Lobos idiom because they believed he was inim-
itable. We approached several top Hollywood composers to 
see if they would supply a number here and there where we 
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needed it. But nobody was willing to tackle anything that 
had to blend with Villa-Lobos1s style. It was unique. It 
still is. 
RICHARDSON: Then Wright and Forrest were taking the score 
and trying to adapt it to the story as it was being written. 
LESTER: And vice versa—we were also trying to adapt the 
book to the score. 
RICHARDSON: Now that's an interesting way to put together 
a show. 
LESTER: It was wild, but we were already so involved that 
there were no alternatives. Arthur Kay was the only musi-
cian who gave Wright and Forrest any help. There was no 
Villa-Lobos trunk available to draw from, and Wright and 
Forrest insisted that the score be pure Villa-Lobos. It 
was melodiously modern and well ahead of its time. 
RICHARDSON: How were you able to rehearse? 
LESTER: It was very intricate. Among other things, the 
music was difficult for singers to learn and our singers 
had to be first-class musicians. But everybody was so 
taken with the music and the novelty of it all that hard 
work was no punishment for anyone. Early in rehearsal it 
was apparent to me that Dassin didn't fully recognize all 
the pitfalls, such as ensemble being caught in principals' 
spotlights and becoming a distraction. At one point I said 
to Julie, "I don't want to interfere with you in any way, 
but I want you to keep me in mind as an assistant to be 
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called on whenever I can be of help." Once when he was 
staging a big singing ensemble number (Jack Cole hated 
to work with singers), I said to Dassin during a break, 
"You are spending a lot of time with the ensemble on small 
details which will not show up when they get on the stage 
in costume; you don't have the benefit of close-ups as you 
do with the camera." He answered, "Ed, trust me. I am 
going to give you something much different than you've 
ever had on the stage before. You'll like it." I was 
wide open to learning, he was doing a fine creative job on 
a tough assignment and our relationship was a very happy 
one. But on our first night of scenery and costume re-
hearsal on stage, the peasants in the first scene were so 
dressed up that when the stage was full of people, it was 
difficult to distinguish anybody or follow the principals. 
I saw a very distressed and perplexed young director stan-
ding in the aisle, baffled by what he was seeing. I put 
my arm around him and said, "Julie, I can help you straighten 
this out if you'd like me to." He made no protest and I 
continued, "Just tell the company that with so many things 
to be done at once and so little time, you've asked me to 
assist you with the ensemble. I will work on the stage 
quietly regrouping them and you can go ahead with your 
principals at the same time." He was grateful and I con-
tinued to make myself useful to him at rehearsals until 
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about a week after the opening when he said, "I think I 
have the hang of it now and if you don't mind, I'd like to 
do it alone from here on." 
RICHARDSON: You didn't resent it? 
LESTER: On the contrary. It was his job, I understood his 
pride and I was glad to be relieved of that responsibility. 
Furthermore, he had learned quickly and carried on brilliantly. 
At that same first night of rehearsal, Homer Curran was 
shocked when he saw the over-dressed natives, was angry 
with himself that he had pampered Sharaff, and being very 
unhappy in general, he got up to go home. En route up 
the aisle, he encountered his dear devoted Sharaff, said 
something briefly to her, and left the theater for the 
evening. After midnight, when the creative staff was get-
ting a snack at a nearby cafeteria and talking repairs, 
Sharaff said, "I was terribly hurt tonight. Homer has 
always been so nice to me and tonight as he was going out, 
the only words he said to me were, 'Your costumes are lousy.1" 
I said casually, "Irene, don't let it bother you. When 
Homer is upset, it's very difficult for him to fully ex-
press himself." She devised means of salvaging her mistakes 
and overall made a notable contribution. One memorable re-
hearsal quip came from our very bright young stage manager. 
Franklin Lacey. While we were casting, Wright and Forrest 
were trying desperately to sell me Gerhard Pechner, a char-
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acter singer-actor from the Metropolitan. They said he was 
the greatest Bechmesser (in Die Meistersinger) they had 
ever seen and recommended him for the role of the general. 
I had him do in New York a recorded audition of speech and 
song in English and send it on. The accent was impossible. 
But to make Bob and Chet [Wright and Forrest] happy, we 
cast him as the padre, giving him a little singing to do 
and a very few lines to speak. He proved quite stupid, and 
poor Dassin was constantly having to check and doublecheck 
him on his dialogue and on pieces of business. On each cor-
rection, Pechner would say, "Yah, yah," with a quick nod of 
understanding, and then proceed to be as bad as ever. Bob 
and Chet were embarrassed and almost invariably they would 
say, "We can't understand it—he is such a wonderful Bech-
messer." We also had in the company a very handsome Mexican 
boy about twelve years old, in what started out to be a big 
part but had to be cut constantly because of his failure to 
read lines properly. On one occasion when Dassin had just 
thrown up his hands in despair because of the boy's inabil-
ity to grasp a proper reading, Lacey came over to me and 
whispered, "When that boy grows up, he's going to be a won-
derful Bechmesser!" 
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TAPE NUMBER: IV, SIDE ONE 

RICHARDSON: According to my record here, Magdalena did 
open in Los Angeles on time. Was the show actually 
ready? 
LESTER: Reasonably ready . . . certainly more so than al-
most any Broadway-bound show is when it opens in Boston or 
Philadelphia. As usual we had no preview and there was 
still a lot of work to be done. But the show looked so good, 
the singing and dancing were great, and there were so many 
high spots that the audience got its money's worth. In 
Los Angeles we had a success of a certain kind. Critiques 
were properly appreciative and our business was very good. 
But there were some people who hated it. Others thought it 
was the greatest thing they had ever seen or heard. There 
were differences, too, among the collaborators. Brennan 
disapproved of one very important number and scene that he 
thought too macabre. The most sensational moment went to 
Jack Cole for what was probably the greatest single piece 
of choreography that's ever been done in the theater. It 
was called "The Broken Pianolita"--a Wright and Forrest 
idea—which Villa-Lobos had created brilliantly musically. 
It concerned a broken-down player-piano on the porch of an 
old barroom at a river port on the edge of the jungle. 
Hangers-on, sailors, prostitutes, and other motley characters 
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danced to the music of this player piano which would slow 
up and lag, jump ahead or stop during the dancing. Our 
hero would kick it and bang the top or sides of it to get 
it going again. There was starting, stopping, speeding, 
slowing. It was the most intensely complicated piece of 
music orchestrally that you could imagine, with its constant 
changes of tempi and rhythm, punctuated by the frequent 
complete stops. I am sure it was the most difficult thing 
a choreographer ever tackled. But Jack Cole did miraculously 
in staging it exactly as Villa-Lobos had composed it. It 
was great to watch and hear. And it began and ended with 
a weirdly beautiful river theme sung by a native tramp 
sitting on a tree stump, half drunk and oblivious to what 
was going on around him. The ingeniousness made that scene 
a big conversation piece in show business after the New 
York opening. Pictures of the number were carried in 
several national magazines as a very new and important 
work of art, which it was. The show had a religious twist, 
very Catholic, in keeping with the South American background. 
But that was only one element, involving some gorgeous music. 
The public reaction was very peculiar everywhere Magdalena 
played. There were always three kinds of people: those 
who were completely captivated and were crazy about it—many 
came back to see it again and again to absorb it; then 
there were people who hated it—couldn't get with it at all. 
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I would say that the people who adored it were about 50 
percent. The people who hated it were about 15 percent. 
The other 35 percent didn't know whether they liked it or 
not so they needed somebody to tell them that it was great. 
Today it would be a tremendous success for a much more 
rhythm-conscious public, especially the young people. There 
were real differences on format among the collaborators be-
fore we left Los Angeles. I was in accord with Brennan; 
Wright and Forrest and Dassin had the opposite view; Cole 
not caring since his dances were not involved; and Curran 
on the fence, enjoying the arguments. During the Los 
Angeles engagement, it was resolved on this basis: we would 
leave it as is and wait to see what the San Francisco cri-
tics said. San Francisco in those days was still far ahead 
of Los Angeles theatrically and had a very knowledgeable 
group of critics. The San Francisco opening was a triumph. 
We got unanimous raves. Brennan and I surrendered reluc-
tantly. We were sold out throughout our four weeks in 
San Francisco. The public had been told it was great and 
they became believers. The closing night in San Francisco, 
Magdalena was accorded a shouting, cheering ovation for 
ten minutes. Homer decided he would come to New York for 
the opening. It was at the Ziegfeld Theatre and we got 
a thorough panning from Brooks Atkinson, the most powerful 
critic of our time; he was great for the legitimate theater 
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but knew absolutely nothing about music. Olin Downes was 
the music critic of the Times, but, because he was a close 
friend and fan of Villa-Lobos, he had disqualified himself 
from reviewing the show. Both the drama and music critics 
reviewed Magdalena. Howard Taubman, then the number two 
music critic on the Times, covered—and gave it a rave. 
But his column was in the back of the Sunday Times, while 
Atkinson was up front the day after we opened. The cover-
age of the other music critics was enthusiastic but equally 
lost on a limited reading public. Of the major drama critics, 
only Chapman of the News, Hawkins of the World-Telegram, and 
George Jean Nathan, all of whom knew music, were favorable. 
But Magdalena needed to have the entire public told it was 
great. The show was too costly for anything much under 
capacity business. 

RICHARDSON: How long did you run at the Ziegfeld? 
LESTER: A little less than three months. We put up a 
good fight, spent a lot on advertising. We had some grand 
quotes, volunteered by people in the profession like Richard 
Rodgers, Cole Porter, Lily Pons, Mischa Elman, and many 
other celebrities in the musical world who couldn't believe 
the show could miss. Billy Rose wrote a big ad at his own 
expense, expressing his pride in having the show at his 
theater. But it wasn't enough—too expensive to keep up. 
RICHARDSON: I love the music. Couldn't it be revived— 
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perhaps with a different book? 
LESTER: No. It's too difficult. We could never do it as 
well as we did the first time, and it would now cost four 
or five times as much to produce. Unfortunately, it was 
during the ASCAP recording strike, so we have no album of 
it. I didn't tell you that Villa-Lobos was well enough to 
attend our first orchestra rehearsal in New York. He was 
so pleased that he graciously offered to conduct the opening 
performance. We were on the spot; he didn't know the show 
and it would have been pandemonium. But we couldn't say, 
"No, thank you." Eleanor Pinkham solved it. She made an 
appointment with the composer's surgeon and explained the 
situation to him. He got the message and forbade Villa-
Lobos to take on that responsibility. We all expressed 
our disappointment. When Villa-Lobos attended the dress 
rehearsal at the Ziegfeld, Johnny Raitt, with that big 
baritone, suddenly elected to take a high C. Villa-Lobos 
couldn't believe it and screamed bravos at the top of his 
voice. I asked John if he'd do it on opening night. He 
did, and it was spectacular, but not a single critic men-
tioned it. We were losing money each week and despite 
concessions from the theater and the authors, the general 
partners were being called upon for extra money—and I 
must say, none of them griped. But after a couple of months 
I could see no prospects ahead because our appeal was to 
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too limited an audience—so I decided that pride was too 
costly. If you don't build with an expensive musical, you 
can take a sudden nose-dive from which there can be only 
big hospital bills with no chance for recovery. And that 
reminds me of a story: While we had little to laugh about 
during Magdalena, here is a typical Petina-ism. Hugo Haas, 
who played opposite her, had a clause in his contract that 
gave him two weeks off to be with his family during the 
Christmas holidays. He and Petina came off the stage one 
evening in mid-November, by which time the handwriting was 
on the wall. They passed the callboard en route to their 
dressing rooms. Hugo, not too show-wise, looked at it, 
noting a couple of rehearsal calls for specific scenes, 
turned to Petina in great seriousness and said, "They 
haven't done a thing yet about rehearsing my understudy 
and I leave for Los Angeles on December 15." Petina said, 
"Oh, so you're staying on." When people asked me why we 
closed Magdalena, my answer was: "We made one big mis-
take. We should have left the show in San Francisco and 
taken the San Francisco audience to New York." 
RICHARDSON: How was Civic Light Opera doing financially 
by the end of that 19 48 season? 

LESTER: Civic Light Opera was in good shape. LACLOA was 
guaranteed against loss on Magdalena. Our best show that 
season was Rodgers and Hammerstein1s national company of 
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Annie Get Your Gun, starring Mary Martin. That score by 
Irving Berlin had more hit songs than any other show in 
the literature. Ethel Merman was playing it on Broadway; 
and when Rodgers and Hammerstein proposed to Richard Halliday, 
Miss Martin's manager-husband, that Mary do a very select 
tour of a second company of Annie, instead of snubbing it 
as would have been the case with most stars, Halliday sur-
prised them with a yes. He knew it was an excellent role 
and that Mary would be awfully good in it, and since she 
had not yet been seen onstage by theatergoers through the 
country, this was a perfect vehicle for her in the tra-
dition of such distinguished stars as Katharine Cornell, 
Helen Hayes, Gertrude Lawrence, the Lunts--all of whom 
toured, where Merman was strictly Broadway. While Mary had 
had a real success in One Touch of Venus in New York earlier, 
the big upswing in her career came from her willingness to 
tour in Annie. An influencing factor in that decision was 
that Mary enjoyed the idea of the road—different cities 
and new audiences to be won. She was a better Annie—just 
as corny but sweeter, so that there was an extra dimension 
of romance. And it was because she was so effective as 
Annie that Rodgers and Hammerstein wanted her for South 
Pacific. 

RICHARDSON: Another instance where it paid off not to be 
uppity. 
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LESTER: Right. Before we leave 19 48, I should dwell a bit 
on our Naughty Marietta production, an exceptionally big 
rewrite. The original 1910 book had one superlative idea 
for a musical show, plus Victor Herbert for the score, but 
the librettist failed to cash in on what she had conceived 
and the comedy was dreadful. MGM's MacDonald-Eddy picture 
was much improved over the original and I got permission to 
borrow from it, on condition that whatever we did in addi-
tion we would turn over to them. I had my usual musical 
carte blanche from Ella Bartlett. My team was Lazarus, 
Brown, and Kay, with Sterling Holloway directing. My stars 
were Susanna Foster, then at the top of her career; Wilbur 
Evans; Edward Everett Horton; and Mitzi (Gerber) Gaynor, 
then about seventeen, but already unmistakable star material. 
I had been building her gradually, keeping her in school 
in the winter and giving her increasingly larger parts in 
summer—Gypsy Lady, Song of Norway (19 47) revival, Louisiana 
Purchase, and now in Marietta in a role written for her. 
Horton was bowled over by her talent and personality and 
wanted very much to do a musical No, No, Nanette with 
Mitzi co-starring. But it didn't materialize because he 
was in such demand for pictures. Susanna, who always had 
a spectacular voice, was doing her first play. I told her 
that I was going to get Wilbur Evans for her leading man, 
not only because he had done shows for me before and was 
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excellent in them but "because he is an unselfish actor 
and will be a rock for you to lean on since you play most 
of your scenes with him." About a week after the show 
closed, I had a phone call from Nevada. It was Susanna 
telling me, "You know, you said I would get along well with 
Wilbur Evans." I said, yes. She said, "Well, I just mar-
ried him." [laughter] But that was one that didn't work— 
and you can bet that it was Susanna's fault. 
RICHARDSON: Blame the woman. 
LESTER: I knew Susanna—helped her get her first motion 
picture job, and worked with her on films subsequently. 
Her voice was phenomenal but she had had a bad bringing-up 
and could be a very hard little girl. Yet she was part of 
one of the nicest episodes in my memory—one that was quite 
unique. In the theater, the matter of dressing rooms is 
tied in very closely to billing. The preference in dressing 
rooms goes to the stars or leading people in the order of 
billing. It is traditional and often very ticklish. When 
I engaged Evans as leading man, his contract called for 
first male billing. That was before I had gotten Horton, 
who was a much bigger man in the profession and always the 
star when he was in the theater. When I was negotiating 
with him, I explained to Horton, "I have a problem. I gave 
Wilbur Evans first male billing and yours has to be third 
star billing after Susanna and Evans." He said, "Mr. Lester, 
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you bill me whatever way is the most convenient and the most 
effective for you." You can be sure that with spacing, et 
cetera, Edward Everett Horton was properly prominent. Now 
our opening was to be in San Francisco. And the Curran Thea-
tre has only two star dressing rooms on the stage floor. All 
the rest of the rooms are upstairs. My stage manager came to 
me and said, "What do I do about dressing rooms? Susanna 
gets number 1 of course, but what do I do with Evans and 
Horton?" Like a true executive, I said, "Mike, you're the 
stage manager. That's your department. You work it out 
any way you can." A few days before we left for San Fran-
cisco, Mike reported to me all smiles, "Wilbur Evans just 
said to me, 'In the Curran, I love the number 3 dressing 
room upstairs, the one that I had in Rosalinda. Could I 
have it again?'" Of course Mike was delighted because that 
left the number 2 stage dressing room open for Mr. Horton. 
Evans's request was a charming mark of respect of Horton. 
When the company arrived in San Francisco, the bulletin 
board, which the company always checks for instructions, 
had the list of dressings rooms: No. 1, Miss Foster; No. 2, 
Mr. Horton; No. 3, Mr. Evans; and so on. Horton looked at 
the board and immediately went to Mike Jeffreys and said, 
"Mr. Evans has second billing and he must have the number 
2 room. I'll dress upstairs." Mike assured him that Evans 
had requested the upstairs room. But Horton was adamant. 
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When Wilbur heard about it, he said, "No. I chose to dress 
upstairs and that's what I prefer," to which Horton said, 
"If Mr. Evans dresses upstairs, then give me a room upstairs 
also." So that left the number 2 dressing room open. When 
Susanna Foster arrived and looked at the bulletin board, she 
said, "What is the idea, that I have a dressing room on the 
stage floor and Edward Everett Horton is dressing upstairs. 
I won't dress on the downstairs floor with him dressing up-
stairs." [laughter] Mike said, "Susie, please shut up. 
You've got a lot of costume changes and that's your room 
and you take it." She argued over it very sincerely before 
she quieted down. Horton then suggested that Miss Gerber 
(later Gaynor) and Edith King (an excellent character come-
dienne) who played the other major woman's role, share the 
number 2 dressing room. And that's the way it was in Los 
Angeles also. The whole thing was a display of courtesy 
and good manners that was one of my warmest experiences in 
the theater. 

RICHARDSON: It turned out to be a very pleasant incident. 
LESTER: Yes. It's a nice memory. I like actors but they 
can be very selfish, particularly where their status symbols 
are concerned. 
RICHARDSON: I think the billing is important mainly to 
people in the business. I don't think the ticket-buying 
public cares the least bit. 
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LESTER: You are completely right, but we have had more 
trouble with actors and actresses over billing than we've 
had over salary. You would be amazed at the complicated 
billing clauses in some shows—where you can't bill anybody 
without billing somebody else, which in turn becomes an 
endless chain where you end up doing no advertising at all, 
to the detriment of the show and everybody in it. I have 
often had to get very tough about it and sometimes have 
been unable to sign a good actor because nobody would com-
promise. I have also had some different experiences with 
intelligent people. For example, when we were working on 
Peter Pan, Mary Martin said that she would like to have 
Cyril Ritchard as Captain Hook. We were in complete accord. 
I arranged the salary with Cyril's agent and he said, "Cyril 
will have to have co-star billing with Mary Martin." Cyril 
was not yet an accepted star in this country. I told his 
agent, "He's crazy. We're talking about the biggest woman 
star in the theater and Cyril Ritchard elects to have co-
star billing. Just forget the whole damn thing." And I 
meant it. He said, "I'm sorry but we're going to have to 
pass because Cyril is adamant about that billing. He's 
very funny about those things." I was really outraged and 
it was cold as far as I was concerned. I called Dick 
Halliday and reported it to him. He said, "Oh, what dif-
ference does it make? If he wants co-star billing with 
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Mary, let him have it. He'll be good for the show and the 
billing isn't that important." And that's the way it was. 
RICHARDSON: Maybe his insistence about his billing helped 
his career. 
LESTER: After Peter Pan, he no longer had to fight for it. 
But if Mary Martin had been like many stars I know, some 
other actor would have picked the plum of playing Captain 
Hook. [Tape recorder turned off] 
RICHARDSON: We left off at the end of 194 8. 
LESTER: Not entirely. In that year, I had a very disturbing 
visit from an income tax agent who challenged my annuity 
arrangement with LACLOA. He hit me with a back-taxes 
assessment for approximately $62,000, which included an 
expense deduction disallowance of something over $1,500. 
Coming on top of my loss of around $25,000 on Magdalena, I 
was not happy. 

RICHARDSON: That seems like quite an understatement— 
wouldn't "a jolt" be more to the point? 
LESTER: LACLOA's insurance specialist, Dave Marks, referred 
it to a tax lawyer named Demetriou and the fight was on. 
Fruitless appeals were carried from the agent's supervisor 
to the next higher in the I.R.S. department, to the next, 
and so on, to finally the Tax Court of Appeals. About two 
years had elapsed and the interest was piling up. My own 
lawyer at that time had advised that I try to compromise, 
but pay it. However, Demetriou was a bulldog about it 
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and thoroughly convinced that the contract was legal. The 
day before it was to go to the court, attorneys for the gov-
ernment called Demetriou and offered a compromise: they'd 
waive the $60,000 claim if I would concede the $1,500 or 
$1,600 expense disallowance. My first impulse was to re-
fuse it; I had ample proof that the deductions were legi-
timate. However, Demetriou said, "Don't let your sense of 
justice run away with you. If we can settle a $62,000 
claim for less than $2,000, it's smart to do it." So I did. 
RICHARDSON: How could the annuity case go through so many 
departments without their recognizing that they were wrong? 
LESTER: I have a theory, which may be wrong: the original 
agent who first questioned me was a black man—very intelli-
gent, apparently well trained, polite, and not at all bel-
ligerent in his talks with me; he was honestly convinced 
that he was right. That was thirty years ago and the 
blacks were only beginning to be assigned to this kind 
of responsible position, and I have always felt that his 
bosses didn't want to belittle him by repudiating him. But 
when it came up to the top legal rung and they had to 
prove their case in court, they backed off. 
RICHARDSON: You were fortunate that it ended well. 
LESTER: After two years of suspense. 

RICHARDSON: Getting back to show business, you mentioned 
some connection with the motion picture business. Could we 
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have a little more information? 
LESTER: Well, I was musical advisor on a few pictures and 
frequently participated in recording sessions when my 
artists were involved. But I never regarded myself as 
being any part of the motion picture industry. I was simply 
an outsider contributing a certain specific knowledge. 
Handling singers, as I did, I got a bit of a reputation 
in the studios for my knowledge of singers. When they 
told me what they needed, I usually was able to send them 
or bring them what they wanted with little lost motion. 
One day, Andrew Stone, an independent producer-director, 
sent for me. He was going to make a low-budget musical 
and asked me to be responsible for the music. It was in 
the thirties, times were tough, and his budget was tougher. 
Ditto me. He was very music-minded himself and we struck 
up a friendship that has lasted through the years. This 
first immemorable picture was called The Girl Said No, 
and it was about a guy picking up a broken-down Gilbert 
and Sullivan company to impress a gal that he would make 
a stage star out of her. Gilbert and Sullivan was in the 
public domain in the United States so that meant no royal-
ties and only rented orchestrations. Because Gilbert and 
Sullivan was not free out of this country, Stone dug up 
an older public domain property, Princess Ting-a-Ling for— 
pardon the expression--the foreign version. Now came the 
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pre-recording session. We were up against musicians' union 
requirements and regular minimums for the singers. We 
had about thirty-two numbers to record. Stone told me be-
forehand that he had budgeted a maximum of nine hours for 
recording;; and if it took loriger the budget was shot and he 
might not be able to finish his picture, all of which, in-
cluding the music and that foreign version, was to cost 
$70,000. Again, a small measure of insanity was a large 
asset. 
RICHARDSON: Good heavens. Could he make the picture for 
$70,000? 
LESTER: No. But he did. I scheduled the pre-recording 
session to begin at 1:00 P.M. to go to 6:00, then 7:30 to 
11:30 P.M. I had first-class musicians and singers. Arthur 
Kay was my conductor. I laid out the order of recording 
by starting with the most unimportant things, so that if 
they weren't quite as good as they should be, we could 
get by with them. Then after the first hour I got into 
the things that had to be done carefully. By the time we 
got to the fifth hour of the afternoon, I again had scheduled 
things that weren't so important because my people would be 
tired. My ear served me in good stead. Adjustments and 
corrections were made quickly. I followed the same prin-
ciple for the first hour after dinner, sloughing off the 
foreign version although never okaying anything that wasn't 
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reasonably good. We finished the nine-hour schedule in 
seven and a half hours with everybody very happy, parti-
cularly Andy Stone because his picture was off on the right 
foot. Now, hold your breath a moment. We were nominated 
for an Academy Award for sound recording. 
RICHARDSON: That's fantastic—hard to believe. 
LESTER: For me, too. But I checked on it again recently 
and Stone assured me it was correct. I had one experience 
in that recording session that I'm conceited about now but 
took in stride then. We had in our cast some of the old 
stalwarts of the American Gilbert and Sullivan Company, 
which included William Danforth, an excellent actor-singer, 
well known then for his characterizations, one of which 
was the Mikado, one of our important numbers—remember, 
this is long before television, and some of these people 
had never been on radio—Danforth took his position at the 
microphone and started to ;sing. Stone and I were in the 
control room, and as Danforth sang, no personality was 
coming through at all. It was becoming a very dead recor-
ding. Andy and I looked at each other in shock. All at 
once it struck me what was wrong and I stopped the recor-
ding. All my corrections before then had been from the 
booth, but this time I went out into the studio and got 
all of the cast and chorus to bring their chairs and sit 
in rows on the opposite side of the microphone from Danforth, 
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who was a performer and not used to the blankness of the 
mike. 
RICHARDSON: I can see what you were after. 
LESTER: Once he had an audience to perform to, the whole 
complexion of what he did changed and the personality came 
through delightfully. So in a matter of five minutes, I 
had made an adjustment that was crucial. But it was the 
kind of thing that pervaded that whole recording session. 
Subsequently I worked with Stone on several pictures. As 
a result of that picture, he was in demand at major studios. 
I was the musical advisor when he made The Great Victor 
Herbert, which, by the way, was Mary Martin's debut in 
pictures, and that was . . . . 
RICHARDSON: That was when you first met her. 
LESTER: No. I had auditioned her in 1938 for a small role 
in Roberta, and turned her down because the part called for 
a bitch and I didn't think she could be one. I haven't 
changed my mind. During the casting of The Great Victor 
Herbert, there was a rather hot argument about the girl who 
would play Mary Martin's young daughter. Charles Rogers, 
who had discovered Deanna Durbin for Universal Studios, 
was now at Paramount and had another young singer he had 
discovered and hoped to make into a Deanna. She had made 
one picture at Paramount with Crosby. Rogers was an old-
timer and wanted his "find" in the Herbert picture. Stone 
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was a newcomer. He had made a test of Susanna Foster and 
wanted her. There were studio politics, and Bill Le Baron, 
then the head of Paramount, got off the hook--with Stone's 
help—by leaving it to me to make the decision. I watched 
the two girls in a projection room with Rogers and Stone 
present and despite my friendship for Stone, I would have 
made an honest choice. Fortunately, it wasn't even close, 
and with my usual reticence, I said, "Susanna definitely; 
there's no comparison." Rogers never spoke to me again. 
I've forgotten the name of the other girl, but she never 
went anywhere anyway. Stone matde a good musical of the 
picture despite the handicap that Metro owned much of the 
best Herbert music. I had many other opportunities to really 
get into the picture business but it did not appeal to me 
as a career; there was much too much politics. 
RICHARDSON: Your love is the theater. You evidently made 
that decision and stuck to it. 

LESTER: The theater is live and it gives you the opportunity 
to improve and improve, not from just what you see, but from 
the combination of what you see and the audience reaction to 
it. You find out that something that you think is awfully 
good doesn't work, and something else that you didn't think 
much of turns out to be very effective, so you make more of 
it. True, in pictures you have the advantage of retakes, 
but it can take a long time before you know whether you're 
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right or wrong. In the live theater, you find out quickly— 
sometimes too quickly. 
RICHARDSON: The year 1948 is one you'd rather forget. But 
I note that you had three imports in your '49 season: Briga-
doon, Finian's Rainbow, and Kiss Me, Kate. That must have 
been profitable. 
LESTER: It was. But the imports had perhaps a more impor-
tant value. When we started bringing in shows and only the 
best ones from Broadway, it made it vital for us that our 
shows stand up in comparison with the Broadway shows. Musi-
cally, pictorially, and castwise, we could more than hold 
our own. But where we were producing old shows, written in 
the first thirty or forty years of the century—with the 
exception of Show Boat—we had a real job to do. For example, 
in 19 50, when we presented South Pacific, our schedule called 
for Rose Marie to follow it, and playing to the same sub-
scribers. We couldn't afford to have them say, "The New 
York shows that you bring out are great, but the local fehows 
are too old-fashioned." To prevent that was a challenge, 
and when we were working on our re-writes I was constantly 
reminding my teams of the goal we had to shoot for. We 
couldn't hope to make a Rose Marie as good as a South Pacific, 
but we could make it a thoroughly entertaining evening, and 
that we did. Very often at the end of a season, we would 
send our subscribers a questionnaire on which to rank the 

19 3 



shows we had just presented. We were never embarrassed, 
and often delighted with the way our own shows held up. 
In 1949, our one home-grown effort was a complete re-write 
of The Great Waltz. The original was done in New York in 
19 34 to open the Center Theatre in Rockefeller Center. It 
was a big, glamorous production and a perfectly terrible 
show. Outside of the spectacle, it was an even then old-
fashioned Cinderella story of Johann Strauss, Jr.'s triumph 
over his father's jealousy of his talent. The father was 
a small role, a non-singing heavy, the comedy was almost 
nonexistent, and much of the music ill-chosen and without 
well-integrated lyric ideas. As badly as we needed reper-
toire, I had bypassed The Great Waltz consistently over a 
period of years. But I had an idea that a good show could 
be made of it if Papa Strauss were an important and charm-
ing character who was not really conscious of his jealousy. 
In 194 9, the period and the atmosphere were in such complete 
contrast to our imports that this seemed a good time to try 
it, getting rid of all the things that I had disliked about 
it in New York. My priceless asset was Erich Korngold, 
unquestionably the world's foremost authority on Johann 
Strauss. He cottoned to my idea immediately, as did Lazarus 
for the book, and Wright and Forrest for the lyrics. Our 
score included some rare Strauss gems instead of its orig-
inal cliches. I had conceived of the show as a vehicle 
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for John Charles Thomas playing Strauss, Sr., and Charles 
Fredericks playing Strauss, Jr. One of the tricks was 
that Fredericks sounded so much like John Charles and 
looked so much like him that he could have very easily 
been his illegitimate son. It looked like a great combin-
ation. But John Charles came down with a sinus infection 
before we were to go into rehearsal and there was no singer 
to compare with him. So we changed the musical format in 
order that Walter Slezak could play Papa Strauss. Walter 
was very good in it but difficult to handle. I had engaged 
as director Schultz Breiden, who had come to this country 
as director of the Salzburg Opera Guild. An emigre, he 
had changed his name to Eugene Bryden. He was a talented 
and genuinely charming man. Slezak, who was a professional 
charmer, exceedingly bright and a very good actor, could 
also be a smiling villain on occasion. He had his own 
ideas about direction and always addressed Bryden, with 
deadly politeness, as Mr. Schultz-Breiden. He was being 
quite obnoxious and Bryden, trying to get a foothold in a 
strange country, suffered with it rather than get into an 
argument with our star. After I heard it a couple of 
times, I asked Bryden if I could play straight for him. 
He was grateful, so at the next rehearsal I sat in the 
third or fourth row, nowhere near Bryden. The first time 
Slezak pulled one of his Schultz-Breidens, I said, quite 
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loud enough to be well heard by everyone, "Walter, why the 
hell don't you just do what you're told? Mr. Bryden is 
the director." Slezak flushed, and was so surprised he 
shut up. During the run, while he was excellent onstage, 
he was totally selfish, and among other things, constantly 
immersed in a chess game that he was playing in his dress-
ing room with Ralph Morgan, who was playing a small role. 
Frequently Slezak would barely make it to the stage on cue. 
Near the end of the run, Walter, in one of his mellow moods, 
said to me, sincerely this time, "Ed, you and I have had a 
few differences. But I just want you to know how much I have 
enjoyed myself in this engagement." My answer was, "Walter, 
that's just what I've been objecting to." But we parted 
good friends. He could be very good company. And he had 
contributed to what turned out to be a very good show which 
balanced off a highly entertaining season. As I mentioned 
earlier, we were now playing all the productions for four 
weeks each in Los Angeles and San Francisco. 
RICHARDSON: You haven't said anything about the visiting 
shows. 

LESTER: Since they were finished and successful shows be-
fore they got to California, I'll only mention unusual 
happenings in conjunction with their engagements with us. 
Brigadoon was typical of a situation I had to deal with 
often in negotiating for New York shows. Except in emer-
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gencies, dates for our season had to be firmed months in 
advance. On big hits, where a second or so-called national 
company was to be formed, it was easy to set our dates 
early, and by now we were in position to finance these 
second companies—and we did that much of the time by ad-
vancing the California guaranteed profit toward, or for, 
the cost of production. If the original production was 
not good for at least two sold-out years on Broadway, the 
cost of a second production was not warranted. The orig-
inal New York company could pick up the same revenue when 
it went on tour. Often a lot of second guessing was in-
volved on the part of the Broadway producers and ourselves. 
Brigadoon was in that category. I had counted on it for 
our 19 4 8 season and was confident that I had made the 
right prognosis, but the show was holding up well in New 
York and I could not get a decision from them in January 
or February for a July opening. So I started iffy nego-
tiations for a backup show that would be adequate but not 
as good. There was much long-distance phoning back and 
forth with Brigadoon's management, and I finally set a 
Monday as the positive deadline. The answer then was, 
"No. We're doing well in New York and we will come out to 
you next year." On Tuesday, by phone, I confirmed the 
backup show; it was Bobby Clark in Sweethearts. The 
producers were overjoyed. On Wednesday, the Brigadoon 
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manager phoned me with a yes. I had to say, "Sorry, it's 
too late." 
RICHARDSON: Couldn't you have told Sweethearts that you'd 
changed your mind? The one day couldn't have meant so much 
to them. 
LESTER: In show business, Betty, so many deals are made 
over the phone that if you don't keep your word, you'd 
better get the hell out of the business. That sort of thing 
happened again and again in various negotiations for shows 
and for stars. 
RICHARDSON: But is everybody that honest? 
LESTER: No. But people soon find out who is to be trusted 
and who isn't. There are the David Merricks, but you do 
business with them differently. 
RICHARDSON: What were some other shows that you had similar 
experiences with? 
LESTER: Well, when Kurt Weill converted Street Scene into 
an opera for Broadway, the opening in January of 19 47 cre-
ated a mild sensation—rave notices from all the critics, 
with Atkinson wildly enthusiastic. The lines formed at the 
box office and the earmarks were "hit." I saw it shortly 
after and felt it was too special for a long run on Broadway 
but it would be a very artistic item for our 19 4 7 season. 
I broached the idea to producer Dwight Wiman, one of the 
cultured gentlemen of the theater. He was amazed that I 

19 8 



would think the show could be available in six months in 
light of its terrific impact on Broadway. Naturally I was 
careful not to offend him; it was easy to say that the show 
was too classic for a long run. I said I could wait a couple 
of weeks for him to make a decision. When it came to the 
deadline, Wiman was beginning to waver and give my offer 
more serious thought. Now comes a little item called the 
"stop clause," which is a certain weekly gross box-office 
figure agreed upon in advance between the producer and the 
theater owners. As long as the weekly gross equals the 
stop clause figure, the theater can't get rid of the show 
and the show can't get out of the theater. Lee Shubert, 
in one of whose theaters Street^ Scene was playing, 
told Wiman that he would not permit him to fulfill any 
commitment to me if the business had not dropped below 
the stop clause at the time Street Scene was to come to 
California. The threat was sufficient for the producer 
to decline my invitation. Street Scene closed in New York 
three months later. An almost parallel situation arose, 
oddly enough, on another Kurt Weill work, Lost in the 
Stars, which opened in New York in October 1949. It was 
another beautiful show, but for a limited audience. Again, 
great notices in New York, and this time I liked the show 
even better. Fortunately, it had a wise and experienced 
general manager, Victor Samrock, who recognized that an 
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auspicious start on Broadway does not insure a long run. 
He advised his producers to accept the engagement in our 
19 50 season. As good as it was, Lost in the Stars was 
barely able to keep alive in New York long enough to come 
to California; their losses in their last few weeks on 
Broadway were materially reduced by advertising that they 
were closing for the purpose of coming to fulfill a commit-
ment for the Los Angeles and San Francisco Light Opera sea-
sons . 
RICHARDSON: Were there any other experiences like those? 
LESTER: I recall two on quite a different level. Because 
producers now began regarding our engagement as a plum, one 
of the first things they thought of when they had a hit was 
to make a deal for California. It was very easy for the 
younger and less experienced ones to be over optimistic 
when a show of theirs had an initial success on Broadway. 
Because Oklahoma1 ran for five years, they figured when 
they got off to a good start, they would run at least three 
years. Sometimes I even had calls from amateur producers 
talking about a second company when they were still out of 
town breaking in their shows for Broadway. There were 
often musicals that opened well in New York that I would 
have been very happy to have had an immediate second com-
pany of, but where I knew it might be a very poor investment 
from the producer's standpoint, i often had to talk them 
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out of a duplicate production when I was convinced that the 
original would suffice for both Broadway and the road. On 
two occasions, however, the producers were so confident of 
the longevity of their New York runs that they couldn't 
be dissuaded from a second production even though the ex-
pense of it was theirs and not ours. Both shows, Bye Bye 
Birdie and Plain and Fancy, fit nicely into our program but 
the cost of production for the national company was ill-
advised and actually a total loss to them and to their 
backers. 
RICHARDSON: How was it possible to tell when that extra 
production should or should not be made? 
LESTER: There is no sure way. It's a matter of judgment. 
Rodgers and Hammerstein were always very cautious about 
an additional company until they were quite sure of the 
solidity of the New York run for the first production. The 
same was true of Feuer and Martin. Harold Prince, on the 
other hand, has always been second-company minded, and 
when he had a show that he felt was strong, he wasted little 
time in organizing second companies, sometimes to his regret. 
With Kiss Me, Kate, it was quite unmistakable. It opened 
on Broadway December 30, 19 48. It was an instant hit. It 
wasn't necessary for me to see it, the word that came out of 
New York was so strong. It was Cole Porter at his best, the 
book was right, the designs were Ayers's, the star was 
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Alfred Drake. It was an obvious long-run rock-crusher. I 
was on the phone immediately with the producers, Subber 
and Ayers, regarding a duplicate production. They were in 
accord, our financing was available, and no time needed to 
be wasted on conjecture. The national company opened in 
Los Angeles in June of 19 49. That was perhaps the fastest 
deal we ever made for a New York show. 
RICHARDSON: And a big hit of course. 
LESTER: One of the great shows of all time. And I look 
back on a lovely experience in conjunction with it. I had 
asked the producers to send me a book and score. In those 
days we had to be very careful of our language, stage busi-
ness, and costumes. We were playing in the Philharmonic 
Auditorium, which was the home of and owned by Temple Bap-
tist Church. This made it necessary that we be very par-
ticular that any show we played contain nothing that could 
be offensive to the church. I had a very good relationship 
with the church deacons and their theater manager; they 
trusted me to do the censoring. They very seldom had to 
check back with me about anything because I knew beforehand 
what the complaints would be about and I anticipated them. 
As I got into Kiss Me, Kate,the book was easy because it 
was mostly Shakespeare, but I found several lines in the 
lyrics that I knew would be trouble. I phoned the producers 
and said, "There are some lyrics of Cole Porter's that are 
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pretty naughty, and I don't think I can get away with them 
in the church; we're going to get a lot of flak about it 
and it will call for emergency adjustments." The producers 
were patently afraid of angering Porter and they said, "Kiss 
Me, Kate, one of the biggest hits :in history, and you're 
going to want Cole Porter to rewrite lyrics for you?" I 
said, "I know it's got to be done in at least a few places." 
They refused to ask him to change anything, so I said, "Have 
I your permission to talk to him myself?" and they said, 
"Go ahead, but leave us out of it." I had never met Cole 
Porter but I talked to him over the long-distance phone and 
told him my problem. Without a moment's hesitation, he said, 
"I understand, Mr. Lester. I'll tell you what you do. Play 
the Kate record album and make a note of everything that you 
think will be offensive as far as your audience or the 
church is concerned and send me the list of lines that you 
think need to be changed." So I did. I sent him, I think, 
a minimum of six different lines that we couldn't get away 
with. They were in "Too Darned Hot," "True To You in My 
Fashion," and "Brush Up Your Shakespeare." I sent them 
with great trepidation and apology. Here were six different 
comedy lyric lines and comedy is not easy to come by. Now 
understand that I wasn't talking about six lines. These 
were punch lines and it meant that for each one that had 
to go, he would have to develop a new comic idea involving 
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his writing a whole new stanza of four lines. So I was 
asking Cole Porter to create twenty-four new lyric lines 
for us. Upon receipt of my list, Porter phoned me and 
said, "I recognize your problem and I agree with your 
taste. I am going to make the changes you ask, and I 
think there are two or three other lyric lines in the 
show that we cut when we made the album so I'm going to 
change those for you, too." That was Cole Porter, and 
typical of him. Subsequently I enjoyed a warm relation-
ship with him. Born a gentleman and unfailingly one, he 
loved the theater like no one else I've ever known. A 
master of his craft, he was sincere in his admiration 
of the work of his contemporaries and generous in expressing 
it. It was almost a habit for him to send flowers and 
other gifts to people in the profession who had done 
something that had given him pleasure. 
RICHARDSON: Cole Porter must have been quite somebody. 
Were the lyric changes he made for you as good as the 
original? 
LESTER: Good enough that when that national company went 
on to San Francisco and to Chicago after they left Los 
Angeles, they continued with the Temple Baptist Church 
version. [laughter] 
RICHARDSON: The church should have been given program 
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credit. Did you have many of those censorship situations? 
LESTER: Not too many. We always made it clear to our 
visiting companies that our lease on the auditorium had an 
ouster clause if the rules were not observed. The clause 
read that nothing could be done which would not be accep-
table on the NBC network. If that guideline existed today, 
the church would be X-rated. I do recall one very nervous 
experience I had: when we brought in Gertrude Lawrence 
in Lady in the Dark, the show as you know was highly sophis-
ticated and there was no chance to change anything; Gertie 
Lawrence, having played it for so many performances, would 
have blown sky high at even a suggestion of change. By 
contract with the auditorium, the left box was the church 
box. 
RICHARDSON: It was available to church members? 
LESTER: Yes. On opening nights, it was always occupied 
by the highest deacons and trustees of the church, along 
with their manager, a very nice man named Brainard. The 
elders and their wives were there for the gala opening of 
Lady in the Dark. This was by far the tartiest show we 
had ever brought to the auditorium. I was sitting back on 
the opposite side of the house with one eye on the church 
box. Every time anything risque was said on the stage, 
I did plenty of squirming. The next morning my home phone 
rang at 8:30 and Mr. Brainard was on the phone. I said to 
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myself, "Here it comes." But to Brainard I said, "Wasn't 
that a beautiful show last night?" He said, "Yes. But 
Mr. Lester, a man said 'My God' in the second act and you 
know we can't have that." I said, "Oh, I must have missed 
it but I'll get rid of it promptly. It will not be there 
tonight." I waited a moment for more but it didn't come, 
so I apologized again for "My God" and hung up with a 
gleeful sigh of relief. 
RICHARDSON: That was the only thing they found fault with? 
LESTER: Yes'm. But here is another quite different case. 
In 1961, David Merrick was ready to tour Ethel Merman in 
Gypsy. This was one of the good shows. I liked it enor-
mously, but I advised Merrick there were things in it which 
made it unplayable in the church auditorium. Jule Styne, 
who composed the score, phoned me several times trying to 
get me to change my mind. When he asked me for a detailed 
explanation, I said, "You've got a dressing room scene in 
which the strippers are involved and everything about it 
is too salty." He said, "We can cut that scene." I an-
swered, "It's one of the best scenes in the show. If you 
cut it, you are cheating the public who come to see Gypsy. 
A lot of our people who have seen the show in New York, 
including the local critics, know what it should be and 
they'd very justly kill us for cutting the scene. And 
we would be cheating our public by advertising Gypsy and 
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not giving them Gypsy. So it's better that we pass." How-
ever, we made a deal to play Merman in San Francisco where 
we had no censorship problems in the Curran Theatre. In 
Los Angeles, she played at the Biltmore Theatre. 
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TAPE NUMBER: IV, SIDE TWO 

RICHARDSON: You've mentioned David Merrick a couple of 
times. Would you care to tell us more about him? 
LESTER: Someone could write a book about him and it might 
qualify as a mystery story. I can only give you my apprai-
sal from my own many experiences with him. He is a thor-
oughly unprincipled man about whom I doubt if you could 
find anyone to say a good word. So I'll be an exception. 
He has a brilliant mind, loads of charm when he feels like 
turning it on, shrewd beyond belief, a good sense of humor, 
and good company when you're not negotiating with him. He 
has swindled me on occasions. For that, I don't hate him, 
only myself. I admire his brightness and deplore the fact 
that he has chosen to be so devious when he might have 
been an even greater success being trustworthy. But he 
gets a kick out of being called a bastard and we have to 
recognize him as having achieved his goal. 
RICHARDSON: I don't understand how you would continue to 
do business with a man like that. 

LESTER: Merrick and I have gone for a year at a time with-
out speaking to each other, but when it was to our mutual 
advantage to get together, we did, each knowing what the 
other thought of him. 
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RICHARDSON: We've gotten away from the Civic Light Opera 
story. Where were we? 
LESTER: At the beginning of 19 50, South Pacific's national 
company became the first Rodgers and Hammerstein work which 
we presented. Oklahoma! and Carousel had toured under the 
auspices of the Theatre Guild, which had its own subscrip-
tion, but Rodgers and Hammerstein were now on their own. 
The year 19 50 brought a season of great entertainment var-
iety and real merchandising innovation. We opened our sea-
son with a very extensively revised Chocolate Soldier, yet 
still in the operetta mold so that it would not have to 
be compared with South Pacific, which followed it. Wilbur 
Evans was first rate in the title role, but the star name 
was Salvatore Baccaloni, then the great basso buffo at the 
Metropolitan where he was a big box office personality. 
We built a perfect role for him out of the buffo Captain 
Massakroff. Forman Brown did almost all new lyrics because 
the original translation was quite literal and no longer 
good enough. We added ballets, including one for Baccaloni, 
where a tipsy Massakroff visualizes himself as the lady-
killer chocolate soldier. Baccaloni was a real roly-poly 
but was extremely graceful. We added an epilogue in which 
Massakroff has become an Alpine guide in Tyrolean costume 
and I want to quote a bit from one of Brown's lyrics for 
Baccaloni that has Stuck with me: 
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He sat upon the Matterhorn 
To see what he could see. 
Now the Matterhorn's a flatter horn 
Than it ever used to be! 

RICHARDSON: It sounds like a lot of fun. 
LESTER: And it was beautifully sung and danced. It got 
wide recognition as the best Chocolate Soldier ever. But 
it couldn't be duplicated because Baccaloni was one of a 
kind. 
RICHARDSON: Then came South Pacific. 
LESTER: Our subscription was only four weeks, but we 
were playing South Pacific for six extra weeks. 
RICHARDSON: Six additional weeks? 
LESTER: Ten in all. To sell those six extra weeks, we 
wouldn't start while we were selling season tickets because 
that would have killed the inducement for many people to 
buy season tickets. Our ticket manager, John Moss, con-
ceived the idea of opening the ticket sale for the last 
six weeks of South Pacific at the Los Angeles Coliseum 
where there were eight box office windows in one area, 
and starting the sale on a Sunday, one week before the show 
opened. Miss Pinkham suggested a step further. We created 
a temporary four-window box office at the Farmer's Market 
at the same time so that the people living downtown and 
on the east arid south sides could buy at the Coliseum, 
while the west side could buy at Farmer's Market. I wish 
I could claim it as my own idea; they didn't have to waste 
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time selling it to me. People stood in line all night. We 
started selling at 9:00 A.M., and at 5:00 P.M. we couldn't 
let any new buyer get into line because they could not be 
taken care of. As it was, we couldn't close the box offices 
until 8:00 P.M. We kept those box offices open for about 
six days, by the end of which almost everything was gone 
except the cheap seats which were all ultimately sold at 
our box offices in the auditorium, where originally we had 
only the little that was left to sell after the first four 
weeks of subscription. On that first day, as I remember, 
our sales across the window were something like $85,000, 
which was a lot of tickets at the low scale that existed 
in those days. It all worked very smoothly and very satis-
factorily, and the Rodgers and Hammerstein management loved 
the excitement and publicity and readily forgot their com-
plaint that we hadn't started the sale earlier and would 
not accept mail orders. A major thing we protected against 
was a ticket-scalping scandal. From the beginning of Civic 
Light Opera, I was anti-ticketbrokers. I never wanted 
people to say they could buy better seats from the brokers 
than they could from our box office, and we have quite 
effectively accomplished it. But with more than 100,000 
nonsubscription seats going on sale, we had to prevent 
"digging," which means that scalpers or brokers' represen-
tatives get in line and buy as many and as often as they 
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can. First, we advertised a limit of tickets to every 
buyer. I don't remember whether it was four or six seats. 
Then we had uniformed officers watching the lines and if 
anybody was seen doubling back, he or she was promptly 
taken out of the line; or if they fought it, when they 
arrived at the window they were told that they already 
had their quota. And before the sale, I called in all 
the known brokers and told them, "We haven't been able to 
take care of you to any extent regularly because our sub-
scribers come first and you had to take what was left after 
subscription. Now in these weeks that are off subscription, 
we will give you each a quota of good seats to take care 
of your regular customers for other events." For example, 
a brokerage like Gittelson's who were then the biggest 
in Los Angeles would be given a quota of maybe eight seats 
per night, where some small broker would only be given two 
seats per night. But on this condition: the broker seats 
would be assigned to them two weeks at a time and we would 
keep a list of the ticket numbers in each assignment. We 
would shop them and if we found any seats in their posses-
sion that weren't the numbers that had been assigned to 
them, their quotas would be cut off entirely for the rest 
of the engagement. Or if we had any report of their over-
charging, they would not only be cut off but our box office 
would take care of no "will call" or any other service to 
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them now or ever. We controlled the brokerage situation 
very well. We caught three or four who had done some 
"digging" or gouging, and they were cut off immediately. 
Many of them are still on our box office blacklist. Some 
of them are long gone. The legitimate ones abided by the 
rules. In San Francisco, South Pacific played four weeks 
at the Opera House. The control was not tight because 
Homer Curran would not be bothered with that much detail. 
Fifty-dollar seats were fairly standard. 
RICHARDSON: Those big box office bonanzas don't happen 
very often. 

LESTER: Often enough. And there is something very rotten 
about the scalping situation. From a producer's standpoint 
he puts on a show, spends a million dollars to launch it, 
and sweats blood on it as does everybody connected with 
the show. It becomes a big hit and the first thing you know, 
some parasite broker is getting $100 a pair for seats. It 
was fairer in the earlier days of the theater when brokers 
bought in advance, often before a show went into rehearsal. 
If the show flopped, the brokers were stuck. If it was a 
hit, they were entitled to cash in on their gamble. One of 
the biggest abuses now comes from "house seats," which are 
supposed to be used for close friends of the producer, the 
theater owner, the stars, and VIP emergencies. These house 
seats often find their way to scalpers, who pay a bonus 
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to get them and sell them accordingly. 
RICHARDSON: I'm curious, though. How did you know that 
that many people were going to buy South Pacific? 
LESTER: Every once in a while a show comes along that has 
everything—or at least that certain something that makes 
it a must-see. The American public is pretty much the same 
everywhere. It's very unusual for a big box office hit in 
New York not to be the same elsewhere. At that time every-
one who arrived in New York said, "I gotta see South Pacific." 
So we brought it to them. 
RICHARDSON: Then why didn't you put on more weeks of sub-
scription? Wouldn't South Pacific have sold them for you? 
LESTER: Good question, Betty. The answer is that when 
you build a subscription, you build it solidly. Whenever 
we added a week to our subscription, our first move was 
to use the good seats in the extra week to improve those 
of previous subscribers. If you've stretched too far too 
soon and you have to cut a week off your subscription, 
what do you do with the people who had choice locations in 
that extra week? We may have been too conservative but 
we stayed healthy. 
RICHARDSON: In 19 50 you did a couple of other shows. 
LESTER: I mentioned Lost In the Stars, which was classic, 
the work of three outstanding craftsmen: Maxwell Anderson, 
the words; Kurt Weill, the music; and Rouben Mamoulian, 
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directing. It had great dignity. Our audiences liked it, 
but not nearly as much as our Rose Marie. 
RICHARDSON: Following South Pacific, did it come up to 
your hopes? 
LESTER: Completely. Fortunately, South Pacific is serious 
and emotionally deep. Rose Marie is for fun, and colorful, 
and its romance is conventional. We really improved it on 
all three counts. There was no point of comparison to 
South Pacific. Our audiences enjoyed themselves at both 
shows. That's all we could ask. 
RICHARDSON: What were the things you remember most about 
Rose Marie? 
LESTER: Before I get into this 1950 production, I forgot 
to tell you one funny incident when we did it in 1945. 
Eddie Foy was our comedian and as usual, very funny. There 
is a comedy trio number in the second act, and on opening 
night, in the middle of the number, suddenly a heavy iron 
electric lamp (called a Leko) fell from overhead and hit 
the floor with a terrible thud within about two feet of 
where Eddie Foy was standing. Of course the lamp was 
bashed, broken glass littered the stage, and there was shock 
onstage and out front. The orchestra stopped; the singers 
stopped. They couldn't do anything else. There were sighs 
of relief that no one was hurt, and the stage manager im-
mediately sent two stagehands out to clear up the debris. 
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And while this was going on, Eddie Foy said loudly to his 
two partners and for the benefit of the audience, "If Lester 
wants to get rid of me, why doesn't he just give my my no-
tice?" [laughter] There was riotous laughter and applause. 
Fortunately, the accident happened during a comedy situation 
so that when they resumed the trio, everybody was having an 
unusually good time. 
RICHARDSON: The 19 50 Rose Marie starred Patrice Munsel. 
LESTER: She was a born performer, still very young and had 
already established herself at the Met. One of the induce-
ments in getting her was that in addition to the songs al-
ready in the show, Friml would write two new ones for her. 
RICHARDSON: Did he? 
LESTER: Of course. Nothing was easier for him than to turn 
out music—particularly for a very attractive young lady. 
Friml wrote several new numbers for us, with Forman Brown 
doing the lyrics. We re-revised the book from our 19 45 ver-
sion. We were in rehearsal when I got an idea for another 
number for Munsel. The situation was in a French gown shop 
where Rose Marie is selecting her trousseau for her marriage 
to a wealthy man. I told Friml, "For this, we want a 
concert waltz solo for Pat while the dresses are being 
modeled for her. Give me the typical melodies with a lot 
of coloratura frills for Pat and Brown will set lyrics to 
it." The very next afternoon, Friml left for me at my home 
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a two-sided acetate record, fifteen minutes on each side, 
and a note with it which said, "I'm going down to the 
desert. I can't stand the smog. Here are some waltzes for 
you. Pick out what you like and put it together any way 
that you want for the number for Miss Munsel." The record 
contained about twenty different waltzes he had improvised 
on the piano, most of them excellent for our purpose. Brown 
and I picked out the strains that would lyricize best and 
we developed a knockout number for Munsel and had at least 
fifteen good waltz themes left over. Friml was very happy 
with the result. He had made the record so quickly, it 
was like listening to something he'd never heard before. 
RICHARDSON: He must have been easy to get along with. 
LESTER: He was for me. It took patience because he was 
so unpredictable, and appointments meant nothing to him. 
But we never quarreled in our many contacts. If he composed 
something for me and I didn't instantly react enthusiastically, 
he would promptly discard it and come up with something else. 
I could fill twenty pages with stories Friml told me about 
himself. He never minded being kidded. On one occasion 
he was describing to me his visit to a hotel in Yosemite, 
north of San Francisco. He was ecstatic about a tradition 
in which every night a big bonfire was lit on the edge of 
the mountain. It is famous as the Firefall. When it burns 
down to the glowing embers, they are pushed off the edge 
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of the cliff and are a beautiful sight as they float down-
ward. Rudi said very proudly, "And you know the music that 
the orchestra plays for the Firefall?—the 'Indian Love 
Call.'" i:i said, "Rudi, they only played that because you were 
there. If it had been Kern, they would have played 'Smoke 
Gets in Your Eyes. *" 

Before we leave Rose Marie, there was a very funny mo-
ment in that 19 50 production which I love to tell but don't 
know if it can be described on paper. In our rewrite we 
had a very funny scene in which the little comedian, Hard-
Boiled Herman, is in jeopardy with an Indian tribe. The 
plant for it came in an earlier scene nea.r an archery con-
test: Herman, on stage, gets an offstage arrow in the seat 
of his pants. He pulls out the arrow and angrily breaks it 
across his knee. At just that moment, two Indians are 
crossing downstage in front of him and they see him break 
the arrow. There are exclamations from them of great in-
dignation, they look at Herman menacingly and exit. My cos-
tume designer phoned me after he had read the scene and 
said, "Be sure you don't pick your biggest chorus boys for 
those two Indians because I don't know if I can fit them 
out of stock." A few days later I was attending a rehearsal 
involving the aforementioned breaking-of-the-arrow scene. 
The stage director was Jose Ruben, who was very good for 
period shows. As a young actor in the French theater he 

218 



had been a leading man for Sarah Bernhardt. His direction 
often bore dramatic evidence of it. Just before we came 
to the Indian crossover, I noted that Ruben had picked for 
one of his Indians the biggest man in the company, Ken 
Chapman. He was about six-foot-two, weighed about 225 
pounds, had a booming bass baritone voice and was as square 
as they come. I said, "Mr. Ruben, may I interrupt for just 
a moment?" He nodded and I said to the company, "Boys, 
please watch this next crossover so that any of you could 
jump in and play it on short notice. The costumes come 
from stock and we want to be sure that we have costumes 
big enough for the men who play the Indians." I excused 
myself to Ruben for the interruption and the rehearsal 
proceeded. The two men started to cross and Herman panto-
mimed breaking the arrow. This was the cue for the Indians 
to register shock and for Chapman to say "Ugh!" which he 
did with little emphasis. Ruben stopped and said, "My 
boy, this is a very crucial situation. When he broke the 
arrow, this man has offended the Indian race and when you 
say 'Ugh!1 you must really be shocked! Let's go back and 
do it again." The same crossover, the breaking of the 
arrow, and again Chapman said "Ugh!" At this point, Ruben 
waxed eloquent, "My boy! Don't you understand—a terrible 
crime has been committed. This man has broken an arrow! 
He has insulted a sacred Indian tradition! When you say 
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'Ugh!!!1 you must give it your all!" At this point, Chapman 
said in dead seriousness, "When I find out if they have a 
costume big enough to fit me, I'll give it my all." I 
doubt if I have ever heard a bigger laugh at a rehearsal. 
Ruben virtually collapsed. Patrice Munsel actually rolled 
over on the floor. I think it was a good three or four 
minutes before the rehearsal could proceed. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] I presume that Chapman never got 
to play the Indian. 
LESTER: Rose Marie was interesting in another way. When 
you have worked on some of these oldies as I have, you 
wonder why they were so successful. Then as you study 
them, you find a reason. The first thirty-five minutes of 
Rose Marie had four first-rate songs—"My Jeem," "The Song 
of the Mounties," "Rose Marie," and "Indian Love Call"— 
and only one half-way decent number thereafter, "Totem 
Tom Tom," along with a trite, unfunny book. Now this show 
was a real big hit in the early twenties. Why? I arrived 
at the conclusion that the audience was so under the spell 
in that first half-hour that they were ready to accept 
anything from there on. A few months after our second 
production of Rose Marie, Oscar Hammerstein and I were 
having lunch together and in the course of it I said to 
him, "Oscar, we had to do an awful lot of rewriting on 
Rose Marie. There were only about eight- minutes left 
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of the original second act." He said, "I'm glad somebody 
worked on it because we had no time to." He then told me 
the story of its creation. Arthur Hammerstein, Oscar's 
uncle, a son of the original Oscar Hammerstein, had a lease 
on the Imperial Theatre, the best musical theater in New 
York at the time, and he was presenting a show from abroad 
that he had had translated, called Golden Dawn. He expected 
it to run for the season. In those days, that's all they 
aimed for—a nine-month season on Broadway was success. 
In the meantime, they were preparing next year's show, 
which was to be Rose Marie. The writers on it were Oscar 
Hammerstein, Friml, Herb Stothart, and Otto Harbach. It 
was coming along very well, they were turning out good 
numbers, and they were enthusiastic about it. They were 
nearly finished with the first act when Golden Dawn started 
to fade after a few weeks on Broadway. Arthur Hammerstein 
came to them in panic and said, "I can't finish the season 
with Golden Dawn. It won't last. You've got to get Rose 
Marie ready in a hurry. I want to go into rehearsal with 
it as quickly as you can finish it." So the rest of Rose 
Marie was thrown together. They got away with a half-baked 
show except for those first thirty minutes. So we had 
something worth rewriting because we had a good running 
start, along with what Friml gave us, plus new orchestra-
tions by Eddie Ward. In going over the scores of those 
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older shows, one thing I ran into frequently was some 
totally irrelevant number for someone in the cast who 
didn't take part in anything else in the show. It would 
almost invariably be a solo number by someone of the fem-
inine gender with maybe some production glamour back of her— 
nothing that had anything to do with the plot. After I 
ran into these odd spots two or three times, it needed 
no Sherlock Holmes to solve: somebody had a girlfriend— 
maybe the composer, the producer, the author, a substan-
tial backer. Naturally the lady was pretty and usually 
not untalented, just inexperienced—on the stage at least. 
Such a number almost always came at the opening of the 
second act. It was a fairly standard procedure that 
throw-away numbers were put at the opening of the second 
act. 

RICHARDSON: You could lose a few minutes there and not 
miss it at all. 
LESTER: Right. Often, part of the audience hadn't come 
back in from intermission and you still had people drifting 
in through the number so that there was little audience 
concentration. Even professionally, a composer was some^ 
times confronted with the fact that the prima donna didn't 
have enough to sing. And he'd write an extra number for 
her, with no particular meaning or value to the show, but 
necessary to keep the leading lady happy. Sometimes those 
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numbers came out very well. The most typical example is 
"Vilia" in the Merry Widow, written purely to give Madame 
a solo number in the second act. Friml's shows were 
notorious for such tidbits because he usually had a girl-
friend or someone in the chorus to exploit. Some good 
Friml numbers were born that way, among them "Allah's 
Holiday" from Katinka. It became a considerable hit. Any 
amateur who got that special opportunity joined the ranks 
of the H.A.P.s--meaning half-ass principals. 
RICHARDSON: Do they still write those throw-away numbers? 
LESTER: Yes, and it happens in many different ways and 
often with first-class professionals. Dorothy Sarnoff, 
when she was in The King and had it in her contract 
that she would have a solo number in each act, and it 
turned out that there wasn't any natural solo spot for 
her in the second act. But Rodgers and Hammerstein had 
to keep their word and wrote for her that number that 
opened the second act called "Western People Are Funny." 
It was the only weak song in the show—but she got her 
number. It was a typical second act opening and she'd 
have been better off without it. 

RICHARDSON: Meeting the demands of stars and semi-stars 
must be a headache for a producer. 
LESTER: If you want someone for a specific role that's 
hard to cast—or a certain director, or choreographer, or 
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designer—you often have to pay more than the person should 
get and make other unreasonable concessions. I've had to 
battle myself when I believed I was being held up—but damn 
it, the show comes first. Everything else has to be managed 
and when you compromise on someone or something less than 
you want, you're never happy. Producing is at its worst 
when you're not doing it as well as you know how. Economies 
can be the biggest of extravagances. 

RICHARDSON: With the reputation and experience that you 
had by now, were you restless to find new worlds to conquer? 
LESTER: Not really. We were growing, there were constant 
challenges and we still had plenty of room to improve. I 
now had a very good and loyal organization so I wasn't dis-
contented. There was one opportunity to which I did give 
serious consideration. In 1949, I was invited to New York 
by Rockefeller Center officials to discuss taking their 
Center Theatre, a few doors away from the Music Hall, and 
devoting it to light opera and musical comedy revivals. 
The theater itself was beautiful and had been built orig-
inally to house musicals. But the shows that they played 
were not strong enough for long runs and after a few years, 
the theater was occupied by an ice show which did very well 
for quite a while but was petering out, and a change of 
policy was indicated. My discussions at Rockefeller Center 
were with the late Gus Eysell, the overall head, and 
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Russell Downing, who ran the Music Hall. Their interest was 
very flattering and we resolved this formula: I would in-
stall a subscription season of six shows each for six weeks 
over a forty-two-week period, either as their employee, if 
I chose, or I could operate it on my own with an extremely 
low rental which would include free advertising displays 
all over Rockefeller Center. 
RICHARDSON: I'm curious. Do you remember the rental price? 
LESTER: Very distinctly. It was $3,720 a week. They were 
less interested in the rent than in having the theater alive 
for its value to the shops and restaurants in Rockefeller 
Center. The theater had a large capacity, permitting a pop-
ular price-scale. One of the great advantages to me was 
that I could still maintain the California operation because 
many of the shows could be interchanged. The idea appealed 
to me for its great money-making potential, and there was 
a very intriguing angle of occasionally including a new 
show which, if it were a hit, could be transferred to a 
Broadway theater after it had completed its subscription 
engagement at the Center. I left New York after three days 
of conferences, and without leading them on promised them 
a prompt decision. I had an immediate meeting with my board, 
who encouraged the plan, presuming properly that our Calif-
ornia operation would not be neglected, in fact might gain 
from it. 
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RICHARDSON: What happened? 
LESTER: I decided not to tackle it. I could think of no 
alter ego upon whom I could really rely to share the respon-
sibility. It would have been a killing job, involving a lot 
of traveling, and the money I could make from it would be 
largely eaten up by taxes. It took me only a short time 
to make up my mind. In declining, I told Messrs. Eysell 
and Downing that if they could find someone else to under-
take it, I would be glad to help in organizing and acting 
as a consultant. They never did get what they wanted, and 
not long after, that handsome theater was converted into an 
office building. 
RICHARDSON: Did you ever regret your decision? 
LESTER: Not at all. It would have been exciting, but you 
make decisions based on your best judgment at the time and 
there's nothing more wasteful than to second-guess yourself. 
Ah, but speaking of opportunities, I neglected to mention 
one that came to me back in the thirties while I was still 
managing singers. I was at Fox Studios one day on an appoint-
ment with the head of the music department, Frank Tresselt, 
regarding some people they wanted for an upcoming musical. 
Conditions were very bad at the time and the lot was quite 
deserted. As I walked down the street, I passed Raoul 
Walsh, whom I recognized by the black patch over his eye. 
Neither of us had ever met, but because we were the only 
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people on the street we said hi to each other. I went on 
into Tresselt's office, and a few minutes later a young man 
came in who was introduced to me as Mr. Walsh's assistant, 
and he asked if when I was through with Mr. Tresselt, would 
I stop in at Mr. Walsh's bungalow? Which I did. I was 
ushered into Walsh's office immediately and his first ques-
tion was, "Are you an actor?" My answer, "Not since I was 
a kid." He said, "I have a part for you in a picture I'm 
about to make." I laughed and said, "I'm camera shy." He 
said, "Don't worry about that. You are exactly the right 
type that I need and I want a new face for it." The thought 
flashed through my mind, "Ronald Colman, look out." Anyway, 
I was curious. "What kind of role is it?" Walsh said, "I'm 
making a picture called East River with Victor McLaglen, and 
you would play the mastermind of a gang of crooks. It's a 
very good part." Type-casting? He was eager to make a test 
but this opportunity was one I could pass up without hesi-
tation. That was the beginning and the end of my motion 
picture acting career. 
RICHARDSON: Did you ever see the picture? 
LESTER: No. And there's a sequel to the story. Walsh 
started the picture and after three weeks of shooting, they 
decided to forget it. Just think--if I had been in it, they 
could have blamed that on me. 
RICHARDSON: And if you'd succeeded, there might have been 
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no Civic Light Opera. 
LESTER: Let's get back to it. Where were we? 
RICHARDSON: 19 51. 
LESTER: Nothing very exciting that season. A new producing 
partnership, Feuer and Martin, had appeared on the Broadway 
scene in '49, presenting Ray Bolger in Where's Charley? 
They came back late in 19 50 with another and bigger hit, 
Guys and Dolls. We played both shows in our 19 51 season. 
The lyrics and music of both were written by Frank Loesser, who 
was making his Broadway debut along with his producers. 
Feuer and Martin are to be credited or blamed for a musical 
theater innovation in Guys and Dolls: a musical virtually 
without singers. But it was type-casting that worked. 
And it started a vogue that good singing was not essential 
to a musical show. The music of Guys and Dolls fared much 
better in the national company which stemmed from Calif-
ornia; the same producers cast Allan Jones and Jan Clayton 
in the romantic roles. With those two shows and How To 
Succeed in Business Without Really Trying, also with Feuer 
and Martin, Loesser became one of the rare "lyrics and 
music by" creators, the first since Irving Berlin and Cole 
Porter. There was one other situation in '51 that may be 
worth recalling. We did a new treatment of Merry Widow 
with Paul Henreid as a charming Danilo, and Jane Pickens, 
an excellent Widow. The original English translation which 
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was standard for years was pretty awful. We made little 
change in the music but a lot in the book and especially 
the lyrics. It may be of interest to those who don't know, 
that through some kind of foul-up, The Merry Widow was 
never copyrighted in this country. This has led to all 
kinds of versions, amateur and professional, most of the 
latter being amateur also, including the one done recently 
by the San Diego Grand Opera for Beverly Sills, which was 
also on television and is scheduled for performance by the 
New York City Opera. We opened our 19 51 version in San 
Francisco, and Henreid had to leave at the end of the en-
gagement there. My story concerns his replacement for 
Los Angeles, Carl Brisson, father of Freddie Brisson and 
father-in-law of Rosalind Russell. Carl Brisson was very 
attractive, perhaps sixty, looked much younger and still 
the matinee idol type. He had been originally a boxer and 
had not lost the spring and energy. He cut a dashing 
figure—tall and perfectly proportioned: broad shoulders, 
very slim hips, danced beautifully, sang adequately, and 
despite his birthdays, he was a believably romantic Danilo 
for The Merry Widow. He had played the role in Europe a 
couple of thousand times, principally in London. The big 
moment for Danilo in the show comes just before the end of 
the second act of the three-act show. This is when, with 
the stage full of people, the Prince denounces the Widow 
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allegorically with "The Prince's Story." In the German 
original, it was sung, but when they did it in London, 
Joseph Coyne, a fine romantic comedian, played the role. 
He was not much of a singer and he conceived the idea of 
talking "The Prince's Story." It was so effective, it 
became a tradition in English language presentations to 
talk it. In re-doing the lyrics for us, Forman Brown wrote 
an infinitely more meaningful "Prince's Story." Brisson 
had been sent the new book and was delighted with it, but 
when he arrived in California he said to me, "I have done 
'The Prince's Story' so many times the old way. Please 
don't ask me to learn a new lyric for that." I said, "Carl, 
you suit yourself. It is a very much better lyric . . . and 
makes it a much more telling moment than the old lyric. 
But if you are going to be uncomfortable or worried about 
doing the new lyric, forget it; do your old one." But 
the more he got into learning the part as it had been re-
written, the more he decided he must do the new lyric. In 
order for Brisson to break in before Los Angeles, Henreid 
graciously let him play the last four performances in San 
Francisco. He had no problem doing all the new lyrics 
and was fine. Carl's wife, Cleo, was quite a woman, very 
energetic, very vital. She was not a stage mother but a 
strong stage wife who had a great deal of influence in 
Carl's career. She called the shots very positively and 
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her dictum was gospel with Carl. Now we come to the Los 
Angeles opening, and he was very nervous. He had played 
in pictures, but he had never been seen here on the stage. 
He was going like a house afire and being enthusiastically 
received by the audience. But when he comes to "The Prince's 
Story," he suddenly blows in the middle of the lyric—appar-
ently caught between the one he had done two thousand times 
as against the new one he had done the last four times, 
although perfectly. 
RICHARDSON: What happened? 
LESTER: He just flubbed on it. His mind was probably a 
little tired and he had no reserve to bluff his way through. 
The musical director, Arthur Kay, always very adroit, saw 
what was happening and came to the rescue by jumping the 
orchestra to the music for his exit, which is a very emo-
tional "I'll go back to Maxim's, et cetera. And you can go 
to hell." These were the original lyrics, which we had 
not changed. Brisson heard the music, got the cue, finished 
the number and made a truly emotional exit which leads to 
a one-minute finale ensemble. I always sat on an aisle 
in the back of the theater. Much of the audience didn1t 
know what had happened. It was reasonable for them to 
presume that Danilo was upset and incoherent. No real harm 
done but I knew, of course, that Carl was going to be demor-
alized, so the moment he left the stage I hustled back to 
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reassure him. When I got to his dressing room, Carl was at 
his dressing table crying, sobbing like a baby. It was a 
very sad sight—this big strong man, really weeping incon-
solably. I said, "Carl, other than those who are on the in-
side, nobody knew the difference. The audience loves you. 
You're great. Don't worry about it. You'll see—in the 
third act you'll get a reception when you come on the stage." 
He was calming down. Then I complimented the way he had re-
covered himself onstage. Like a little boy, he said, "Did 
I?" The tears had stopped. At this point, Cleo burst into 
the dressing room and lit into him for ruining his Los 
Angeles debut. He started crying again. I tried to quiet 
her down for his sake and she suddenly turned on me and 
said, "What kind of a company do you have here?! A stage 
full of people, couldn't someone on the stage prompt him?" 
Carl, through his tears, turned to her and said, "That was 
the trouble. They were all prompting me." [laughter] 
He got his reception when he came onstage in Act 3. I and 
a few others whom I had posted started it, and it was picked 
up very spontaneously. I might add that without my having 
enlisted her, Cleo was quite a help in the applause. 
RICHARDSON: Did he have any more flubs after that? 
LESTER: Not once during the whole engagement. He had lost 
his concentration only that once. 

RICHARDSON: I had not heard that story before. You did 
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another Merry Widow ten years later. 
LESTER: We rewrote our rewrite and it's that last one that 
has become the standard American version. Recently it has 
been taken on in Great Britain. 
RICHARDSON: Your 19 61 Widow was very successful, wasn't it? 
LESTER: It had a great cast and made the most of that 
classic score. Patrice Munsel was ideal. Bob Wright played 
opposite her. They were the best singing-dancing-acting 
combination for it in my memory. Jean Fenn, who had sung 
the second-woman's role for me as a newcomer in 19 51 and 
had gone on to the Met in the meantime, did me a very great 
favor by jlimping in as Natalie in an emergency. Having two 
leading sopranos of the Metropolitan in the same show was 
a nice bonus for our subscribers. The comedy was in great 
hands with Gale Gordon and Sig Arno. And it was beautiful 
to look at, with Rene Hubert doing the costumes and Ter-
Arutunian the sets. Edward Greenberg, who directed it, 
took it to Lincoln Center. It was a hit but New York got 
only Munsel and Wright from my California cast. 
RICHARDSON: I didn't mean to skip ten years. 
LESTER: Lots of interesting things happened here in those 
ten years. Here's one of them: I had sold Mitzi Gaynor's 
contract to Twentieth Century-Fox with a clause in it that 
I could have her for one show for a maximum of one year, 
provided I gave them advance notice and that my dates 
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did not conflict with any shooting schedule they had for her 
at the time I wanted her. I knew that if I did not take 
advantage of it quickly, there would always be conflicting 
dates. Yip Harburg and Fred Saidy had had a short-run, un-
derfinanced show with a good idea, some very good material, 
and two roles that needed stars, which they didn't have 
in New York. One of the roles was a natural for Mitzi. For 
the other role I could get Bobby Clark. I was able to clear 
Mitzi with the studio, made arrangements with the authors to 
come out immediately and work on the rewrite, and we sched-
uled it to close our 1952 season. The title was Jollyanna. 
Now came a new element. Fox Studios needed a considerable 
amount of money they could not borrow from their usual 
sources. They made a pitch to get the loan from Howard 
Hughes. He agreed, but one of his conditions was that he 
would acquire Mitzi Gaynor's contract for RKO Studios, 
which he owned. Hughes was very keen about Mitzi. He rec-
ognized that she was a big talent and he also had a yen for 
attractive young girls. Fox was willing to surrender Mitzi's 
contract but explained, "At the present time, she is under 
contract to Edwin Lester for a show, so you will have to 
wait until he is through with her before you can have her." 
Now Howard Hughes was not the kind of person who was in-
clined to wait for anything. One of Hughes's disciples— 
there were a few who were close to him—an agent named Walter 
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Kane, a nice guy with whom I was pleasantly acquainted, 
approached me out of a clear sky and told me I should look 
for a replacement for Mitzi Gaynor because Howard Hughes 
was buying her contract from Fox. I told him that releasing 
her was out of the question. He said, "Nobody says no to 
Howard Hughes." I said, "This time, somebody did." We 
talked a little longer and that was it. A day or so later, 
Kane called me and said, "Ed, I want to make a date for you 
with Howard Hughes." The date was set up immediately and 
we met in a little bungalow that Hughes used as one of his 
auxiliary offices. It was in the back of some cafe or 
some other inconspicuous little place of business on the 
Sunset Strip in a very secluded spot. Meeting Hughes was 
not a particularly exciting experience for me. Looking back 
on it, it's more interesting now than it was then. I would 
say at that time he was probably about fifty. Hughes reit-
erated what he wanted. Now this was about—maybe two months 
before Jollyanna was supposed to go into rehearsal. I 
explained to him that the matter of putting repertoire to-
gether is very difficult and this package of Bobby Clark 
and Mitzi is unique. "She has so many dimensions as a 
comedienne, a singer, and dancer, I don't know how I could 
possibly replace her. Further, we have announced her so 
we must go through with it." I explained also that if 
Jollyanna was a success, I planned to take the show to New 
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York. We discussed the thing back and forth and I finally 
said to him, "There's only one way I can accommodate you. 
That is if you are prepared to reimburse the Civic Light 
Opera for any loss that it would sustain, including loss of 
goodwill, by having to substitute another show—presuming 
I could get one. I would have to pay off Bobby Clark's 
contract and settle with the authors, among other things. 
I would venture to say that it could cost you $250,000 or 
more." He shook that off and said, "No, I'm not interested 
in that." I said, "It's a realistic figure. It might come 
to less, but it could be that much and you'd have to be pre-
pared to pay for it." We were getting no place, but all 
very pleasantly. Now he began trying to impress me with 
all that he could do for me. Finally he said, "How would 
you like to be the head of all musical productions at RKO 
Studios?" I said, "I don't know whether I would like it 
or not, but that's something we can discuss at some later 
date if you're really interested. However, it can't have 
anything to do with what we are talking about now." He 
asked me to give it some more thought. I told him there 
was really no chance except that Mitzi might become avail-
able at the end of the California engagement about five 
months hence. We parted on a friendly note. A very inter-
esting thing happened after that. Hughes was not used to 
being thwarted. It was the days of McCarthyism. McCarthy 
had stirred up so much mud. That was in the era of Red 
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Channels. I don't know whether you remember Red Channels, 
but it was the anticommunist publication that sought to 
crucify anybody who had the tiniest bit of suspicion 
attached to him as being friendly to a communist cause or 
having a friend about whom there could be the remotest 
question. The mere mention in Red Channels was poison. 
It was one of the most violently vicious influences in 
American history. A lot of innocent people were hurt very 
badly, and only a few who were hurt deserved it. But it 
gave McCarthy a big following. Anyway, one of the authors 
of the show I was going to put Mitzi in had been mentioned 
in Red Channels, although he had never been called for a 
congressional inquiry. There was nothing concrete that 
anybody could say about him except that he was an outspoken 
liberal. The first thing we knew, the American Legion 
started after us and began a program of propaganda against 
this particular author. 

RICHARDSON: Did they also go after the Civic Light Opera? 
LESTER: They were putting pressure on our board to not 
present the work of this so-called communist-sympathizer. 
I may be unjustly accusing Howard Hughes, which would be 
totally unfair because he can't answer. But it just seemed 
to me he was not taking my rejection lying down. If he 
could get us to cancel Jollyanna and I didn't come up with 
another vehicle immediately for Mitzi Gaynor, then he could 
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have his way. It got to the point where the department 
commander of the American Legion asked for a meeting with 
my board of directors. We arranged for him to come to a 
luncheon meeting at the University Club. He came down from 
Sacramento for it and made the case against this author. 
Fortunately, the board was a very strong one and before we 
had ever asked the gentleman to come in and address us, I 
had posted them on what this may have resulted from; he was 
going to a considerable expense in making the trip to talk 
about something from which the American Legion couldn't 
profit. Anyway, when he was answering questions I said, 
"May I ask who defrayed your expenses to make this trip 
down?" He turned rather red, paused a moment and answered, 
"The Legion." I said, "Couldn't someone from the Hollywood 
Legion have discussed it with us?" There was more parleying 
and he left quite discomfited, mission unaccomplished. It 
did disturb two members of the board, respected .citizens 
but way over to the right, who resigned from the board as 
a result of it. One of them died shortly after. The other 
wanted to come back on the board at a later date but the 
board would not accept him. Anyway, we did the show on 
schedule. It was very good and entertaining but not suf-
ficiently so to warrant our taking it to New York. 
RICHARDSON: Did Hughes acquire Mitzi's contract? 
LESTER: No—not to my knowledge, but he certainly campaigned 
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for her personally with all kinds of attention. Naturally 
a girl is flattered when someone of that much importance 
displays that much interest. Where the ordinary beau might 
send flowers or candy, here's a sample of a Howard Hughes 
wooing. Mitzi's mother always traveled with her. While 
Jollyanna was playing in San Francisco, Hughes phoned Mitzi 
from Los Angeles and asked if she would like to go dancing 
at the Fairmont some night after the show. He arranged to 
have her agent, Mitchell Hamilburg, a very nice man, come 
up from Los Angeles for the occasion to make it a foursome 
with Mitzi's mother. He told Mitzi that his chauffeur 
would pick up the three of them at the stage entrance. At 
the appointed time, the chauffeur drove them to the Fairmont, 
where Hughes was waiting for them at the entrance to the 
nightclub room. The orchestra was there, a headwaiter, 
waiters and busboy, but there was no one else in the dining 
room—just one table was set on the dance floor for this 
particular foursome and that was the evening of dancing and 
supper. Hughes had simply bought the entire room for the 
evening. 

RICHARDSON: Wow! 
LESTER: That was just a sidelight on the way Hughes operated. 
RICHARDSON: How was Mitzi Gaynor reacting to Howard Hughes's 
attention? 
LESTER: That was her business. I never heard any scandal 
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of any kind associating her with Hughes. She was a very 
smart girl on her own, well chaperoned by her mother at 
the time, and since has married very happily, very successfully. 
So I have no reason to believe that Howard Hughes's wooing 
went very far. It's rather significant that she never did 
work for him. 
RICHARDSON: I suppose any young girl would have been swept 
off her feet. 
LESTER: [laughter] That's an awful lot of money to say no to. 
RICHARDSON: She didn't try to get out of playing in Jolly-
anna? 
LESTER: No. Not at all. She had a contract and she is a 
performer all the way. Jack Cole choreographed a Shehera-
zade number for her in Jollyanna with Gwen Verdon as his 
assistant. It was very sexy but very funny because Mitzi 
did it with such humor. After the Los Angeles opening, Mr. 
Brainard told me that the church would have never let me 
get by with it if it had been anybody but Mitzi. She was 
brilliant then and has grown constantly greater with the 
years. I consider her the outstanding performer in the 
business. 
RICHARDSON: It would appear that you were not much inter-
ested in the personal lives of your artists. 
LESTER: Actually, I have been rather close to most of the 
principals who worked for me, and the kids in the ensemble 
always felt that they could come and talk to me about their 
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professional problems and amibitions. I never had much 
interest in gossip. If you want the inside dope on a com-
pany's personal goings-on, the place to get it firsthand 
is from the wardrobe mistress. 
RICHARDSON: Thanks for the tip. Was there anything else of 
note in the 19 5 2 season? 
LESTER: Nothing in the season itself. But wait a moment— 
yes, what I have always called our Lewis and Clark expedition. 
RICHARDSON: Lewis and Clark? 
LESTER: For several years, we had wanted to expand. It 
seemed a crime to give so much time, effort, and expense 
to the production of our revivals and limit the playing 
time to Los Angeles and San Francisco. But the shows were 
costly to operate and not built for one-week stands. Brav-
ing New York with a revival was a big gamble at a big ex-
pense. However, for several years, we had had a lot of 
pressure from the Northwest to take shows up there to 
Seattle and Portland—both presumably good show towns. It 
so happened that in '52 we were playing two hit imports, 
geared to travel, so I thought, this is the year to give 
the local impressarios a chance to set up subscription 
seasons. We had sure-fire ammunition for them for a three-
show series consisting of Song of Norway, which we were 
reviving for our fifteenth anniversary season, South Pacific, 
and Call Me Madam—all three major New York hits, none of 
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which had ever played in the northwest. The local author-
ities in Portland and Seattle were ecstatic and we gave 
them the benefit of our selling experience. It was a noble 
experiment that was no good. 
RICHARDSON: Why? 
LESTER: Not enough business with those three shows to meet 
expenses—not even for South Pacific. My northwest pio-
neering days were over. I'm sure both cities are better 
now—but I'll leave them to Merrill, Lynch. 
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TAPE NUMBER: V, SIDE ONE 

RICHARDSON: The year 19 53 was your original production of 
Kismet. That must have been an exciting year. 
LESTER: As I look back on it, I'm glad I was only fifty-
eight. Twenty years later I'd have found that season pretty 
hard to handle. Homer Curran had passed away late in '52. 
We felt his loss deeply—he was a good friend, an under-
standing partner, a wonderful ally. Now we had to take 
over all the responsibility for San Francisco, which we had 
never organized. We had to deal with a new landlord and 
all kinds of complications occasioned by the settlement of 
Homer's estate. We were now in fact the San Francisco Civic 
Light Opera Association. But let's talk first about Kismet. 
RICHARDSON: You said you had once planned it for Lawrence 
Tibbett, and later for Pinza. 
LESTER: I think I've told you that as a kid occupying 
standing room, which I always preferred to sitting in the 
balcony, I saw Otis Skinner in Kismet. He was the leading 
American actor of his time, and Kismet was his greatest 
vehicle. It left such a strong impression on me that when 
I started producing musicals, I had a vision of what could 
be done with Kismet. At that time I wanted to do it with 
a score adapted from Tschaikowsky. In 19 38 or '39. I took 
an option with the representatives of the Knoblock estate 
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for the rights to make a musical of Kismet. In those days 
options weren't expensive. I think my first one was $500 
a year. I had a grandiose idea about making it truly spec-
tacular, planned only for great big auditoriums, like the 
Shrine here, big opera houses, et cetera. I wanted Lawrence 
Tibbett, who was the king of the hill in the American operatic 
realm, to play it. I had known Tibbett for a long time and 
I offered him $10,000 a week to play Hajj in Kismet as a 
change of pace for twenty-five weeks. That was a lot of 
money in those days even for him, but he didn't want to dis-
turb his opera career, so for the moment I forgot it until 
Pinza. After that it continued to bug me until I hit upon 
the idea of Alfred Drake. Alfred was very much interested; 
he read the original play, and any actor reading it would 
be fascinated with it. I told him what I wanted to do with 
the music, and I signed a contract with him late in '52, 
this time to premiere Kismet in the 19 53 Civic Light Opera 
season. 

RICHARDSON: But you didn't have a book or a score? 
LESTER: I protected myself, that in the event Kismet wasn't 
ready in time, Drake would do a revival of Kiss Me, Kate 
in its place. The Kismet development became quite involved. 
Because MGM owned the picture rights to the play, I nego-
tiated a conventional deal with Kenneth McKenna (one of 
the very nice guys in the picture business) who was the head 
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of the story department at MGM, wherein MGM could later 
acquire the picture rights to our musical version for one-
third less than the best competitive offer made to us, or 
if they didn't want the musical, they would get one-third 
of whatever we sold it for. Next I sold the idea to the 
best writer I knew, Charles Lederer, who agreed to write 
the book. Lederer at that time was paid as much as $1,000 
a day for motion picture writing, and he said to me, "You 
know, I can't afford to give this full time on the small 
advance that you can pay me, and because the time is so 
short, would you object to my splitting the job and the 
royalty with a collaborator friend, a good writer named 
Luther Davis? He's in the same boat that I am, writing 
for pictures. We'll work together as much as we can and 
we'll arrange our picture commitments so that at least 
one of us will always be available to you until the show 
is set." So that was agreed upon. In the meantime I 
called Wright and Forrest, who had done Norway and Gypsy 
Lady for me, and told them about the project. They were 
highly excited about it and ready to start as soon as 
we had some book to go from. We were still talking about 
adapting Tschaikowsky until one night at a concert I 
heard the Polovetsian Dances from Prince Igor by Borodin, 
which I'd heard before and forgotten how great they were. 
I called Wright and Forrest and said, "What about Borodin?" 
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Bob Wright said, "We were just going to call you. We had 
the same idea; Borodin might be more Oriental and more 
right for this than Tschaikowsky. 11 And that's how we 
switched to Borodin. I told them I'd let them know after 
I had seen enough material from Lederer and Davis to deter-
mine whether or not we were really going to go ahead with 
Kismet for 1953, postpone it, or forget it. 
RICHARDSON: When was this? 
LESTER: Early in January. It was one evening about the 
fifteenth of the month when Lederer called me and said, 
"Come on over. We've got a first scene written and we'd 
like to find out whether you like it or not." Well, they 
had done a brilliant job. They had gotten rid of the "thees" 
and "thous" in the original, concocted a whole new plot twist, 
given Drake a much more fun character than it had been be-
fore, while preserving the atmosphere of the Knoblock play. 
I was captivated by it and said, "It's great. We'll go 
ahead with it for the 19 53 season." I immediately phoned 
Wright and Forrest and said, "Get busy, fellas. We're 
opening Kismet in July." 
RICHARDSON: How could you set a date for the opening of 
a big show like that when all you had was one scene of a 
book, now songs, no cast, no . . . 
LESTER: Betty, you forget how quickly we did Song of 
Norway. I now had nine years more experience in putting 
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shows together. In this instance I had a star, two excellent 
writers who knew where they were going with the story, we 
had glorious source music from which to draw, and Wright 
and Forrest who were masters of adapting and lyricizing 
the classics. Another thing that I'd learned: many of 
the best shows are the ones that are done fast when enthu-
siasm carries the ball. 
RICHARDSON: Were you allowing time for any break-in or pre-
views? 
LESTER: We didn't need it. We had a friendly subscription 
audience; and even if we weren't smooth they always got 
their money's worth in good personalities, good music, good 
singing, good dancing, and beautiful scenery and costumes. 
RICHARDSON: What about the critics? 
LESTER: In those days, they had watched us grow, they 
understood our problems (no New Havens), they respected our 
standards, and when they couldn't help, they didn't try to 
hurt. We opened all of our shows cold in either Los Angeles 
or San Francisco. The critics in both areas were well 
qualified and there wasn't a show-off among them. 
RICHARDSON: You were fortunate on the show-off bit. 
LESTER: I found that out when a new generation came in 
whose main objective was to demonstrate their cleverness. 
But let's get back to Kismet--a lot of unexpected things 
were about to happen. About three days after I had said, 
"Full steam ahead, 11 Ken McKenna called me from MGM and 
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said, "Ed, I have to do something that I've never done be-
fore in my life, but I'm caught in it. We can't make the 
deal with you for the Kismet picture rights. Arthur Freed 
has just decided that he wants to do a musical picture of 
Kismet himself." McKenna was embarrassed but we had not yet 
drawn a contract so that was that. I immediately got hold 
of Lederer and Davis and explained: "Do you want to tackle 
this with no picture rights from which you can get any money? 
And if MGM comes out with a picture before we're ready, we're 
dead." Fortunately, they both had a great deal of exper-
ience at MGM—Lederer particularly—and they said, "By the 
time MGM has something ready for production, it will be a 
year from now. To hell with them. Let's go ahead and do 
it and let them worry about us." So I said, "Okay with me, 
as long as you know the circumstances." When I notified 
Wright and Forrest, their reaction was the same. Ultimately, 
MGM did have to buy the picture rights from us. 
RICHARDSON: How long did it take Lederer and Davis to write 
the show? 

LESTER: Except for snags, we had a rough draft by May. 
Don't forget that a lot of the writing goes on while a 
show is in rehearsal and for many weeks after it opens. 
But we're still a long way from rehearsal. Along about 
February, after we had announced Alfred Drake in Kismet, 
I received a visit from an officer of the Hollywood American 
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Legion. He advised me that we could not use Alfred Drake. 
Alfred had sung at a benefit which was for an organization 
that was on the attorney general's questionable list. Red 
Channels had accordingly put Alfred Drake and everybody who 
participated in that concert on their blacklist. 
RICHARDSON: How awful. 
LESTER: I told my visitor that I knew Drake very well and 
didn't believe he was guilty of anything and I would make 
my own investigation. I discussed it with Robert Lantz, 
Alfred's agent. It apparently had come up elsewhere 
and Elias had gotten his information on the handling of such 
matters from a federal judge who had been involved in the 
cases of a lot of people who were accused, most of them 
falsely. He convinced me that Alfred was completely inno-
cent of being mixed up in any communist activities of any 
kind. He had said yes to a benefit because somebody else 
he knew had said yes to it and they were both equally inno-
cent. I said to Elias, "How do we go about this?" He 
answered that if I could get to George Sokolsky, who was 
then a major columnist for the Hearst papers, and violently 
anticommunist—if I could convince him, he could pull the 
necessary strings. I called Sokolsky, got an appointment 
with him at his apartment in upper Manhattan. I found him 
a very likable man and we got along very well. When I 
talked to him, he listened very carefully, very reasonably, 
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and explained his position to me to which I listened respect-
fully and understood. By the end of the afternoon we had 
become friends. He believed me and said, "I'll tell you how 
we will handle this. I will call George O'Neill [then the 
national commander of the American Legion, stationed in Wash-
ington] . O'Neill will be guided by my judgment. Don't 
worry about it. You go ahead with Mr. Drake and I will see 
that he gets the clearance necessary." So I came back to 
Los Angeles very happy that I had cleared things up not 
only for my own purposes but for Alfred to be forever re-
lieved of that accusation. Not too long after, the Holly-
wood Legion officer who had talked to me originally called 
on me and said, "I see you are still advertising Alfred 
Drake and you haven't changed your mind. Is it going to 
be good business for you to have a lot of propaganda from 
the Legion about your Mr. Drake?" I said, "You fellas in 
the Legion better get your heads together because my clear-
ance came from George O'Neill, your national commander." 
He was very much surprised. The word may have been passed 
on to the Legion, but apparently this guy didn't know it. 
He was still out to do battle. The Hollywood Legion was 
high among the avid vigilantes at the time because that 
post included a great many writers and actors who were not 
working. Every time anybody stained with the stigma of 
being pro-communist was put out of work, it meant that 
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some Legion member might get a job. 
RICHARDSON: I had never heard that before. 
LESTER: It's water over the dam and best forgotten. I men-
tioned it only because it was among the unforeseeable prob-
lems with Kismet. 
RICHARDSON: Were there more? 
LESTER: Several—although a little less extraordinary. For 
example, Charlie Lederer and Luther Davis had never met Bob 
Wright and Chet Forrest, with whom they were going to have 
to collaborate. The two teams were totally different—the 
authors down-to-earth guys, toughened by film industry poli-
tics; the music partnership sensitive and exemplary in their 
behavior. Davis made no pretense of knowing anything about 
music; Lederer had very definite opinions about it with very 
little sense of the classical which was where we were going. 
I should add here that Charlie Lederer was a brilliant mind 
and the greatest wit I've ever known. He had a terribly 
sharp tongue, never hesitated to say exactly what he thought 
on any subject, and sometimes what he thought could be very 
devastating. The day Bob and Chet arrived in Los Angeles 
to start working collaboratively, they came to my house and 
I had Charlie over, meeting them for the first time. After 
a little get-acquainted session they said, "Well, we'll give 
you just a taste of the first idea that we have for a love 
song." They then played the main melodic theme of Borodin's 
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Polovetsian Dances. They didn't have the lyric, only the 
title, "Stranger in Paradise." Lederer sat there and lis-
tened to the first music for the play he was writing. I 
flipped and said, "I love it!" I turned to Charlie and 
said, "Charlie, how did you like it?" He answered in dead 
earnest, "I thought it was appalling." [laughter] Nice 
beginning for a collaboration, eh? But he got over that 
and things went very smoothly with a fine camaraderie. Early 
in the proceedings, Wright and Forrest said to Lederer and 
Davis, "There's a beautiful string quartet of Borodin's 
which we would love to do as a vocal quartet for our four 
major singing principals, but we haven't the slightest idea 
of a situation to get the four of them on the stage at one 
time with a logical story development that would make the 
quartet possible. We'll give you a gorgeous musical number 
if you can give us a quartet situation to lyricize." A 
week later, Charlie tells the boys, "We've got your quartet 
situation," and he gave the scene to them very proudly. Bob 
and Chet were delighted; they said, "This is just what we 
need, just what we want." Now they proceeded to adapt and 
set lyrics to it. A few evenings later, they came to my 
house and played it for me. I thought it brilliant and 
said so. They went from my house to Lederer's, a few blocks 
away, to play it for him. The next morning at 8:00 my phone 
rang, and it was Bob Wright. He said, "Ed, we had a very 
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bad experience last night at Charlie Lederer's. We did the 
quartet for him and he hated it. He raged about how hard 
he and Luther had worked to give us the scene and we come 
up with this lousy number. He was so abusive that for the 
first time in our careers, we walked out of a conference. 
From now on, we will have no further conversation with him 
on any subject. All communication with him will be done 
through you. We will not speak again to Charles Lederer." 
They were that deeply insulted. Naturally I tried to smooth 
it over with, "Well, you know Charlie. He gets off on a 
tangent," et cetera, but Wright was adamant. At about 8:30 
my phone rings, and it's Charlie, very contrite. "Ed, the 
boys played that lousy quartet for me last night. I be-
haved very badly. I'm very much ashamed of myself. I love 
those guys and I wouldn't offend them for the world. I 
called their apartment to apologize but there was no answer." 
I said, "Well, Charlie, first, you happen to be all wrong 
about the song—but aside from that, they were very, very 
hurt, so by all means, call them and tell them how regretful 
you feel." I gave him the number at which he could reach 
them. My phone rings again twenty minutes later, Bob Wright 
on the phone, and he's laughing, and he said, "Ed, forget 
what we said to you this morning. Charlie just called and 
he was very sweet and very abject in his apology." And I 
said, "That's fine Bob. I knew it would be all right." Then 
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he started laughing again and I said, "What are you laughing 
at?" He said, "At the end of the telephone conversation, 
after all of the apology, he said, 'I still want you to know 
that I think the number is lousy.'" 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] Oh dear! Did you make any change 
in the quartet? 
LESTER: Not a word nor a note. The title of that song was 
"And This Is My Beloved." 
RICHARDSON: Could we pause here and have you indicate how 
Wright and Forrest do their research when they adapt from 
an established composer? 
LESTER: Well, they first familiarize themselves completely 
with the works of the composer, everything they can get 
their hands on: recordings, sheet music or old scores, in-
cluding some very obscure material. They catalog and class-
ify it with two to four stars. Four stars indicates music 
that must be used; three stars, very good as needed to serve 
the story; two stars, usable in emergencies; and no stars, 
forget it. 
RICHARDSON: How much do they change from the original? 
LESTER: A great deal. Adaptation is not as easy as it 
seems. There have been all kinds of attempts of this nature 
and by good musicians—shows based on Chopin, Mozart, Liszt, 
Tschaikowsky, Offenbach—you name it--and only three suc-
cesses: Blossom Time, Song of Norway, and Kismet. Wright 
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and Forrest did two of the three. 
RICHARDSON: Did you have any other unusual problems with 
Kismet? 
LESTER: We were to go into rehearsal in June, and as of May 
we couldn't agree on a director. Lederer and Davis, being 
essentially film writers, had the built-in hatred for directors 
who, in the making of pictures, ride roughshod over writers. 
They didn't know the directors I suggested and I would not 
agree to anyone who had not had musical theater experience. 
The two or three people we would both accept were not avail-
able. Because action was necessary, I proceeded to function 
on things that would normally be done by a director. I en-
gaged the choreographer, also the designers, whose work I got 
into the scenic and costume shops as fast as I could. I 
started the casting, conferring of course with the collabor-
ators—all this while they were still fumbling for a director. 

Now I must digress to something different but relevant. 
In planning the rest of our 19 5 3 repertoire, I wanted to make 
it easy for myself, because Kismet was a big project and was 
going to need more than normal time and attention from me. 
There was no worthwhile show available in New York. The only 
show on the horizon that could relieve me of production re-
sponsibility was a musical version of Carnival in Flanders 
that Paula Stone was producing for Broadway. It had been 
a very good motion picture and Paula had lined up excellent 
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craftsmen in all departments with a then-flashy new Broadway 
star, Dolores Gray, heading a very attractive cast. The deal 
was that we would pay the show's operating expenses in Calif-
ornia, plus $100,000 profit, which was half what it would have 
cost us to produce a revival in those days. Paula was obli-
gated to break in her show in Philadelphia for two weeks be-
fore coming to Los Angeles. An unproven show was a risk but 
I put it up to my board, who heard it auditioned and agreed 
that the deal should be made. For the other two shows I 
picked Carousel, which we had never presented, and got Rouben 
Mamoulian to direct it; and I programmed a revival of The 
Great Waltz—this time starring Dorothy Kirsten and John 
Charles Thomas, with Arno and many of my 1949 cast back--so 
I thought I would be reasonably free for Kismet. This time 
we were opening all four shows in Los Angeles and then moving 
each of them up to San Francisco. Carousel opened the season, 
was excellent, and drew well. The Great Waltz followed, and 
was very strong. (Remind me to tell you a couple of inter-
esting things about it later.) But we still had'no director 
for Kismet and we would be going into rehearsal in three weeks. 
Now Carnival in Flanders was opening in Philadelphia and I 
flew East to check it. It was a shock when I least needed it. 
It got bad notices in Philly and was doing no business. Paula 
was desperate. She had earlier changed writer and director. 
Her capital, including our $50,000 advance, was exhausted and 
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she was now losing money she didn't have. 
RICHARDSON: How does one do that? 
LESTER: It's been one of the fascinating customs in show busi-
ness, except for a handful of established producers. That's 
why the various unions require bonds to insure their members' 
salaries. When I got together with Paula, her husband-partner, 
and her manager, after I had seen the show, I told them that it 
had no chance on Broadway; they should close it now and I would 
release them from their commitment to us. Their one hope of 
keeping the show alive was the other half of the $100,000 guar-
anteed profit in California, and the eight-week engagement would 
be their chance to repair the show for New York. They were fu-
tilely trying to raise another $100,000 to keep going and pay 
for needed changes. I gave Paula until Monday to let me know 
if they could deliver. 
RICHARDSON: Did you have any show to take its place? 
LESTER: No. But summer was coming and I might now pick up 
something in New York that was not available earlier. 
RICHARDSON: What happened? 
LESTER: I found another show, called Hazel Flagg. It wasn't 
very good but it was much better than Carnival in Flanders. 
I set up a contingent deal and told Hazel Flagg that I would 
let them know on Tuesday. I was flying back to California 
on Friday and started preparing announcements on the substi-
tution of Hazel Flagg for Carnival in Flanders. With no funds 
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to continue, Paula closed her show on Saturday in Philadelphia 
and took her company back to New York. On Monday, I received 
a joyous phone call from her. They had gotten their $100,000. 
They were back in rehearsal in New York, would make repairs, 
and come to California as scheduled. 
RICHARDSON: Do you know where she got the money? 
LESTER: I don't know, but the rumor was that it came from a 
Texas oil man who was enchanted with Dolores Gray. I was get-
ting a show I didn't want but at least the suspense was over. 
Meanwhile, before I had left for Philadelphia, Robert Lantz 
had made an authoritative recommendation and an appointment 
for a young director, Albert Marre, to come there to meet 
with me as a directorial solution for Kismet. Lantz had sent 
him a script. The meeting took place the morning after I had 
seen Carnival in Flanders and had slept very little. How I 
could have had any judgment on anything at that particular 
time, I'll never know. But I was totally impressed and I 
engaged Albert Marre on the spot. Among my duties on my re-
turn was to notify my collaboration that we had our director. 
Wright and Forrest trusted my judgment and were delighted. 
But Lederer and Davis descended on me with a force just short 
of the guillotine. I had broken every rule; they didn't know 
Mr. Marre, had never heard of him, et cetera. I said, "When 
he gets here, if you don't like him, I'll pay him off and 
then you find somebody that suits me." Marre arrived a few 
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days later and in his first conference with Lederer and Davis, 
which I deliberately did not attend, he had them eating out 
of his hand. After the meeting, they called me to apologize 
and were immediately getting busy on changes he had suggested. 
RICHARDSON: That must have been fun for you. 
LESTER: It was partial compensation for being stuck with 
Carnival in Flanders. 
RICHARDSON: How did that do? 
LESTER: It certainly wasn't profitable but it had some merit. 
It was like a cake, full of good ingredients but badly baked; 
edible but not good. LACLOA1s president at the time, a very 
wise, elderly lawyer, Eric Scudder, volunteered opening night, 
"This show is not too bad and you mustn't waste a minute's 
time worrying about it. Just concentrate on Kismet which is 
important and this isn't." 
RICHARDSON: That was good advice at the right time. 
LESTER: And I was damned glad to get it. 
RICHARDSON: And what happendd to Carnival in Flanders? 
LESTER: Our audiences didn't mind it. The press did. It 
later lasted a week on Broadway. In my vocabulary, it became 
a four-letter word. But Paula Stone and I are still good 
friends. 
RICHARDSON: How did the Civic Light Opera audiences react to 
Kismet when it opened? 
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LESTER: Very well. There were a lot of things that still had 
to be done to it, like any new show, but it was colorful, gay, 
and beautifully performed—the best thing Alfred Drake ever 
did, and the late Doretta Morrow was a lovely co-star. Aud-
iences enjoyed the score but didn't fully appreciate how really 
great it was until much later as it began to become an out-
standing piece of musical theater literature. Albie Marre did 
a masterful job and Jack Cole's choreography is still fresh 
after more than a quarter of a century. 

RICHARDSON: How did his choreography compare with his Magdalena? 
LESTER: No one thing to compare with the "Broken Pianolita," 
but Jack gave Kismet a unique style. Having worked with him 
before, I knew how temperamental he was: if something didn't 
suit him, he could go into a tantrum and walk out. So I pro-
tected myself by engaging Eugene Loring to stage the vocal num-
bers. Jack hated singers anyway and by having Loring on the 
staff, I had another choreographer at my disposal if I had 
trouble with Jack. It worked well because Loring was valuable 
in styling the singers. There were a couple of occasions when 
Jack did walk out, but nobody had to run after him and baby 
him. So he'd walk around the block, cool off, and come back 
ready to work again as if nothing had happened. 
RICHARDSON: How was the box office? 
LESTER: Very good in Los Angeles, not so good in San Fran-
cisco—exactly the reverse of the reception to Magdalena— 
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Kismet lost a lot of money in San Francisco for which we were 
not prepared; and when we weren't in a position to finance our 
New York opening, old reliable Dave Marks said, "What do you 
need to get you to New York?" When my answer was $75,0 00 to 
$100,000, he said, "I'll give it to you." Miss Pinkham, who 
was our general manager, went on to New York and arranged for 
our opening at the Hellinger. I had also instructed her to 
raise the $100,000 from a single investor in the East because 
I did not want to impose on Marks. She had succeeded after a 
series of rebuffs in getting a commitment. But Jack Cole 
wasn't nearly as ready as he should have been and we needed 
a big song-and-dance number in the second act, plus new cos-
tumes for it, so instead of going direct to New York, we were 
going to have to book Boston and maybe Philadelphia and suffer 
major losses in both cities. I foresaw a need for $250,000 
rather than $100,000. LACLOA had no such money available 
in the midst of this bad season of 19 53. At this juncture, 
Lederer's aunt, who was Marion Davies, said to Charlie, "If 
you need any money, I'll put it up." So Charlie came to me 
and said, "Would you care if Marion invested the necessary 
money and I became the general partner?" It was heaven. We 
made an arrangement wherein the Civic Light Opera would get 
25 percent of the profit. So that's the way we proceeded. 
Eleanor Pinkham continued as general manager and pulled off 
a few miracles in trying to retain some sense of business 
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where money was now too plentiful, minds were being changed 
daily, new things were being tried, all whims were being in-
dulged. I couldn't stand it. 
RICHARDSON: Too much money was quite a departure from the 
norm. 
LESTER: Example: Charlie Lederer had been a friend of Billy 
Rose's and Billy talked him out of the Hellinger and got him 
to go to the Ziegfeld. Miss Pinkham had to carry the brunt 
of that and managed to get Charlie off the hook at the Hellin-
ger without having to pay through the nose. Charles had a 
raft of old friends in the profession, all of whom were giving 
him advice. Finally everything was back as it was in San 
Francisco except two numbers, "Rhymes" and "Rahadlakum," 
for which Jack Cole had staged the vocal portion. 
RICHARDSON: How was it? 
LESTER: The vocal was fine, the setting lovely, and it 
helped the second act. But Cole never did lick the dance 
that he had worked on for six weeks. I did not spend all 
that extra time with the show and acted only as a friendly 
advisor and part-time collaborator, a few days each in Bos-
ton and Philadelphia. I was at the Warwick in New York on 
the Thursday before the opening at the Ziegfeld when I re-
ceived an early morning phone call from Jack Cole. My first 
question was, "Where are you calling from?" His answer was, 
"New York. I'm here trying to find a replacement for Beatrice 
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Kraft. I fired her last night in Philadelphia." Now, you 
don't remember Beatrice Kraft but she was the best East In-
dian and Oriental dancer of her time, had the big solo spot 
and several others in Kismet, and was actually irreplaceable, 
let alone in a few days before the New York opening. The 
situation was immediately quite clear to me: he knew he was 
unable to finish "Rahadlakum," so to give himself an excuse 
he had pulled this Beatrice Kraft stunt because she was ob-
viously more important to the show than the dance he had 
failed on and which was the reason for keeping the show on 
the road all this time. I said, "Jack, you better get the 
hell back to Philadelphia right now, make your peace with 
Bea Kraft, polish up what you've got, and forget the 'Rahadlakum' 
dance." That was all he wanted. Now he didn't have to face 
Charlie; he could blame it all on me. 
RICHARDSON: Did he ever finish the number? 
LESTER: No. Not in New York and not in London. When we 
did a California revival nine years later with Alfred Drake 
and Anne Jeffreys- (great in the Diener role), I had Jack's 
assistant, George Martin, who knew the show thoroughly, re-
stage the Cole dances. I engaged Jack and told him to leave 
the basic staging to Martin and he would have time now to 
stage the "Rahadlakum" dance. It had been beautifully orches-
trated in 19 53. Jack was very happy for the opportunity—but 
he didn't get anything accomplished. We opened that year in 
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San Francisco, we had a wonderful opening night and the show 
was better than ever. After the final curtain fell and we 
were all very elated, Jack said to me, "Tomorrow I'm going to 
start staging the 'Rahadlakum' dance." I said, "Tomorrow 
you're going home." 
RICHARDSON: How could anyone get away with that sort of thing? 
LESTER: Betty, for big talents, you put up with a lot. This 
man was a genius. 
RICHARDSON: I know that Kismet was a big hit on Broadway. 
What were the reviews in New York? 
LESTER: We opened during a newspaper strike. 
RICHARDSON: A ^newspaper strike? 
LESTER: No papers, no ads, no reviews. And here, Charlie 
Lederer pulled off one of his brilliant stunts. The one big 
late-night TV show, like Johnny Carson has been in later years, 
was Steve Allen. The fact that we could not get any newspaper 
notices in New York was a blessing because Kismet was not a 
favorite with critics. Charlie made arrangements for a lot 
of his pals in New York whom he had known for years to go 
directly to Steve Allen's show after they had attended the 
premiere. It was such a distinguished group of guests that 
Allen kept his show on the air for nearly a half-hour overtime. 
RICHARDSON: Who were they? 
LESTER: I don't remember all of them—but Charles MacArthur, 
Helen Hayes, Ben Hecht, Marc Connelly, Bennett Cerf were among 
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those present. And all of them knew how to talk. The next 
morning, the lines were around the block. Looking out of 
my window at the Warwick Hotel, which was right across the 
street from the Ziegfeld Theatre, and seeing these lines, I 
picked up the phone and called Jack Cole. I said, "Jack, if 
you want to see some real choreography, come take a look at 
the box office." 
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TAPE NUMBER: V, SIDE TWO 

RICHARDSON: Mr. Lester, before we leave the story of Kismet, 
could you tell us about its success on Broadway and then in 
London; also I think you mentioned something intriguing to 
me regarding the casting of Joan Diener in Kismet. 
LESTER: Kismet ran nearly two years in New York. One of the 
big factors in its success was the popularity of the songs on 
radio and TV. We had three numbers on the Hit Parade for 
weeks and weeks: "Stranger in Paradise," "Baubles, Bangles 
and Beads," and "This Is My Beloved." It would have been sold 
out for a much longer period but my contract with Alfred Drake 
was for one year only and I had agreed that if the show were 
to be done in London, he would get to do it. At the end of 
the year, Alfred, plus Doretta Morrow and Joan Diener, left 
for London, and the replacements were, at best, adequate so 
that the business did not hold up as it would have if we 
could have kept Alfred in New York. I was at a gathering 
with several prominent British theatrical figures who had 
seen Kismet in New York. They felt that Kismet would not go 
in London. I said, "I'm taking all bets because they have 
never seen or had anyone in London like Alfred Drake. That 
show with Alfred just cannot miss." Well, it did create a 
sensation in London and ran there very successfully for a 
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long period in a very big theater—the Stoll Empire. It 
suffered when the Americans left to come back home, but 
still ran nearly another year with English replacements. 
It's just been reopened, and enthusiastically received, in 
London with John Reardon in the Drake role. He is the first 
satisfactory replacement for Alfred that we have found. 
But Kismet is played constantly in the United States with 
other men and always seems to do well. One of the elements 
that makes it strong in revival is that the audience ar-
rives familiar with the three established song hits and now 
begins to appreciate the rest of that beautiful score. Now 
about the Joan Diener story. It involves another girl who 
shall go unnamed. The role of Lalume in Kismet was very 
difficult to cast. It called for a glamorous lady who 
could play comedy and who had the most difficult song in 
the show to sing: "Not Since Nineveh." We auditioned and 
auditioned—everyone we could think of or who was recommended. 
And I'd hate to tell you some of the big names in show 
business that auditioned for the role and just couldn't cut 
it. The two or three girls who could sing it weren't attrac-
tive enough. We were about to go into rehearsal and no 
Lalume. In desperation, we settled on a young red-haired 
actress, already a mini-star in films. She sang fairly 
well and was the best we had found. We put her under an 
Actors' Equity run-of-the-play contract, which obligates 
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her to play and us to pay as long as the show runs. Because 
I wanted her to get the maximum rehearsal, I asked Jack Cole 
to start right away on "Nineveh," which was natural because 
it was his first big dance number in the show and would fol-
low the vocal. After two days, I came into Jack1s rehearsal 
to watch the number. From the moment Lalume started to sing, 
he had his dancing girls doing all kinds of involved move-
ment behind her. It was a total misconception on his part. 
The biggest singing star in the world couldn't have sur-
mounted it. But she was a long way from a big singing star 
and it was obvious to me anyway that the young lady was a 
mistake. But I said nothing to Jack. I did something dirty— 
perhaps the most unethical thing I've ever done. I called 
her manager and asked him to come to rehearsal. When he 
arrived, I told him that I was concerned that this assign-
ment could endanger her career but I wanted him to decide 
for himself. I then took him into Jack Cole's rehearsal. 
He listened, watched, and turned pale. The first time there 
was a break, he got his client aside and talked to her. In 
minutes, he was asking me if I would release her. I said it 
was a problem because we had no one else—but I consented 
and they were grateful. Happily, she went back to her stu-
dio, which was glad to get her. During all this, the col-
laborators were busy elsewhere. I told them that we had no 
Lalume. The word went out that we were still in the market. 
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RICHARDSON: But you hadn't found anyone. 
LESTER: I had gotten rid of a disastrous run-of-the-play 
contract. And at least I was free to start looking again 
with no strings attached. And I could now tell Jack Cole 
to cut out the dancers during the vocal solo. Two days 
later an agent brought in a very attractive, sexy-looking 
girl who had had one small part in a play and another in 
a little revue in New York. She was in her early twenties; 
it was Joan Diener. Even then, she had a big voice, both 
in the chest register and high soprano, which has subse-
quently become dramatic. The minute I heard her I said 
this is the girl. Despite being desperate, the collabor-
ators and the director weren't as enthusiastic as I, but 
they agreed she was the best we had available. The con-
tract with Joan Diener was for $250 a week, which now is 
half what a good chorus person gets, but in those days 
for a young performer it was not bad. This time, because 
we weren't taking her away from a studio, I used what is 
known as the Equity minimum contract, under which either 
party is obligated only to two weeks' notice. However, 
management had the opportunity to convert that contract to 
the run-of-the-play form, provided that we made the conver-
sion within four days after the first performance and gave 
the actor a 25 percent increase over the original salary. 
When the time came for the conversion, my authors were still 
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completely unconvinced; they said we'll get somebody better, 
and I said you won't, but they were against a run-of-the-
play commitment and under the Dramatists' Guild agreement, 
authors have to approve casting. I was sure they were wrong, 
but I went to Joan and said, "As far as I'm concerned, you're 
going to play this part as long as this show lasts, but I 
cannot get the authors to make a permanent commitment now. 
One way I can show my appreciation is by paying you now the 
extra money that you would get if we converted the contract, 
so you're going to get an extra $75 a week, which will bring 
your salary to $325." Joan took it with good grace. After 
San Francisco, Charles Lederer was responsible for the finan-
cing. I was still active, but all the time the show was in 
San Francisco, Boston, Philadelphia, they were auditioning 
in New York and all over to replace Miss Diener, but they 
couldn't find a replacement to suit them. Joan kept her 
calm and did her job. Two weeks before the show was to 
open in New York, Miss Diener gave notice that she was 
leaving. Lederer was furious, but we had to have her and 
Charlie asked me to negotiate with her. I said, "I don't 
know what we're up against and anything I'd give her you'd 
be unhappy with. As an author, you were the principal ob-
jector. Now as a producer, you do the negotiating." He 
offered her another $100 a week. Her price was $650. She 
didn't budge and she was 100 percent right. She hadn't 
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been properly appreciated. She got her $650. 
RICHARDSON: Joan Diener later became Mrs. Albert Marre. 
LESTER: You've heard of love at first sight? 
RICHARDSON: Of course. 
LESTER: This was not. There was neither a mutual nor even 
a one-sided interest between them for over a year from when 
they first met. Then, after all that indifference, they 
suddenly discovered each other when they went to do Kismet 
in London. They were married shortly after, and it has been 
a very good marriage with two exceedingly bright grown-up 
children. 
RICHARDSON: You asked me to remind you of the 19 53 Great 
Waltz production. 
LESTER: As I told you, John Charles Thomas was back after 
ten years. He was no longer the singer he had been when he 
first appeared for us, but as Johann Strauss, Sr., he was 
playing the father of a grown-up son. John was still con-
certizing but where he had formerly worn a very complimen-
tary toupee, he was now doing his concerts with bald head 
although he still maintained his slim waistline. I asked 
him how come he had discarded the toupee, and he answered, 
"I used to want them to say 'Isn't he wonderful.' Now I 
want them to say, 'The old son-of-a-bitch can still sing.'" 
RICHARDSON: Was Charles Fredericks finally going to sing 
Jr. opposite Mr. Thomas? 
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LESTER: No. Fredericks was on my blacklist—one of only 
three people in my forty years of operation. 
RICHARDSON: Tell me why. 
LESTER: Later, perhaps. In that 19 53 Great Waltz, Dorothy 
Kirsten was our star and at the height of her career. I 
had a young lyric soprano named Dorothy Coulter who had 
been the bellwether of my singing ensemble at a double 
salary because the voice quality was so beautiful; it soared 
and made the whole soprano section sound lovely. She was 
exceedingly pretty too, but not a star-type personality. 
I was always hoping to find a role to show her off in, with-
out the responsibility for carrying a show. In the Great 
Waltz there was an ingenue operatic soprano role, the sweet-
heart of Strauss, Jr. So when we programmed the show, I 
decided that I finally had a role for Dottie Coulter. I 
was about to phone her the exciting news. Then I stopped 
short. I felt it was not fair to Kirsten, whose voice was 
beautiful but mature, to put her into competition with a 
gorgeous twenty-one-year-old voice, which was never going 
to be in Kirsten's class but at this particular time could 
make prettier sounds—if you know what I mean. I mentioned 
this to Miss Pinkham, who reminded me about a youngster she 
had seen as Laurie in one of the many touring companies of 
Oklahoma^ Her name was Florence Henderson. I had my con-
tact in New York run her down on tour, had her send me 
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photographs and a tape with an operetta soprano number. She 
sent me just the right number to judge by, "One Kiss" from 
The New Moon. I sent her a contract immediately. She sang 
very well, good intonation, enunciation, personality, arid a 
bright young voice (she was about eighteen, I think). She 
was great in the show, ideal opposite Kirsten, and unmis-
takably destined to be a somebody. She has played for me 
several times since and always a joy onstage and off. 
RICHARDSON: And how was Thomas? 
LESTER: Excellent, once he learned his part. Korngold wrote 
an extra song for him that lay beautifully and easily in his 
voice. He wanted something more taxing to sing. But we 
knew what we were doing and protected him against himself. 
RICHARDSON: Well, he must have enjoyed the experience with 
the Light Opera because he did keep coming back. 
LESTER: One of the things that John liked was that I always 
had good-looking singing girls. They were always chosen with 
voice the first consideration, but looks was a must. John 
liked to be in that atmosphere and the girls made a fuss 
over him. The degree to which he got around was his busi-
ness and theirs. 

RICHARDSON: You indicated that he didn't learn his lines 
as readily as he should have. 
LESTER: One of the oft-told stories about John Charles was 
that following a performance of Traviata at the Metropolitan, 
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where he had done a beautiful Germont, someone was compli-
menting him on how great he was in it and he said, "This 
is a very nice role. I must learn it sometime." On one 
occasion in the Gypsy Baron with Frank Tours conducting, 
John forgot some lyrics so he stopped, looked at Tours and 
said, "Frank, what are those lyrics?" Tours read the lyrics 
to him and Thomas said, "Thank you," and proceeded to sing 
them. The audience loved it, of course. 
RICHARDSON: They love that kind of thing. 
LESTER: In the Great Waltz, which was the last show he 
played for me, we had a rehearsal schedule of three weeks. 
We had been rehearsing for nearly ten days when my director 
came to me and said, "I can't get your star to learn his 
part. I don't know what to do with him." So I said, "Leave 
him to me. When rehearsal starts this afternoon, you can be 
busy with the ensemble upstairs and I will take the cast re-
hearsal." When we began rehearsal, John was carrying his 
script and reading his lines from it. After a few minutes 
of this, I stopped him and said, "John, what the hell are 
you doing with the script in your hands? You should know 
this part by now; it isn't that big." He said, "Oh, I know 
it." "Okay," I answered, "then throw the script away." So 
he handed his script to the stage manager, came back into 
rehearsal and fluffed all over the place. I let him suffer 
until he asked to have the script handed back to him. At 
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that point, I said to him in front of the principals, "John, 
you're a wonderful inspiration to the young singers in this 
company. They worship you as a symbol of perfection and in-
stead of acting like it, you show no sense of responsibility 
whatsoever—a lovely example for aspiring young people." 
RICHARDSON: And how did he take that? 
LESTER: I expected him to fight back, but he didn't. He 
bit his lip, took his beating like a good boy, and went 
ahead and rehearsed as well as he could. Nothing further 
was said about it until the next morning; we met in the 
hallway en route for rehearsal, and he said to me, "Kid, 
you were pretty rough with me yesterday. You know, you 
really hurt me the way you talked to me. I couldn't sleep 
all night." I said, "Well, I hope you took advantage of it 
to learn your lines." To which he responded, "You son of 
a bitch," laughed, and walked on. But our relationship 
was that kind. 
RICHARDSON: So you could be frank. 
LESTER: Oh sure. We had a lot of fun together. We were 
genuinely fond of each other. I disciplined him as well as 
I could, but I never could lose sight of how much he had 
contributed to my career, and I had contributed nothing to 
his. 
RICHARDSON: Can we talk a moment about that blacklist? 
LESTER: It's only worth a moment. In this business, you 
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can be awfully angry at somebody, but if you say he or she 
can never work for me again, or I will never do business 
again with that guy, you may want to change your mind someday, 
so why be embarrassed because you had indulged yourself in 
a big pronouncement. My blacklist was private. I mentioned 
Fredericks's name only because he died some years ago. I 
was on speaking terms with two of the three people I would 
never again employ. The third was a lady singer who repu-
diated verbal agreement and held us up for a considerable 
amount of money. I still had to direct her in the show but 
never spoke a social word to her. At the end of the engage-
ment, she sent me a gift—a sort of conscience-stricken 
peace offering. 
RICHARDSON: What was it? 
LESTER: I don't know. It was returned unopened. That's 
the longest I've ever stayed mad at anybody. 
RICHARDSON: Do you think you might be on someone else's 
hate list? 
LESTER: Perhaps. I've had to turn down a lot of people 
and fire a few. But it takes only a little extra time to 
handle unpleasant things on a human basis. That reminds 
me of a funny incident way back when I was with Piatt Music 
Company. As hard a businessman as Piatt was, he could never 
fire anybody, and if it were a long-time employee, he would 
even manage to be out of town when someone else was doing 
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the firing. We had a rather elderly saleswoman in our 
phonograph and radio departments who had been with him for 
twenty years. She had always been as hard as nails, abrupt 
and impatient, and she'd grown more crotchety with the 
years. We were getting constant complaints from customers 
whom she offended and we told Piatt that she had to go. 
She was well-off so no one was worried about her financial 
future. The head of her department, which was on the second 
floor of our building, dismissed her on a Thursday when 
Piatt was out of town. On the following Tuesday morning 
she was seated behind a desk on the mezzanine. What was 
she doing? Mr. Piatt had created a new job for her. She 
was now the complaint department. She lasted one more 
week. This time the vice-president of the company was del-
egated to do the firing. 
RICHARDSON: Well, where do we go from here? 
LESTER: How about Peter Pan? 
RICHARDSON: Yes, how about it? 
LESTER: I had always visualized Mary Martin as a perfect 
Peter Pan. The opportunity to get Mary for it arose when, 
following her triumph in South Pacific, she elected to do 
a straight play, with Charles Boyer co-starring, called Kind 
Sir, for the 1953-'54 season. It was scheduled to close on 
June 1. I flew to New York in February to propose a musi-
cal Peter Pan to Mary Martin and her manager-husband, 
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Richard Halliday. They were receptive and we agreed on a 
contract whereby Mary would play a total of ten weeks in 
the Los Angeles-San Francisco 19 54 season; four weeks was 
our regular subscription, and we added one week in each 
city because I felt it would be a strong attraction. Cal-
ifornia would be followed by Broadway, at Mary's option, 
but I proceeded to set it up as if Broadway were assured. 
Miss Martin had the usual approvals of songwriters, dir-
ector, cast, et cetera, and we started immediately to con-
fer on these elements. First and most important of all 
the things Mary wanted was that her daughter, Heller, then 
twelve or thirteen years old, play Wendy. Heller was a 
beautiful child and had some stage experience; she traveled 
and played with Mary in Annie Get Your Gun. She had had 
dance training at the Royal Ballet School in London while 
Mary was doing South Pacific there, and she had also been 
studying voice. It was a sure-fire box-office idea and I 
was all for it. Mary's choice of director was Jerome Rob-
bins, who had directed her brilliantly in a big TV spec. 
Despite his high standing as a choreographer, he had not 
yet succeeded in the theater as a choreographer-director. 
However, the talent was unmistakable and I agreed to Rob-
bins on condition that I could have a backup dialog direc-
tor as his assistant. I've told you about Cyril Ritchard, 
and after Captain Hook and Wendy, the rest of the casting 
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was relatively easy. My first try for authors was, natur-
ally, Rodgers and Hammerstein. They both liked the idea, 
particularly Mary as Peter Pan. Oscar Hammerstein, however, 
did not want to adapt Barrie; with his usual modesty he 
felt there was little he could contribute to it. So we were 
still looking. Driving home one night, Mary and Dick heard 
a recording of "Young at Heart." It caught their fancy and 
they made it a point to meet the young authors, Carolyn 
Leigh and Mark (Moose) Charlap. They were very enthusiastic 
and phoned me. I was somewhat dubious about working with 
inexperienced writers but I flew East and met them with 
Robbins. By that time, they had already written a couple 
of songs for Peter Pan as a sample of what they could do. 
Robbins's plan was to follow the original Barrie with only 
a few musical numbers, so we agreed that these young people 
could be okay for the songs. The package was now complete. 
Casting went smoothly, we got an excellent bunch of kids 
for the Lost Boys, a good ensemble, and the smaller roles 
were carefully cast. Margalo Gillmore, one of the distin-
guished veteran leading ladies of the theater, agreed to 
play Mrs. Darling, a small but important role. Robbins 
and I had agreed on Mary Hunter, an experienced drama dir-
ector, as his assistant. Robbins*s contract demanded 
approvals of designers and designs, but he hated to make 
decisions from sketches. His theory was that we should 
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go ahead and build scenery and costumes and if they weren't 
right, we could change them. That was not our way of oper-
ating. We did things twice only when something turned out 
much differently than expected. When Robbins refused to 
put his okay on sketches, we went ahead and built what we 
thought was right. He also had approval of orchestrators. 
When the two orchestrators with whom we could both be happy 
were not available, I brought in a third whom I felt would 
do a thoroughly good job for us. After I had introduced 
him to Robbins—and this was an orchestrator who played 
piano extremely well--Jerry said, "I won't take the respon-
sibility of okaying him." I answered, '*No one asked you to 
take the responsibility in the first place. I'll take it." 
In rehearsal, this very impatient young genius—and he is 
one—was courteous only to Mary Martin. She, in turn, was 
constantly acting as peacemaker when the director was abusing 
other members of the cast, including the Lost Boys, ages 
seven to thirteen, from whom he expected professional re-
sponses. Anyway, the show opened on time in San Francisco. 
It was well received but there were weak spots. New songs 
were needed that Leigh and Charlap could not seem to deliver 
to everybody's satisfaction. We brought in Comden and Green 
and Jule Styne to supplement the work of Carolyn Leigh and 
Moose Charlap. I had the job of breaking the news to them. 
Their royalties were not affected nor were they barred from 
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making further contributions. Charlap took it like a pro. 
But Miss Leigh enjoyed a few days of hysterics and outlived 
her usefulness to us at that point. Charlap continued to 
be helpful wherever possible. Miss Martin was still very 
dubious as to whether to go to New York with the show. She 
had to face a parade of well-wishing friends coming out 
from New York and giving her highly confusing and conflicting 
advice. The Hallidays and I had originally decided that 
Leland Hayward would be our New York producer. He had 
wanted to be, and among the advantages of Leland was that 
he had employed Robbins before and could get more out of 
him than anyone else. Unfortunately, Leland was no help, 
and in the fourth of our five weeks in San Francisco he 
decided to bow out. That was a convincer for Mary that 
she should not go to New York with the show. It so happened 
that I had been holding three weeks in the auditorium in 
Los Angeles for a post-season event (nonmusical) to follow 
Peter Pan, but the deal for it was still in negotiation. 
I said to the Hallidays, "You feel uncertain about this show. 
Let me tell you how I feel. I have three extra weeks avail-
able in Los Angeles and if you are willing to play them, 
making it eight in all, I will book Peter Pan for the 
three extra weeks right now." They couldn't believe it. 
They thought I was taking a big gamble, particularly be-
cause Mary was on a substantial salary and not a percentage 

281 



of the gross. I added, "The three extra weeks will give us 
more time to fix the show and begin the New York exploita-
tion." My confidence gave Mary the confidence she needed. 
Without those three weeks, Mary Martin's Peter Pan would 
have never made history, and Mary would have been deprived 
of her favorite role and the one by which she is best re-
membered. Dick Halliday and I (acting for the Civic Light 
Opera) became the co-producers of Peter Pan for New York. 
It called for relatively little extra financing and we had 
plenty of people eager to participate. 
RICHARDSON: Did those three extra weeks sell out? 
LESTER: Perhaps not out, but very close to it, and they 
were extremely profitable. In fact, as I recall, 1954 was 
one of the two or three most profitable seasons LACLOA has 
ever had. 
RICHARDSON: And how did the show do in New York? 
LESTER: It did well. We were making a modest profit and 
had nearly paid off our investors when NBC decided they 
wanted to televise it. They came to us at a time when 
their proposal offered a lot of revenue for the investors, 
for Mary, and for everyone concerned. It entailed our 
closing a few weeks later because they wanted it for holi-
day release. We couldn't eat our cake and have it so we 
decided on the TV, and no one has ever had cause to regret 
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RICHARDSON: Did you ever have any problems with Mary as a 
star? 
LESTER: One very serious one. Mary loved the flying. It 
was handled by Peter Foy, an Englishman who was the world's 
expert on flying and the equipment for it. The norm for a 
Peter Pan in flying speed, exciting as it was, was much too 
tame for Mary. She was constantly wanting it faster and 
faster. To give it to her on a side-to-side basis meant 
that she was frequently hitting the side brick walls of the 
theater. She was bruised but it didn't faze her. She was 
Miss Fearless Fosdick all the way. It was impossible to 
protect her. Time and again I would go backstage before a 
performance and give instructions to our crew who were 
handling the flying that they must take it easier. As soon 
as I had left the backstage area, Mary would go to them and 
say, "Don't you pay any attention to what Mr. Lester says. 
He isn't getting the bruises, I am, and I don't mind it." 
RICHARDSON: Wasn't it dangerous? 
LESTER: It certainly looked dangerous from the front, but 
naturally it increased the excitement, and Mary Martin was 
the type who would kill herself if she thought it would 
entertain the audience. I finally gave up. Fortunately 
we never had any accidents. 
RICHARDSON: Earlier you said that Heller Halliday was to 
play Wendy. I don't remember seeing her do it. 
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LESTER: She didn't—and as I look back on it I can say it 
created for me the most difficult moment in my forty years 
of producing. The prospect of Heller playing Wendy meant 
more to Mary than anything in her whole professional life. 
We had perfectly beautiful pictures of mother and daughter 
together out on the grounds of their Connecticut home. 
These were taken while Mary was still playing in Kind Sir. 
The pictures got national publicity. One evening when I 
was in New York, many weeks before we were to go into re-
hearsal, I was with Dick and Mary in her Kind Sir dressing-
room discussing Peter Pan and I said, "I haven't seen Heller 
in a long time. How is her singing coming along?" Mary 
said, "Great. She's taking a singing lesson tomorrow at 
2:00. If you could drop in at her teacher's, you could 
hear her and she'd love to see you. She's studying with 
Mrs. Cahoon, the teacher I had when I was young in Texas. 
She's now teaching in New York." I said, "Swell. I'll 
drop in there about 2:15." I had also made a date with 
Mary and Dick to go out for supper after her performance 
that next night. The next day, I went over to Heller's 
singing lesson. Lovely she was. But it didn't take me 
long to find out that she was not yet a singer and that 
she seemed hopelessly immature for the acting demands of 
Wendy in Peter Pan. Wendy is a big, important part and 
Heller was not up to it. I now had to face this with Mary 
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and Dick Halliday. 
RICHARDSON: What a grim thought. 
LESTER: How am I going to tell them? I must tell you that 
from 3:00 on that day until we met at 11:00 that night, I 
was trying to figure how to approach this. Well—the three 
of us sat down to supper, with Mary and Dick across the 
table from me, and Mary said very brightly, "How did you 
like Heller today at Mrs. Cahoon's?" I said, "Mary, I must 
tell you honestly that I am very, very worried. I don't 
think she is ready to do Wendy. She is just not mature 
enough. I think we have to face it." The expression on 
their faces was agony for me. Neither of them spoke. They 
were in shock. I had to continue. "Another thing that we 
have to be concerned about is that if we try to proceed 
with her, you will be so worried about her that you won't 
pay attention to yourself, and you must not be subjected 
to that. It could be bad for you and the show and for 
Heller, too." I let that sink in and you can imagine what 
it was doing to that devoted father and mother of their 
only child. Now I said, "But I've got an idea. There is 
a role of a servant in the Darling household where Wendy 
and the two young boys live; we could convert that role 
by making Heller a sort of a slavey, an apprenticed child 
who washes dishes and does a few things around the house— 
nothing serious, but she's there—a member of the family, 
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one of the children. So when the children go to Never-
Never Land, she goes with them. There, Jerry Robbins can 
stage a little dance for her that will give her a chance 
to show off her dancing. Then there's a spot near the 
end of the show when Peter is coming back from Never-Never 
Land to see Wendy and he brings the little girl back with 
him. That will be Heller, and in a crossover you and Heller 
can do a duet reprise of 'I Want To Crow.1 It's taking 
some liberties, but it can be logical and so effective 
that the audience won't stop to analyze. Meanwhile, Heller 
can understudy Wendy so that if there is any need for an 
understudy to go on, she will have had an opportunity to 
watch it and to know how it works without having had the 
responsibility for creating the role. And if she has to 
do it in an emergency, the audience won't be expecting 
nearly as much from her as they would if we had advertised 
her as Wendy." Having hit the Hallidays with the bad news 
first, their initial disappointment was being assuaged, 
and they were being buoyed up by my substitute plan. What 
I was suggesting was a trifling role as compared to Wendy, 
but it seemed like more. Naturally I could be much more 
convincing as I felt they were responding. 
RICHARDSON: They accepted your recommendation, then— 
without arguing? 

LESTER: Yes. They were professional; much too intelligent 
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to insist on something that wasn't going to be good for the 
show. And they realized most that it was going to be safer 
for Heller. Now I had to start auditioning for Wendys. 
Among the candidates were Susan Strasberg (who hadn't yet 
played Anne Frank) and a lovely young actress named Joanne 
Woodward. Unfortunately, neither of them sang. The role 
fell to an adorable youngster named Kathy Nolan, about 
seventeen or eighteen, who sang well and could act. When 
I submitted her to Mary and Jerry, she was immediately 
okayed. It's interesting now to think of that little girl 
as the president of the Screen Actors Guild. But we weren't 
out of the woods yet. We went into rehearsal and Jerry 
Robbins decided that Heller wasn't talented. He resisted 
doing anything for her. Under pressure, he finally did 
create a little dance with the animals for her. She was 
very cute in it. Her dancing was nothing great, but she 
had a lovely figure, nice posture, and was graceful. I 
had fulfilled one of my promises. But Jerry never would 
touch the duet between Mary and Heller. He'd always brush 
me off by saying, "She's a no-talent dame." We were to 
open in San Francisco on Monday and after the Friday night 
rehearsal, the company had left at midnight; called for 
rehearsal again at 1:00 Saturday afternoon. Dick Halliday 
came to me in the darkened theater. Everybody had gone 
but Dick and Mary. Dick said, "Ed, you are going to have 
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a very unhappy star on your hands. Nothing has been done 
about that duet for Mary and Heller. Jerry hasn't touched 
it. Mary has mentioned it to him a couple of times, but 
he has brushed it off. We are both very angry about it 
and having a great deal of trouble controlling ourselves. 
I am only telling you this because I know how Mary can be. 
She can get herself so nervous about something that her 
performance will be very bad." I said, "Dick, can Mary 
and Heller be here at 12:00 tomorrow before the rehearsal 
call at 1:00? The number is a cinch to stage, just the two 
of them down on the floor together like two kids. Jerry 
could do it many times better than Mary Hunter or I. But 
it will be done at 12:00 tomorrow if you have them here." 
He said, "They'll be here." I walked up the street to 
the El Cortez Hotel where Jerry was staying. When I had 
insisted on a proven assistant whom I could trust to take 
over if I had trouble with Jerry, the time may have come. 
It's much better to anticipate and be able to fall back on 
it rather than have the problem come up and then worry as 
to how you're going to solve it. At Jerry's hotel, the 
clerk called his room and Jerry said he was tired, had gone 
to bed, and wouldn't see me. I got the number of the room 
and went up to the floor and knocked on his door. And I 
knocked and I knocked and I knocked. [laughter] 
RICHARDSON: Oh, no! 
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LESTER: Finally Jerry opened the door a crack because he 
knew the knocking would go on all night if he didn't get 
up. I put my foot in the door so he wouldn't close it— 
and he had to listen. I said, "Jerry, you're wrong about 
the number for Mary and Heller. The idea of Mary Martin 
doing a duet with her own daughter is show business, and 
it's so damned easy to stage. Why do you make such a fuss 
about it?" He said, "I'm not going to spend one minute 
with that untalented kid." I said, "Jerry, it isn't the 
kid. It's Mary Martin we're talking about. She's our 
star, and a big star; even if you don't agree that the 
idea is good, it's still got to be done." He said, "I'm 
not going to do it. I'm not going to do the number!" 
So I said, "Well, Jerry, then I'll tell you what I'm 
going to do. You've called a rehearsal for 1:00 tomorrow. 
At 12:00 tomorrow, Mary and Heller are going to be at the 
theater to be rehearsed in this number. If you are not 
at the theater at 12:00, don't come. Don't come at 1:00 
or 2:00 or 3:00 or anytime. You be at the theater tomorrow 
at 12:00 or you are through." With which I turned and 
walked away. At 12:00, he was there. It took him exactly 
thirty-five minutes to stage and rehearse the number, and 
he did it brilliantly. Every little piece of business he 
gave them was just what was needed. When he was through 
with it, he said to me, "All right. You've got your number. 
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I still say the girl is untalented." I said, "Forget it." 
[laughter] "The number's going to be fine." And it was 
lovely. The number went on and stopped the show consis-
tently. Every performance, there was a storm of applause 
on seeing the two of them together; Mary couldn't help 
showing how much she adored the child and the child trying 
as hard as she could to keep up with the talent of her 
mother. It worked. Heller did not pursue a show business 
career. But she had a fine personality and developed into 
a very beautiful young woman. She's very happily married 
and her children are one of Mary's many joys. As for 
Jerry, he continued to antagonize everybody. Having people 
dislike him couldn't have bothered him less, but he got 
away with it because of his ability. During rehearsals 
in the theater, he was constantly coming to me, wanting 
someone fired. My answer always was in essence, "We'll 
talk about it later. Meanwhile, don't let it hold up 
your rehearsal." That would usually be the last I'd hear 
of it. 
RICHARDSON: How old was he at that time? 
LESTER: He was old enough to know better. He was in his 
thirties. 
RICHARDSON: You had to show your strength as a producer. 
LESTER: My strength came from the fact that I was pro-
tected. I had Mary Hunter and if I had to do something 
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myself, I could do it. But I wanted Robbins's talent and 
that only took tact. I also had Mary Martin and she was 
a restraining influence. 
RICHARDSON: How about Cyril Ritchard? 
LESTER: His slightest suggestion—concerning only his own 
part—would get a curt no from Jerry. Cyril was professional 
enough to tolerate Jerry but he hated him. 

One more typical Robbinsism of 19 54: Margalo Gillmore, 
whom I mentioned earlier, was a fine actress and a lady of 
great dignity and quality. By this time she was probably 
sixty. As I recall, she was primarily in the first scene of 
Peter Pan. One evening, while we were playing in Los Angeles, 
a rehearsal notice was posted on the board for 1:00 the next 
day. After the evening performance, Margo came to Jerry 
and said, "Jerry, I didn't know you were going to rehearse 
tomorrow and I had made an appointment for 3:00 with a den-
tist who is very hard to get an appointment with. Do you 
know whether you need me for the rehearsal or not?" He 
said, "You saw the board. The company is called for re-
hearsal at 1:00." She said, "Well, whatever you need of 
me, can you get it done early so that I can get away in 
time for my dentist's appointment? Or I can be back here 
by 4:15 or 4:30." Robbins said, "You saw the board. Re-
hearsal for the entire company is at 1:00. Be here at 
1:00." She looked him squarely in the eye and said, "You 
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are a little son-of-a-bitch, aren't you?" [laughter] With 
which she turned on her heel and walked upstairs to her 
dressing room. I happened to overhear the conversation 
and I followed her upstairs and said, "Margo, keep your 
dentist's appointment. Be here at 1:00, because you are 
obligated to do that. But when it comes 2:30 or whatever 
time you need to get to the dentist's, you leave, regardless 
of what is going on. The chances are ten to one he won't 
even notice. But if he does and says anything about it, 
I'll take the responsibility." There wasn't one thing in 
which she was involved that he needed her for at that re-
hearsal. She left at 2:30. She came back at 4:15 and 
still wasn't called. He never had needed her but he was 
that kind of martinet. He was the director and he had to 
maintain his authority. And mind you, this was his first 
successful directorial assignment. 

He mellowed a great deal since, particularly after 
West Side Story. Jerry and I had ended up on a friendly 
basis. I met him one evening at Sardi1s after I had just 
seen West Side Story; I found a whole different Jerry— 
much more mature, much more relaxed. I told him how much 
I admired what he had done with West Side Story. I said, 
"If you never did anything else in your life, you could 
have had a very proud career off of this one show." He 
received the compliment graciously. He was secure. I had 
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read West Side Story long before it was ready to go. I 
didn't hear the score. But even with the greatness of the 
songs, you had to see it on the stage to recognize how much 
Jerome Robbins had contributed to it. Since then, he has 
done Fiddler on the Roof, which has to rank among the all-
time classics. In recent years, Robbins can write his own 
terms to direct a musical. But he has confined himself to 
ballet, his first love, where he is solely responsible and 
has no collaborators and no producer to contend with. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VI, SIDE ONE 

LESTER: Before we leave Peter Pan, I must mention one of 
the kinds of things that makes Mary Martin so special. As 
you know, she has such a wealth of friends and fans that 
after a performance there are always people coming to her 
dressing room. She always has beautiful hostess gowns 
available in which to receive guests. But for Peter Pan 
she would always wear a simple terrycloth beach robe. Being 
used to seeing her looking glamorous after performances, I 
asked her why the terrycloth robe. She said, "So many 
children come back after the performance that I don't want 
to spoil their illusion of Peter by having them see me as 
a fancy dressed-up lady." 
RICHARDSON: How many stars would be that thoughtful? 
LESTER: None other that I've ever known. 
RICHARDSON: When you mentioned Mary Martin's right to 
various approvals, I wondered if this is customary with 
all stars. 
LESTER: When we discuss stars, let's exclude the current 
Nashville crop about whom I know nothing and care less. 
For the theater, and I include some motion picture, tele-
vision, and night club personalities, there are, I would 
say, three general classes of stars, presuming that the 
word star can be applied to anyone billed above the title 
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of the show or underneath the title as "also starring." 
Class A are the stars who are real box office and can gen-
erate strong advance sales regardless of what they're 
appearing in. There are only a few and most of those can 
make so much more money in other fields that they are hard 
to get for a show. However, once the salary and/or percen-
tage of the gross receipts and/or profits is settled, it 
is fairly common practice for that type of star to have 
approval of director, choreographer, principal cast members, 
sometimes of designers—always of a costume designer when 
it is a woman star. If the play is unfinished, approval 
of script and songs is usually demanded. If that work is 
already complete when the star accepts, the star may still 
require changes or approval of changes. Perhaps this mat-
ter of star approval can best be summarized in the old joke 
about the man who has a gorilla for a pet. A friend asks 
him, "Where does he sleep?" The answer, "Wherever he 
chooses." 

RICHARDSON: Are stars pampered that much? 
LESTER: By some producers. I have found it good policy 
to say yes quickly if what the star asks is reasonable. 
It gains you more leverage and more respect when you don't 
agree. However, when star approvals are required, it is 
almost mandatory that the contract provide that approvals 
are "not to be unreasonably withheld." Without that 
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protection, you really have no contract at all. A star 
can disapprove for no reason other than he or she wants 
to back away from the project entirely. And actually, re-
gardless of contracts, it is almost impossible to hold 
unhappy stars once they have made up their minds that they 
are going to cut loose; women in particular because they 
can find more excuses than men for breaking a contract. 
Then there is the Class B star: the kind of artist who 
gives a fine performance and adds to the box office value 
if the attraction is something in which the public is 
interested. There are many in this group, but their fees 
and power to dictate are limited because they need the 
show as much as the show needs them. Where Class A is 
always billed at 100 percent the same size and boldness 
as the title, Class B may receive that same billing, but 
not necessarily. However, the Class B stars do get the 
usual star dressing rooms (in the order of billing) and 
for a lady star, a maid and her own hairdresser; for a 
male star, his own dresser. This type of star will usually 
ask who the director is going to be and want some assurance 
about the role before ever agreeing to accept the engage-
ment. If it is a woman, we are again likely to be con-
fronted with approval of her costumes, publicity, photo-
graphs, et cetera. That brings us to the Class C star 
who, once having had star billing, insists on it again as 
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a status symbol if the performer is someone whom the pro-
ducer elects to make a star by putting his or her name 
above the title, either as a reward for talent and a step 
toward future development, or because the role is so big 
that star billing stresses the actor's importance, or be-
cause the producer thinks he is making the public believe 
that he is presenting a star just because the name does 
appear above the title. With this Class C star there will 
probably be no demands, no approvals. You can sum up these 
three classifications in this nutshell: the director or 
producer working with a star in Class A asks the star to 
do something; he tells everyone else. 
RICHARDSON: What do you have to pay a star today? 
LESTER: Well, naturally, as little as you possibly can. 
A fairly standard rate for a Class A star over the years 
has been 10 percent of the gross with a suitable guarantee. 
But with the excessive costs of a big musical show and the 
necessity for high admission prices, only the A-est of 
Class A stars can command 10 percent of the gross, and to 
them, what we can afford means nothing. In the early 
days, our principal obstacle to securing stars was motion 
pictures. Then it became TV. Now it's Las Vegas and its 
counterparts. Where a $5,000-a-week salary was once a 
magnificent offer, imagine how small $10,000 a week com-
pares with $100,000 a week in Las Vegas, and that's not 
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the top money there by any means. Many of the summer 
theaters that used to play only standard musical shows 
now present a single "name" star who brings her or his 
own little supporting company of five to ten people, and 
provides a very entertaining show which in a week's run 
yields the star a $40,000 to $75,000 personal profit. 
Local management also profits because its1 costs of pre-
sentation are minimal. 
RICHARDSON: Are there many attractions like that? 
LESTER: Many of them are Nashville oriented. But there 
are also a few really fine performers who belong in the 
musical theater and would be wonderful for shows if we 
could get them. Some stars will listen politely and lead 
us on because they want to be in demand and like to talk 
about all the offers they have, when they have no intention 
of finally saying yes. 
RICHARDSON: That makes it a pretty bleak outlook for you. 
LESTER: We still have one important weapon: the lure of 
theater itself. There is a tradition, a dignity, and a 
glamour that can't be matched by any other branch of en-
tertainment—films, TV, saloons, or gambling casinos. And 
the performers know it. Their vanity has to be tempted 
beyond the appeal of money. One of the other handicaps 
that I have had to contend with in the bid for stars is 
that since we had built up our subscription to seven 
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weeks in Los Angeles and seven in San Francisco, there were 
quite a few people we could get for shorter periods but not 
for the length of engagement we required. For example, a 
few years ago we tried to get Jack Benny to star as Nathan 
Detroit in Guys and Dolls. It would have been great casting 
and Jack Benny knew it. On stage, he could have looked 
forty-five at that time. But when we talked to him he 
said, "I'm seventy-six years old and I can't commit myself 
to fourteen weeks. If you came to me and said I could do 
it for four weeks I would love it, but that would be the 
limit that I could stand of having the responsibility for 
being at the theater at a certain time every night." 
RICHARDSON: Negotiating is apparently one of the prime 
functions of a producer. 
LESTER: In engaging actors, deals are made constantly with 
agents over the telephone with no written confirmation 
until much later. If responsible people can't trust each 
other's word, show business couldn't operate. So many 
things have to be done rapidly. And it gets around 
quickly when someone's word is no good. For me, stars 
and actors were the small part of negotiating. The deals 
for the shows we imported had become a major factor in our 
operation. That involved timing as well as wheeling and 
dealing. Many producers leave it to their general 
managers to negotiate everything. But having started 
deals, it was easier for me to finish them myself. 

299 



Miss Pinkham was so loaded with inside management, personnel, 
subscription, advertising, et cetera, that it was better 
for me not to divert her. But when I did, she handled it 
damned well. 
RICHARDSON: Did you have any particular technique in ne-
gotiating? 
LESTER: Yes: not to haggle. I didn't like to play games. 
I always proposed what I thought was fair and stuck to it. 
Once I was asked to name a price, I made it clear that was 
it. There was little deviation from it. That was my repu-
tation and it made negotiating a lot easier. There is one 
notable exception: you can't deal that way with the unions. 
RICHARDSON: You mentioned earlier David Merrick. 
LESTER: His handshake on a deal was as meaningless as 
"Pleased to meet you." His tactics were taken for granted 
beforehand—but he continually got away with them because 
he was unique in a business that was so totally unused to 
his methods. I still admire him for his Machiavellian 
brilliance. 
RICHARDSON: Who else did you have to deal with for the 
imports? 
LESTER: Over the years, virtually every accredited producer 
and general manager in the business. I had one experience 
particularly worth mentioning. After the losing season in 
19 53, I needed The King and I_ desperately and they were 
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contemplating a tour. I had to negotiate the deal with 
Rodgers and Hammerstein's attorney who was also a very 
good business man, and their general manager who was ex-
ceedingly tough. They knew that they had me over a barrel 
and between them they squeezed and squeezed while I squirmed, 
fought, and lost. After I had finally agreed on the deal 
with them, I went back to my hotel quite sick over the 
amount of ground I had given in order to get the show. But 
we needed the attraction for 19 54, even if we had to lose 
a little money on it. We were getting the original com-
pany with Yul Brynner. But I hated the deal and I hated 
myself. I called the attorney the next day and said, "Look, 
I made a very bad deal with you. You fellows drove too hard 
a bargain. I've made it and I'll stick by it because my 
word has to be good, but I'm having a hell of a time living 
with myself. I do think we should sit down and renegotiate 
it." I convinced him of my sincerity and that afternoon I 
went back and got a new deal which was $30,000 to $40,000 
better than the one I had negotiated the day before. 
RICHARDSON: That made a big difference. 

LESTER: It sure did. Aside from the difference between 
profit and loss, I could hold my head up again. That was 
one of the few occasions that I can ever remember being 
battered into a corner and having to depend on friendship. 
And while I knew they were very proud of the deal they had 
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made in the first place, I was sure they were not criticized 
by Rodgers and Hammerstein for giving me the break. My re-
lations with Dick and Oscar were always very close. People 
may have treated me differently than they treated others, 
but LACLOA enjoyed respect and the reputation for being a 
fair and scrupulously honest organization. That applied 
also to our settlements. Our figures were never questioned. 
The books were open if anyone cared to challenge. 
RICHARDSON: You are talking about the end of a show when 
you would have a financial settlement. 
LESTER: Yes. If there was a difference of theory on the 
allocation of charges or the division of profits, if their 
contention seemed to be right, they didn't have to fight 
for it. If they were wrong, Miss Pinkham would convince 
them. When there was an honest difference of opinion that 
could not be resolved, we'd split the difference. So we 
had a minimum amount of difficulty. Visiting company or 
general managers enjoyed doing business with us. They never 
had to be on their guard with us as is unfortunately neces-
sary with many theater managements. With our importations, 
in which by the fifties we were not only financing many 
national companies, we were rescuing shows of fine quality 
which hadn't caught on in New York but would please our 
audiences, and we were also providing cross-country trans-
portation and an important profitable stand for shows that 
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wanted to tour but wouldn't have undertaken it without us. 
I remember pleasantly that Oscar Hammerstein was quoted 
in an interview in the New York Times as saying, "The road 
has done a comeback largely due to Edwin Lester's Los An-
geles Civic Light Opera." I appreciate his calling it 
mine, but it was a tribute to us: my staff, my board, and 
to the community that supported us. 
RICHARDSON: Your stories about Jerry Robbins were very 
enlightening. The use of choreographer-directors seems 
to have become very popular. I am sure you could give us 
some very interesting information on that subject. 
LESTER: To answer that question thoroughly is going to 
take a bit of time. Robbins was one of the first of the 
breed and the outgrowth of it is not unnatural. When I 
started producing and especially when time was a strong 
factor to be considered, we divided stage direction into 
three classifications: the stage director concentrated 
on the book and had the overall responsibility for the 
production; the choreographer staged the dances; and a 
third person staged the vocal numbers. Soon the choreog-
rapher took over all the ensemble staging—singing as well 
as dancing—and the stage director absorbed the small musi-
cal numbers—solos, duets, et cetera. My personal sym-
pathies were always with the choreographer because he or 
she had to develop their dance material out of whole cloth. 
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The stage director had words to go from, and in many in-
stances the authors had provided very minute and well-
conceived stage directions. With a cast of people who knew 
how to act, the stage director in rehearsal was little more 
than a traffic cop. The director's prime value was in the 
degree of his involvement with the authors in the shaping 
of the book, the casting, and in working with the scenic 
and costume designers and the lighting. But each of 
those departments had its own specialists, and the chore-
ographer also became involved in designing and lighting 
since these were closely allied to his dances. As these 
had to come out of his own imagination, it was easy to 
understand how the choreographers could arrive at a con-
clusion that they were contributing far more than a stage 
director to the creation of a show. That was especially 
accented by the fact that the big show-stopping moments 
were from the work of the choreographer. The good chore-
ographers became hard to get unless they could do the 
direction as well. That attitude was amplified when a show 
wasn't doing well and a change of director seemed to be 
the answer. The choreographer was often promoted and fre-
quently did a good rescue job. It seemed that each time 
the overall assignment went to a choreographer, other 
members of that clan were able to profit by it. It became 
a standard custom rather than the unusual. 
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RICHARDSON: Can you name some of the choreographers who 
became directors as well? 
LESTER: It is a long list, but offhand: Gower Champion, 
Bob Fosse, Michael Kidd, Michael Bennett, Agnes de Mille, 
Jack Cole, Ron Field, Herb Ross, Joe Layton, Eugene Loring, 
Donald Saddler, Danny Daniels, Onna White, and others. 
RICHARDSON: What is your own feeling about the value of 
the choreographer-director? 
LESTER: Where the strength of a show must come largely 
from the musical numbers, the choreographer-director is 
at its best because it also brings a oneness of style to 
everything spoken as well as the things that are sung and 
danced. Where the spoken word, the plotting, the develop-
ment of character, and good acting are a major requirement, 
the choreographer may not be the best answer to stage 
direction. Because musical numbers are the choreographer's 
bag, the latter very often have a tendency to slight the 
things which they know best and spend extra time and effort 
proving what great stage directors they are. A few of them 
have tried directing straight plays and most of them have 
come off badly. And when they do the combination job, 
some of them, with a great gift for humor in dancing and 
stage business, fall short when it comes to the spoken word. 
One of the weaknesses is that dancing is a highly disciplined 
profession. Dance directors are accustomed to prompt 
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obedience and response, also to having something done over 
and over again without a whimper. Singers and actors are 
not used to it and are much more likely to be antagonized 
by the ceaseless driving which dancers thrive on. 
RICHARDSON: Would you mind, out of your own knowledge, 
highlighting the strengths of some of the choreographer-
directors with whose work you are familiar. 
LESTER: Obviously anything I say is strictly my own opinion, 
but I don't mind giving it to you for what it's worth. The 
principal requirement for all of them is imagination. On 
the dramatic side, presuming that they are all first-class 
choreographers, Michael Bennett has probably come off the 
best with a successful nonmusical play, Twigs. Robbins is 
certainly an all-time great in his sense of drama. Herb 
Ross has proven his extra sense of dramatic values by his 
work as a motion picture director. Gower Champion may be 
the best in his staging of vocal numbers. Bob Fosse's 
imagination and gift for dance movement is superb; he has 
great humor, but a cynical streak along with a style that 
over-accentuates sex. Michael Kidd is an outstanding 
handler of people, has an excellent book sense to go along 
with his dance knowledge, and is a joy to work with. I 
have found Joe Layton unresponsive to suggestion, Danny 
Daniels alert to it and exceedingly well-organized. For 
someone of her mental brilliance and creativeness, Agnes 
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de Mille was oddly not successful in overall direction. 
And so it goes. They all have merit in different degrees 
and some have been luckier than others in their opportun-
ities; a few have created them. I didn't mention Wendy 
Toye, whose career has been almost entirely in England. 
She started as a choreographer but now concentrates on 
direction and does it well. We mustn't forget the multi-
talented Geoffrey Holder, who adds his unique personal 
style and talent for novel costume design. By the way, 
Jack Cole was another with a fantastic flair for costumes. 
Most of the choreographers have great ingenuity in the 
use of props; that, incidentally, is a strong item in 
dance invention for the theater but not for ballet. I've 
given you some very sketchy comments on a few very talen-
ted craftsmen who classify as choreographer-directors. 
RICHARDSON: With most of the good choreographers hard 
to get unless they can also direct, do you have any per-
sonal conviction as to what would achieve the best results 
in putting on a musical? 

LESTER: It would all depend on the show. But one solution 
that I have used and found effective is the credit "Staged 
by . . ." for the choreographer, according him major respon-
sibility; backed up by a book director who works strictly 
on the spoken word and the acting performances and whose 
credit is "Book directed by . . ." One of the main 
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virtues is that instead of everything resting on the shoul-
ders of one person, it provides dual thinking where story-
telling is involved and a professional (not assistant) 
backup man who makes it possible for a company of thirty 
or more people being kept busy much more constantly during 
the rehearsal period. It is valuable too in taking the 
entire strain off of one man and in giving each the benefit 
of the other's talent. It is also an economy, because re-
hearsal time has become so costly. 
RICHARDSON: That was very illuminating. I'm glad I asked 
the question. But we've skipped a lot of your Light Opera 
history. We left off in 1954. 
LESTER: 'Fifty-five was not a memorable year except for 
one worthwhile accomplishment: we devised a new business 
approach to importing. Up to that time, in making deals 
for shows I had gone along with the standard booking con-
tracts which are still in general use when shows tour: the 
show gets a certain percentage of the gross receipts—with 
musicals, usually 70 percent to a certain figure, then 75 
percent, sometimes retroactive when a certain gross is 
reached. Sometimes it gets to 80 percent or more with a 
sure-fire sellout hit. Out of its share of receipts, the 
theater usually furnishes ten or twelve musicians, a cer-
tain number of stagehands, and a certain amount of adver-
tising. The rest of the musicians, stagehands, and extra 
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advertising are called "sharing" items, meaning that the 
show and the theater share in the same ratio as they share 
in the receipts. These are the main items but there are 
others. Does it sound complicated? 
RICHARDSON: It surely does. 
LESTER: It is. And it's a damned nuisance. Every one 
of those sharing items becomes a subject for negotiation, 
i.e., how do we share, how many stagehands and musicians 
does the theater give, et cetera. In 1955, in the midst 
of a tedious negotiation with Griffith and Prince for the 
national company of Pajama Game, a light suddenly dawned 
on me to simplify the booking for Civic Light Opera en-
gagements. We lumped all of LACLOA's annual costs for 
rent, office, advertising, et cetera, for the year, divided 
it by the number of weeks we played, and this established 
our weekly overhead. All the weekly costs of operating 
the show, i.e., salaries of stars and company, all stage-
hands, musicians, technicians, managers, average trans-
portation, the show's home office expense, were likewise 
lumped into a weekly figure by the producers. Both esti-
mates were itemized for the other's inspection and subject 
to change as necessary. The sum of show operation and our 
overhead became the total weekly cost of the engagement. 
Using sample figures to illustrate, supposing our costs 
were $20,000 a week and theirs were $50,000; the total 
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cost per week would be $70,000. If our capacity averaged 
$100,0 00 we would know that the maximum profit would be a 
possible $30,000 a week. Multiplying the weekly cost by 
the number of weeks in the engagement, the only item to be 
negotiated was how the profit was to be shared, 75-25 or 
whatever. We guaranteed costs plus a profit to the pro-
ducer, the latter based on reasonable expectancy: the 
stronger the show, the bigger the guaranty or the better 
its share of the profit. I made up a simple form contract, 
submitted it to our attorney for double-checking as to its 
validity, and we have used that contract ever since, with 
very few exceptions. That formula has come into more 
general use since then, but it was perfect for the purposes 
of a visiting show's engagement with us. And it had one 
great artistic advantage: we could ask for the star or 
stars of the original New York company to come out for 
the California engagement since the extra cost would become 
a part of the operating expense in which we were sharing. 
We would also ask to have the original director and/or 
choreographer called in to polish a show and supervise 
the California opening, and recognize this expense as a 
part of the whole. Costs like this were of mutual advan-
tage since they would hopefully make for a better show, 
better attendance, and increased profits. Our principal 
interest, however, was to achieve maximum quality in the 
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California performance. 
RICHARDSON: After that business information, will you take 
a few minutes to tell some of the anecdotes about people in 
the theater? I know you have a fund of them. 
LESTER: Betty, I could tell show business stories all day, 
but many of them have been told by other people, so I'll 
confine myself to those I think may not be recorded else-
where. Here's one that goes way back, but I've never heard 
anyone recount it. In the fall of 1935, J. J. Shubert, 
who had produced a number of light operas, decided that 
Los Angeles must be fertile territory because I had started 
something here. He engaged the Shrine Auditorium, which 
had 6,500 seats and was hardly ideal for light opera, but 
he felt he could do it successfully. He announced a fall 
season of ten shows, each for one week. The Shubert name 
did not electrify the community and his project was losing 
money. It was not unusual with moneyed people, and par-
ticularly with J. J. Shubert, that when they started any-
thing that was insecure, a separate corporation would be 
formed to finance it so if there was a disaster, that cor-
poration could go broke and the promoter would not be 
responsible for deficits. 

RICHARDSON: This venture then was not a part of the regular 
Shubert organization? 
LESTER: Exactly, and in this instance he had formed the 
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separate corporation, but the creditors didn't know it. Shu-
bert debts were floating all over Los Angeles for various 
things: rent, costumes, scenery, advertising, et cetera. 
Suddenly, it was announced that the season would close at 
the end of the fourth week; it was Evelyn Laye in Bitter-
sweet, the best attraction he had. The creditors woke up 
to a realization that they were going to be left holding 
the bag. Saturday night was the one big night of the week 
for the shows, and with 6,50 0 seats they could do a lot of 
business at the window. So by 7:00, there were big lines 
at the box office to buy tickets. Simultaneously, a man 
from the sheriff's office descended with attachments on 
the box office. J.J. suggested that he sit down in the 
box office and make himself comfortable until curtain time 
when there would be some real money available because of 
the big lines of people waiting to buy tickets. That made 
perfectly good sense to the man from the sheriff's office. 
J.J. then got the word to the treasurer in charge of the 
box office and they arranged a simple procedure. They 
put several of their own henchmen into the lines. When 
one of those people would come up to buy a couple of tic-
kets for $2.00 or $3.00 apiece and would lay a $5.00 bill 
down, the treasurer would give him a couple of hundred 
dollars in change. [laughter] This went on and on. There 
were all these tickets being sold and finally only a few 
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hundred dollars was left in the cash drawer when there had 
been a few thousand pass across the windows. [laughter] 
RICHARDSON: I would hate to have been the man from the 
sheriff's office. 
LESTER: [laughter] I think the sheriff's man was a little 
surprised that all that business activity would yield so 
little money. But at least he took away all there was. 
Talking about J.J. Shubert reminds me of something Romberg 
told me with great glee. Soon after his arrival in America, 
when he was still very young, he had a poorly paid job as 
a musical expert on J.J.'s staff. At that time, operettas 
were popular and they were turning them out in Vienna by 
the dozens. On any new European musical show which had 
any merit at all, it was the Shubert custom to buy an option 
for the American rights with a $500 advance royalty. Five 
hundred American dollars was a lot of money in those days, 
so as soon as a new work was ready for production, the 
European publishers would send a copy of the book and score 
to J.J. The books were of no consequence but there was 
always the chance that the score might be another Merry 
Widow. One of Romberg's assignments was to play the score 
for J.J., whose main hope was that it would contain one 
hit waltz song. If it didn't, no option, no $500. The 
Europeans soon learned that Romberg was a major influence 
and they saw every reason to cut Romberg in, and Rommy 
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saw no reason not to supplement his meager income here and 
there. When he ran into a score which was a lemon, he 
would, while presumably playing the score, improvise some-
thing that J.J. would like and a $500 option would emerge. 
This was fine until one day J.J. asked him to play again 
for him and his partner brother that hit number from the 
new show that J.J. had just bought. Rommy couldn't possibly 
remember what he'd played, and when he improvised something 
else J.J. was sure it wasn't the same music he'd liked so 
much the night before. After managing to squirm through 
that situation with a very dubious J.J., Rommy decided 
that it was too precarious a way to earn an extra $100. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] Ouch I 

LESTER: The only person I've ever known who could reason-
ably retain what he improvised was Friml, and I do have a 
story about him that has some interesting history attached 
to it. You may recall that Victor Herbert composed Naughty 
Marietta for an operatic ingenue personality named Emma 
Trentini, an Oscar Hammerstein I protege. His son, Arthur 
Hammerstein, our Oscar II's uncle, was preparing her next 
vehicle, The Firefly, with Herbert again doing the score. 
It was decided to end Trentini's Naughty Marietta tour in 
the late spring with two gala weeks in New York at the then-
popular Harlem Opera House. 

To make that triumphant return more gala, Victor 

314 



Herbert said that he would conduct the opening performance. 
He arrived in full dress, ready to go into the pit, when 
Trentini nixed it; she would appear only with her regular 
conductor, Gaetano Merola (later founder and impresario of 
the San Francisco Grand Opera). Herbert was insulted, em-
barrassed, incensed. He left the theater, went back to 
his studio, and tore up the half-completed score of The 
Firefly and announced that at the end of the two weeks in 
Harlem "That woman will never be permitted to sing another 
note of my music." He was adamant, and Arthur Hammerstein 
had a star, a libretto (by Otto Harbach), and no composer 
for an operetta scheduled to open in three months. His 
publisher, Rudolph Schirmer, had a recommendation, a young 
Czech concert-pianist composer named Friml, of whom Schirmer 
said, "Melodies fall out of his sleeves." Hammerstein and 
Harbach met Friml. He improvised for them ad infinitum 
and was immediately engaged to compose the score for The 
Firefly. Trentini by now had gone back to Italy for her 
summer vacation. Schirmer described her to Friml as a 
grand opera singer for whom he could go all out musically. 
He prepared his score. Trentini returned a couple of 
weeks before rehearsal. Friml went to her apartment to 
meet her and play her songs for her. She greeted him in 
almost whispered low speech—she was a notorious voice-
saver. He played about three songs for her and she almost 
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raised her voice: "I cannot sing theese music. It ees 
for coloratura. Trentini ees lyrico." Friml answered, 
"I thought they told me Tetrazzini." 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] A small mistake. 
LESTER: The kind only Friml would make. Anyway, he 
quickly rewrote the songs for her voice—which he had 
still not heard. One of the songs was "Giannina Mia." 
She liked it—but in rehearsal she would always sing it 
an octave lower. She would never cut loose with anything 
until performance. He begged her to let him hear her sing 
it—just once. It got him nowhere. He would hear it open-
ing night was the answer. She was driving him crazy—more 
than usual. Opening day, he walked the streets nervously 
and exhausted, went to his apartment and took a nap. He 
woke up after 8:30. He got into evening clothes as fast 
as he could, and got to the theater just as the curtain 
was falling on the first of three acts. "Giannina Mia" 
is part of the first-act finale, and Trentini"s big num-
ber. The audience was applauding wildly. In that period, 
operetta stars bowed in front of the curtain after each 
act, a la grand opera. When Trentini took her curtain call, 
the house came down. After a bow or two, she very graciously 
looked down to the conductor—it was Merola again--and said, 
"Maestro, encore." She then repeated "Giannina Mia," and 
that was the first time Friml ever heard her sing it. 
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RICHARDSON: What a story! 
LESTER: Only because it's true. But, for me, the drama 
in it was Victor Herbert's blowup that led to Rudolf Friml's 
career. 
RICHARDSON: He probably would have had one anyhow. 
LESTER: Undoubtedly—you can't hide that kind of talent. 
And that leads me to a philosophy: the "opportunity only 
knocks once" saying is pure bunk. If someone has what it 
takes, he or she will happen. Even though one or two oppor-
tunities have been bypassed, there'll be others for people 
who can deliver—or they'll make their own. But before we 
go on, let me add an informative footnote on The Firefly. 
"The Donkey Serenade" was not part of the original score 
of the operetta as it was done on stage. It was an inter-
polation into the MGM picture. One of Friml's many charming 
little piano pieces, "Chanson," had been composed years be-
fore. It was a fascinating melody and Paul Whiteman did a 
rhythmic setting of it called "Chansonette," which became 
very popular. Many years later when MGM produced The Fire-
fly for Jeanette MacDonald and Allan Jones, Wright and For-
rest, who were responsible for the adaptation, used the 
original Friml "Chanson" and did a very free treatment of 
it, including writing the lyric, to create "The Donkey 
Serenade." It is a distinct departure from Friml's "Chan-
son. " 
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RICHARDSON: Any more stories? 
LESTER: Lots that I'll be reminded of as we come to them. 
But I do want to tell another John Charles Thomas funny 
while it's fresh in my mind. You know that for about 
twenty years at least, John Charles and Lawrence Tibbett 
were the two great contemporary American baritones. Thomas 
was the charmer in concert and on radio, but Tibbett com-
pletely dominated in grand opera, and because of his spec-
tacular acting and drive he had an unmatched ability to 
create excitement. The names Tibbett and Thomas were con-
stantly coupled. John Charles had bought a small ranch in 
the Los Angeles suburban area and he was showing me about 
one day. His pet was a cute little schnauzer named Tony, 
who was very well trained. John and I were standing 
talking in the yard when the schnauzer came up next to 
me and started to raise his leg against mine, at which 
point John Charles said, "No, no, Tony, that's not Tibbett." 
[laughter] I will never know if it was a spontaneous gag, 
or one for which Tony had had careful training. 
RICHARDSON: Shall we get back to your indoor ranch in 
downtown Los Angeles? 

LESTER: By all means. Looking at the list of shows, there 
is just one in the 19 56 season that's worth talking about. 
That was a production of Rosalinda, of which I was very 
proud. We had done the Reinhardt-Korngold version of 
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Fledermaus, titled Rosalinda, with a few changes, in 1947. 
Now I had an idea for a whole new approach on which I had 
a lot of help from Charles Lederer and Sid Kuller. Albert 
Marre directed it with excellent style. Best of all was 
that Erich Korngold got completely with it and preserved 
the basic quality of the music while serving the more 
comedic approach. I had Cyril Ritchard playing Eisenstein. 
We shifted some of Eisenstein's music to another character 
and we still got the benefit of Ritchard's high style. 
The cast was very strong, with Jean Fenn as Rosalinda, and 

i 

Korngold was unequivocal in calling her the best Rosalinda 
he had ever seen. But my inspired idea was to use the 
Wiere Brothers in what had originally been the role of 
Frosh, a drunken jailer, who appeared only in Act 3 and 
carried all the low comedy. Instead of having one jailer, 
we had three. I called them Frish, Frosh, and Frush. Any-
one who remembers the Wiere Brothers knows that they were 
very funny to look at—three little German brothers who 
had wonderful, what we call "schtik" of their own. The 
way we were able to use them made that a really great show 
beyond the gorgeous score. It was enormously successful 
and was picked by NBC for a one-and-a-half-hour telecast 
in prime time. It got a good rating and glowing notices, 
including bouquets from John Crasky. 
RICHARDSON: Did the Wieres use their musical instruments? 
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LESTER: They were playing their violins when we entered 
the jail. We had previously used them for a patrol wagon 
arrest of Eisenstein in the first scene. But I must des-
cribe what we did when Adele auditions in the jail scene 
for the head jailer, Franck, who has led her to believe 
he is an opera impresario. The audition song is very 
long and in all other versions is just a tour de force 
for a coloratura who has to carry it all herself. But 
Frish, Frosh, and Frush are going to "help" her with her 
audition--one as concertmaster, another one as the maitre 
de ballet, and the third as the wardrobe mistress. You 
had to see it to believe what went on in that number. The 
coloratura had to play it straight and what those three 
guys were doing while she was singing was absolute pande-
monium, all over excellent singing of beautiful music. 
The audience adored it, and Lois Hunt who sang the role 
in that production was great because she carried on as 
if nobody were doing anything funny around her and she 
sang and moved about with conviction and charm while the 
concertmaster was playing violin passionately, sometimes 
on his knees in front of her; the balletmaster, his 
funny little body in tights, showing her all kinds of 
ballet postures, pirouettes, and leaps; and the wardrobe 
mistress following her about with a large scissors, cutting 
the train on her dress to pieces while she carried on as 
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a legitimate prima donna. It was probably the funniest 
thing that I have ever seen on a stage. During the run 
of the show, I would catch that number again and again and 
never find it less funny. If you know Fledermaus, you 
also know that Rosalinda's "Czardas" in Act 2 is a diffi-
cult and thankless aria. By making Orlofsky (Sig Arno) 
a Hungarian, we converted that, too, into a totally disor-
ganized "Czardas" by Orlofsky and his lackeys. We had a 
great press on the show. We repeated the same Rosalinda 
a few years later with virtually the same cast except for 
Barbara Meister, another great Adele, and Hans Conried 
in lieu of Arno. This time Martin Bernheimer, who in the 
meantime had become the Times's music critic, and a very 
knowledgeable one, was very indignant that these things 
were being done to Die Fledermaus. He wrote, "They could 
have done a darling Fledermaus instead of a dull Rosalinda." 
God help up from purists when they don't know where to draw 
the line. Bernheimer apparently did not realize that there 
has never been—and I say the word never—successful 
theater production of Die Fledermaus in the United States— 
not in this century at least. There have been many, many 
tries and none of them ever lasted over a limited number 
of performances except the Rosalinda in New York in the 
early 19 40s, the version which was our starting point. 
As beautifully as Fledermaus is written, its appeal is to 
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the grand opera sudience. Our audiences were not there 
for opera. Between our many weeks of sold-out houses, 
plus the telecast, more people were inoculated with 
90 percent of that great Johann Strauss score than will 
have ever heard it in "darling" productions of Die Fled-
ermaus. I was sufficiently annoyed by Bernheimer's 
purism that I challenged him on it, and he invited me 
to express my viewpoint in his column. In my letter, 
I mentioned that Lotte Lehmann had come backstage after 
a matinee and had presented herself to Cyril Ritchard in 
his dressing room to tell him how much she liked the 
show. She had sung Rosalinda in Die Fledermaus many 
times in Europe and she told Cyril how much more she 
had enjoyed this version. Then she went in and paid 
her compliments to Jean Fenn on her performance as Rosa-
linda. One thing that is characteristic of Bernheimer 
as well as most critics: once having made a pronounce-
ment, it is pure poison for them to admit that they 
could be wrong. Bernheimer went to the length of 
going to every person whom I mentioned in my challenge, 
including Lotte Lehmann, whom he called on long-distance 
to try to get her to deny what Ritchard and Fenn had 
told me. Lotte Lehmann was nearly eighty at the time. 
RICHARDSON: While she was living in Santa Barbara? 
LESTER: Yes, and he put her through a third degree 
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until he finally got her to say, "Well, at my age I 
don't remember everything so well." I like Martin and 
respect him, but never thought he would go that far to 
justify himself. He has one general weakness—tangents. 
He never knows when to let up. He disliked our pro-
duction of Porgy and Bess in 19 74. You remember? 
RICHARDSON: I do. 
LESTER: His objections were to the cuts we made and 
the fact that we had only thirty musicians in the or-
chestra, all that the Ahmanson Theatre pit would hold. 
The orchestra sounded fine, nevertheless, and our con-
ductor was first rate. He found no fault with our 
singers but gave us no credit for our vocal discoveries, 
including Clamma Dale, who had done nothing important 
up to the time I auditioned her in New York and cast 
her as Bess. I late recommended her to the Houston 
Opera who rented our production, restored cuts which 
Gershwin himself had made, and took the show to Broad-
way where it enjoyed a quick vogue, particularly for 
Clamma Dale. Bernheimer, delighted with his vindication 
that Porgy and Bess should be presented as originally 
composed—whether the composer liked it that way or 
not—interviewed Miss Dale in New York and quoted her 
as saying she preferred this version to the one she 
had done for the Civic Light Opera. This was two years 
after we had done it. The question was irrelevant 
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except for the tangent. The New York vogue was short, 
however, and not comparable to the success of the cut 
version presented on Broadway in 19 42, which ran about 
a year. In 19 77, the full-length version came to Los 
Angeles at another theater, and our Times critic lauded 
it to the skies--except that he found much fault with 
the singers. He hailed and boosted this superior oper-
atic presentation in the same review that was so critical 
of the singers. (Clamma Dale was not in this show.) He 
also deplored the amplification of the voices. He duti-
fully returned to review the alternate cast. This time— 
oh, what a joy it was to hear voices without amplifica-
tion. But he commented that the orchestra was too loud. 
Consistency, eh what? Then in an interview with the 
best singer-actor in that production, who happened to 
have been in ours also, he tried again to get some com-
parison derogatory to our performance. This time he 
got nowhere, because the artist told him that the Civic 
Light Opera production was sung very much better than 
theirs and he thought that ours was the best of the many 
Porgys that he had done. That interview wasn't published 
or commented upon. Despite Martin's effort to sell it, 
that Porgy engagement was an expensive disaster. But 
this is typical of what you run into, and Bernheimer 
is not the sole culprit. It takes a very well-balanced 
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newspaperman or woman to resist misusing the power which 
they possess as members of the press. You can't win in 
an argument with a newspaperman because he always has 
the last word. It's taken me a long time to learn that 
you'd best keep out of these arguments. My sense of jus-
tice has taken many a beating in later years, but my 
press agents and associates finally prevailed—I hope. 

Let's dwell for another moment on purism. I under-
stand and respect the reason for it. But it can be car-
ried to extremes. I remember Rise Stevens telling me 
that when she did Rosenkavalier in Vienna, they made 
some cuts which had been instituted by Richard Strauss 
himself. But when she suggested them to the Met, they 
wouldn't think of it--sacrilege. Korngold, who was one 
of the many Wagner worshippers, was convinced that if 
Wagner were living he would be making tremendous cuts 
in his own works, because he was always a great showman. 
And I would not be surprised that with the continued 
refinement in amplification, it may find its way into 
grand opera, especially if there is any real development 
of opera in English. It will make for more pleasure for 
audiences because then they will get the words and they 
will be more interested in the story, the acting and 
the singing. An American audience goes to grand opera 
now, and sound (voices and orchestra) is the only thing 
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they get except for a word here and there in Italian, 
French, or German. There is only a small proportion 
of the audience who know what the singers are saying 
even if they know the language, because of the amount 
of volume there is in the orchestra. With amplified 
voices, conductors could cut loose much more with or-
chestration which is vitally important in itself. 
Operatic singers love to listen to the sound of their 
own voices, and only a few are really concerned with 
having something to say lyrically. Amplification would 
be rewarding to those who enunciate. There's only one 
real drawback to grand opera amplification now and 
that's tradition. If today's singers are amplified, 
how are we to know how Magnifico Gucci compares with 
Enrico Caruso, or Prachtvolla Schnitzel with Kirsten 
Flagstad? It was a glorious past--but must the future 
live in it? Well I've gone far afield and let's get 
back to the world of reality. 
RICHARDSON: And amplification. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VI, SIDE TWO 

LESTER: That brings us to our 1957 season, which was 
one of the best. But before we get into it, we created 
something in '56 which I think is well worth describing. 
While we had only called on our guarantors twice in the 
previous fourteen years, we instituted something in "56 
to solidify their relationship with us. I called it an 
Open House Rehearsal Day. By this time, we were re-
hearsing three weeks for a show, and the open house 
party was always on Wednesday of- the second week of 
rehearsal, by which time there was still a lot to be 
done. The guarantors were invited to drop in from 2:00 
to 5:00 in the afternoon, and here's what was going on. 
In one rehearsal studio room would be the ballet with 
the choreographer; in another, the singing ensemble 
would be working with the choral director; in another, 
the cast would be in rehearsal with the stage director. 
From 2:00 P.M. on, the guarantors, whenever they arrived, 
were free to very quietly visit any or all studios. 
There were chairs for them, and what was going on in 
each studio was a bona fide rehearsal of something un-
finished and being worked on, oblivious of the guests. 
At 4:00 all of the segregated elements of the company 
and the guarantors pulled together into one large studio. 
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In those days, we rehearsed at the musicians' union 
and later at KHJ studios, in both of which we had the 
necessary facilities for all this. In the big studio, 
we performed for them a half-dozen numbers and a couple 
of short scenes that had been finished and polished by 
that time, so they got a good forty- to forty-five-min-
ute show which I emceed. After the little show, the 
association's president greeted them and thanked the 
guarantors and the cast, while a buffet was being set 
up. Then the company mingled and visited with the 
guarantors, joining them while being served sandwiches 
and cakes, coffee, tea, soft drinks, and punch. By 
6:00 all the guests were gone and we had lost about 
an hour of rehearsal time. 
RICHARDSON: Well, that was a delightful experience for 
the guarantors. 
LESTER: The ladies and some men came between 2:00 and 
3:00, business men later. We had chosen Wednesday be-
cause that was usually a day off for doctors, dentists, 
et cetera. We usually had about 300 to 40 0 show up at 
that rehearsal. It became a delightful annual occasion 
and we invariably got good newspaper pictures and stories. 
When we came into the Music Center, our rehearsal facil-
ities didn't provide room for that kind of shindig, so 
we couldn't do it anymore. What we've done instead in 
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Los Angeles and in San Francisco is to invite guarantors 
to two events each season: (1) a stop-and-go rehearsal 
onstage in scenery and costume on the Wednesday or Thurs-
day before we open, and (2) the first orchestra rehearsal 
with cast on a bare stage—usually on Sunday afternoon be-
tween 2:00 and 5:30. To these, the guarantors could come 
and go as they chose. They were seated toward the rear 
of the orchestra section so that the rehearsals could be 
conducted exactly as they would be if no outsiders were 
there. It's not as much fun as it used to be when the 
guarantors could rub elbows with the cast. We never invite 
guarantors to a preview or dress rehearsal. They're going 
to see the show later. 
RICHARDSON: How many weeks of each show were you doing 
at that time? 
LESTER: In 19 5 7 we went to five weeks in Los Angeles and 
five weeks in San Francisco. In '58 we went to six weeks. 
RICHARDSON: You were growing fast then. 
LESTER: Well, you have to take into consideration that 
when we went from one week to two, we were increasing by 
100 percent; and from two to three, 50 percent; and so on. 
By the time we got up to six, adding one week was only 
growing 20 percent. 
RICHARDSON: As I look at your 1957 season's line-up, I 
would guess that it was very exciting. 
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LESTER: It may well have been our best ever. It promised 
a lot and it delivered far more than it promised. 
RICHARDSON: I note that you opened your Los Angeles season 
with M^ Fair Lady. 
LESTER: The national company was put together for us by 
the original creators. My only contribution was to bring 
the show to California while it was still new and red hot 
on Broadway. It was another show that was seen here less 
than a year after its New York opening. We sold it using 
the same technique that we had used on South Pacific, playing 
it the extra weeks at the Philharmonic in Los Angeles and 
then at the Opera House in San Francisco. 
RICHARDSON: Can you tell us what kind of financial deal 
was involved? 
LESTER: It was rather complicated, Betty, because the 
management could not adjust itself to our formula. But 
the carrot that led them out here was a guaranty to them 
of a million dollars; and when I reported the deal at a 
board meeting of our newly affiliated San Francisco Light 
Opera Association, their first president, a prominent and 
conservative banker, was shocked and practically thundered 
at me, "How can you promise them a million dollars? You 
don't have one like this every year!" He shook his head 
dubiously. Show business always remained a bit screwy 
to him. 
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RICHARDSON: Did they give you a good company of M̂ . Fair 
Lady? 
LESTER: Excellent. One of the great advantages of getting 
a second company early is that the pride of the creators is 
still riding high and they're eager that everything be as 
good as they can get it, particularly for Los Angeles. A 
year later, the pride has worn off and money becomes more 
important. No one was ever as good in Fair Lady as Rex 
Harrison, but we had Brian Aherne who was distinguished, 
and some of the others in the cast were better than the 
New York company. Anne Rogers was brought over from England 
to play Eliza Doolittle and she was, for my taste, the best 
of all the Elizas that have ever done it. 
RICHARDSON: Over Julie Andrews? 
LESTER: Julie Andrews was lovely after she became a lady. 
But as the cockney, Julie couldn't play the slattern as 
convincingly as Anne Rogers. Anne was no better than Julie 
in the later scenes, but infinitely better in the earlier 
scenes. It was a pity that she never got to do it in New 
York. She subsequently followed Julie in London and played 
it there for three years very successfully—too successfully, 
because it delayed her career elsewhere. A big talent and 
a bewitching personality who could sing, dance, and act, 
with face and figure to match. But her ties were in London. 
I brought her over for four other shows in California and 
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she was always great. While she's had a good career, I will 
never know why it hasn't been more exceptional. I had a 
second big attraction to close that '57 season. I had en-
gaged Mary Martin at the height of her career to do a very 
glamorous new production of Annie Get Your Gun. It was a 
three-way deal involving a commitment from NBC for a two-
hour telecast after our season, wherein Mary profited as 
the star, Irving Berlin as the author, and we for our pro-
duction. Dick Halliday and I were associate producers for 
the TV spec. 
RICHARDSON: I saw the TV production. It was one of the 
memorable TV shows. 
LESTER: The stage show, uninterrupted and full length, was 
a corking entertainment, and John Raitt was a perfect leading 
man for Mary. For the other two shows, we were doing Fanny, 
which had just closed a two-year run on Broadway. It was 
basically a good, but not a great, show. However, we had 
carte blanche to make extensive changes from the New York 
production, particularly in adding a lot of much-needed 
choreography. We planned to open our San Francisco season 
with our own production of South Pacific. We had played 
the show several years before, but with the national company. 
This was the first time we were doing it ourselves. I had 
engaged Cesare Siepi, who was a very glamorous guy and 
Pinza's successor at the Met. While I was in the process 

332 



of finding a Nellie Forbush, I was suddenly advised that 
Siepi, then in his mid-thirties, had decided that he didn't 
want to play De Becque; it made him too old and he didn't 
want to be visualized as a counterpart of Pinza. I had a 
signed contract with him but there was no use forcing the 
issue if he was going to be unhappy about it. I was in 
New York the day I was confronted with this. I was having 
dinner with Mary Martin and Dick Halliday at their apart-
ment the same evening, and while we were talking about 
Annie Get Your Gun, I mentioned the thing with Siepi. Mary 
and Dick were concerned for me but I dismissed it and said, 
"I'm used to this sort of thing and I've learned to manage 
my way out," and we went on talking about Annie. The next 
morning my phone rang at the hotel and it was Dick Halliday. 
He said, "Ed, Mary and I were terribly disturbed about your 
problem with Siepi. Do you think that if Mary would agree 
to play Nellie Forbush that it would make it possible for 
you to get Siepi to change his mind and do De Becque?" 
She agreed and I was on cloud nine—Mary Martin in two of 
our four shows I A coup. For De Becque, I gave Mary a 
choice of Bob Wright, a real favorite of mine, and Giorgio 
Tozzi, who had just begun to be somebody at the Met. She 
liked them both, but chose Tozzi because he was more in 
the Pinza image. Giorgio was perfect in the role. But 
what a favor Mary did me. Even though it had been a few 
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years since she had done South Pacific, she was still great 
in it. And oh, did people want to see her in that showl 
It was the only show we had ever played for which there 
was never an unsold seat in any part of the theater. 
RICHARDSON: That was for five weeks each in Los Angeles 
and San Francisco. 
LESTER: And that was the third time around for South Pacific 
in seven years. 
RICHARDSON: You have on your wall here a picture painted 
by Mary Martin. When did she give that to you? 
LESTER: She gave that to me when she played I_ Do! I_ Do 1 
here. 
RICHARDSON: It shows the Music Center in the background, 
and then herself in each of the characters that she had 
played for you in the foreground. Is that right? 
LESTER: Yes. Five shows. Her paintings of herself were 
all rear views. Mary always kids herself about being a 
backside painter. It's a cartoon style, but it's real and 
it's one of her many talents. She's an expert in needle-
point and in dress designing, which she developed when 
she and Dick lived in Brazil, and she had her own very 
successful boutique in Anapolis near their ranch, which 
she still owns at this time. Incidentally, when South 
Pacific opened in San Francisco, Miss Martin characteris-
tically effaced herself in her eagerness to have Tozzi come 

334 



off well. I got after her and reminded her that she was 
the star and Tozzi could take care of himself very nicely. 
As a result of this Los Angeles appearance, he was engaged 
to do the singing for Rossano Brazzi when they made the 
picture. 
RICHARDSON: That was a nice bonus for him. I've meant to 
ask you—with stars like Mary Martin, did you carry insur-
ance on them? 
LESTER: In the early days we did it consistently. But 
over a period of years we needed it so seldom and theatrical 
companies other than ours were causing the rates to get so 
prohibitive, a high-salaried standby became a better invest-
ment than insurance except in very rare instances. And 
that leads me to an unusual experiment when Mary Martin 
appeared for us in Annie Get Your Gun late in that 1957 
season. People had seen the show before but anything Mary 
Martin was in, she was the attraction rather than the show, 
so once again we were selling out. We had a very good 
understudy for Mary, a girl in the chorus named Rene Guerin 
who I think is out of the profession now, but she had the 
makings of a career. At any rate, on the Tuesday of the 
last week of the Annie Get Your Gun engagement, Dick Halliday 
called me in the morning very distressed. He said, "Ed, 
Mary cannot raise her head this morning. She could not 
possibly do the performance tonight. She'd kill herself 
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to try but she just can't stand on her feet. I don't know 
what it is, maybe a stomach flu or something of the kind, 
but whatever it is, she is really sick and it will be the 
first time in her life that she's ever had to miss a per-
formance." He ended with, "Thank heaven you have a good 
understudy." Mary knew her understudy's potential because 
in addition to the singing and dancing and acting in our 
Annie production, Mary did one of her scary Martin stunts. 
In the scene in the circus, she shot out lights with a 
pistol while riding a horse full speed on a treadmill. That 
took somebody who knew how to ride a horse damned well with 
one hand free for the shooting. But this understudy had 
been brought up on a ranch and was capable of doing that 
trick along with the other things Mary did in the show. So 
with no previous inkling to the audience that anything was 
wrong, at 8:35 I went before the curtain and started by 
telling the people regretfully that Mary Martin was ill 
and would not be able to appear. Bang! I waited a moment 
for the groans from a sold-out house, about 2,700 people, 
then changed my mood completely and said very cheerfully, 
"But there is a silver lining. Miss Martin's understudy, 
a young lady named Rene Guerin, Mary's own choice, is a 
very talented girl and we think she has the makings of a 
star. Who knows? Now you came here to see Mary Martin, 
and obviously because she isn't appearing you can get a 
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refund at the box office immediately. But we have a better 
idea to propose to you. You made your plans to come to the 
theater because you wanted to see a show; you didn't come 
to get your money back. Some of you have baby sitters at 
home, so as long as you're all here, you might as well enjoy 
yourselves. You stay through the show, and at the end of 
the performance, if you have not had a good time or if you 
still feel that you haven't had your money's worth, you 
send in your ticket stubs and we will mail you a refund." 
Naturally that brought a whole change in the attitude of 
the audience and they broke into surprised, happy applause. 
Well, we were halfway home then. Miss Guerin came on, got 
a warm reception and gave a great performance. Mary was 
out sick the rest of the week. I followed the same pro-
cedure every performance; Rene carried on, and our total 
refunds for the whole seven performances that Miss Martin 
missed were less than $300. 
RICHARDSON: That's great. It was a very good decision. 
LESTER: It involved a bit of mob psychology of course, but 
it just struck me as a good way to handle it. And we have 
handled it much the same way ever since. While we haven't 
had quite the super results that we had with the Guerin 
girl, the psychology of offering the audience something 
for nothing has real virtue. We had one very funny exper-
ience in conjunction with the Mary Martin refunds. Whenever 
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stubs came in, we checked our files just to see whether or 
not they were subscribers. Almost never. But one pair of 
stubs came in from someone and the ticket department reported 
that these were subscriber tickets that did not belong to 
the person asking for the refund. I said, "Let's check it 
out. Someone's got hold of a subscriber's stubs and is 
chiseling." So I personally phoned the man whose stubs 
had come in and told him the name and address of the party 
that sent in for the refund. And this was the answer I got: 
"Mr. Lester, my wife is very chintzy and she didn't want me 
to know that she was asking for the refund. The name and 
address you have there is her mother's. Pay no attention 
to that refund request. We had a very good time at the show." 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] I wouldn't want to be in that wife's 
shoes. But she deserved it. 
LESTER: If I broke up a home, it wasn't a happy one. 
[laughter] On the subject of understudies, I believe that 
except for some character parts, young understudies are by 
far the best policy. Audiences are more indulgent with 
young people and more interested in someone who may have 
a future, than they are in an older substitute. I've heard 
them give ovations to young understudies who were terrible. 
RICHARDSON: You mentioned the Mary Martin TV version of 
Annie Get Your Gun and that it was profitable. Why couldn't 
you do that with more of your own shows? 
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LESTER: We've given it plenty of thought, Betty, but it's 
9 8 percent impracticable. Motion picture rights had been 
sold on virtually every show in our program and that re-
stricted pictorial use for TV without the studio's per-
mission. Rosalinda was in public domain, so we had no prob-
lems on that one. With Annie, Irving Berlin could pull the 
strings to get permission where no one else could. 
RICHARDSON: When you played a show at the San Francisco 
Opera House, were you ever playing another at the Curran 
at the same time? 
LESTER: There was almost always an overlap which was of 
no concern competitively. The subscription department 
just had to be careful that they didn't book a subscriber 
for two shows on the same night. 
RICHARDSON: Now with twenty years behind you, what was 
the state of the union with your enterprise in 19 58? 
LESTER: As a quick summary: We had built up a reserve 
of about a million dollars in our continuance fund; we had 
a functioning San Francisco association. The board there 
had been organized, largely by Don Gilman, a member of 
our Los Angeles board, who for many years had been in charge 
of NBC's West Coast operation with headquarters in San 
Francisco, so he knew the right people; plus San Francisco 
friends of our own board. By now, we had built a substan-
tial roster of San Francisco guarantors so that between the 
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two cities, we had nearly a half-million dollars in annual 
guaranties. We had a very strong board in Los Angeles, well-
informed and keenly interested. We were respected in the 
trade, enjoyed the goodwill of the community, and an engage-
ment with us was regarded as prestigious. Also, we now 
owned the Curran scenery, electrical, and drapery shop 
which had been bought for us by that wonderful enthusiast, 
Dave Marks, from the Curran Estate, at a time when we couldn't 
afford it. Two years later, when we could, he turned it over 
to us at exactly what he had paid—and refused any interest 
charge on the multi-thousands he had invested. 
RICHARDSON: What a man! 
LESTER: Only 1 know the extent of his influence. He was 
the sublime optimist. When the going was toughest, his 
easy arm-around-my-shoulder, "You'll handle it," "It will 
all come out fine," or "Everybody makes mistakes" were an 
inestimable prescription for me for many years. 
RICHARDSON: By now your responsibilities had really grown. 
LESTER: Yes—busier but not as strenuous. I no longer 
had to run up three flights of stairs to the spotlight 
booth on an opening night. We now had a good organization-
dedicated and devoted—a tight ship with no clock. I still 
had no resident director and our production staff had to lay 
off between seasons. But the office and accounting, pub-
licity, and subscriber relations were twelve-month jobs. 
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Miss Pinkham and the late Dick Drew, who supervised account-
ing and the shop, will never be replaceable. 
RICHARDSON: You were on a full-time basis yourself. 
LESTER: You can believe it—putting together that four-
show-a-year program and maintaining quality. I was helped 
materially by the Rodgers and Hammerstein product and its 
inspiration to other writers of that period, but we were 
still doing rewrites for our revivals of the older works--
and about those, I want to quote Patterson Greene, the 
Examiner critic, who once described my credo far better 
than I could have. He called it, "Keep the best and fix 
the rest. " 
RICHARDSON: That's a lovely description. 
LESTER: It's a pity that so many of the works we re-did 
are lost—for the present anyway—in a change of musical 
theater to a different type of entertainment, which cannot 
become lasting literature. 
RICHARDSON: Why? 
LESTER: Because the emphasis is not on music—and of all 
the elements that make up a show, the music is the thing 
by which it is most remembered. 
RICHARDSON: Then let's get back to our musical history. 
Where were we? 
LESTER: In 195 8. And I'd like to start that off with a 
trifle. We did a production of King and with a leading 
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man from the motion picture colony (not Brynner) who con-
vinced himself that the King was the most strenuous role 
ever. He did it well enough, but from the beginning he re-
quired an oxygen tank in his dressing room. He used it 
frequently, but most effectively after each performance when 
visitors would come backstage to see him and find him lying 
on the couch in his dressing room with the oxygen mask firmly 
affixed to his face and the tank bubbling at a noticeably 
high point. To preclude his visitors leaving him to his 
agony, he would remove the mask apologetically and portray 
exhaustion, yet charm in spite of it. Not bad! (Let me 
assure you that this was not Ricardo Montalban who subse-
quently played the King magnificently for me in two separate 
productions which he survived handsomely, sans oxygen.) 
RICHARDSON: Some of the be£t performances are not always 
the ones we see on the stage. 
LESTER: That reminds me of a star we once engaged for a 
very bombastic role. He seemed exactly right for it, but 
in the show he never cut loose up to expectations. One 
night after a disappointing performance we were discussing 
some changes and he became infuriated with me, rose to his 
feet, pounded the table, and shouted at me at the top of 
his voice. When he had gotten it out of his system, I said, 
"Boy, if we could only get you to do that on stage." 
RICHARDSON: What happened? 
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LESTER: Nothing. He subsided and went back to normal. 
But now let's talk about a real actor. A couple of years 
after the Kismet collaboration, Luther Davis and Wright and 
Forrest became involved in making a musical of Grand Hotel, 
with Albert Marre directing. It was called At the Grand. 
They talked to me about producing it. I was familiar with 
the property and was quite cool to it until they came up 
with the idea that they could get Paul Muni to play the 
role of Kringelein, which, while not the biggest role in 
the original play, could be built into a starring vehicle 
for Muni. I said, "If you can get Muni, I'll do it." 
Muni agreed to it for the Civic Light Opera but would only 
play it in New York if he was satisfied with the results 
of the California production. We had New York interested 
in the financing. Roger Stevens wanted to take the pro-
duction to Broadway and was an investor in our production, 
with an option to bring it in. Once rehearsals started, 
it was obvious that Marre had arranged with the authors 
that in case of any differences between him and me, they 
must stick with him. When I discovered it early in the 
game, I let them know that I knew and told them we'd get 
better results with all cards face up on the table—the 
only important thing was to get the show on. It was almost 
a very good show. Muni was wonderful but there was an 
untenable situation. Joan Diener was the feminine lead 
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(an opera singer instead of a ballerina as in the original). 
Miss Diener was Marre1s wife and Muni felt, with some justi-
fication, that the director's prime interest was in his 
wife's scenes ahead of everything else. But Muni said 
nothing and spent much of his time with the choreographer, 
Ernest Flatt, who handled him perfectly. Muni was an unfor-
gettable experience for me. He was undoubtledly the greatest 
actor with whom I have ever had contact—the complete artist--
silently hypercritical of everyone, especially himself. He 
sang and danced extremely well. He had a fine bass baritone 
voice—really lush—and Wright and Forrest had done very 
well by him as had Luther Davis. He was superlative in the 
show. But the schism between him, Miss Diener, and the 
director was already at fever pitch before we opened in Los 
Angeles. The day after the opening, there was a complete 
reversal on the part of Marre and the authors. They came to 
me most contrite and apologetic, asking me to take complete 
charge. They had even worked out a royalty-sharing proposal 
for me. They should have known better. Money was of no 
importance at this point. The damage had been done and I 
questioned if it could be repaired. All along, I had tried 
to keep Muni appeased and his very show-wise wife, Bella, 
and I were on good terms. Bella's heart was set on his 
going to Broadway, but we were dealing with the oddest tem-
perament I had ever known—a man who was never happy; a man 
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who had derived little or no satisfaction from his accom-
plishments. This describes it best: Before Muni arrived 
in Los Angeles, I had my first get-acquainted meeting with 
Bella in their suite at the Beverly Hills Hotel. We got 
along delightfully, but in the conversation I said, "Muni 
is going to have fun playing this role." She corrected me 
quickly, "Don't ever say fun to him. He detests everything 
that he does professionally and the mere idea that he could 
enjoy himself would be repugnant to him." It was hard to 
believe but I understood it later. He taped all of his 
lines and songs over and over, trying them differently with 
each taping. Then he would play them back, select what 
sounded best to him, and that became his master tape. He 
was in his dressing room at 6:00 every evening, listening 
to his tape while putting on his make-up or lying on his 
couch, and it was "no visitors" except on things that con-
cerned the performance. Total concentration. When a 
change of cast had to be made or an understudy had to go 
on or a new scene was to go in, he was always most helpful 
to the people around him, never late for a rehearsal, and 
otherwise exemplary. It was patent early that if the show 
were going to New York, Joan Diener would have to be re-
placed and we would have to change directors. Marre was 
very gracious in agreeing to bow out at any time, and of 
course Joan would go with him. While the show was giving 
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satisfaction, we were all conscious that changes were needed 
for the Broadway showing, but it was pointless to proceed 
with them until Muni had approved a new director and was 
prepared to give us his New York commitment. I submitted 
several directorial possibilities to him but it was not un-
til the show was in San Francisco that he was finally pre-
pared to agree on Rouben Mamoulian. In the meantime, on 
the announcement of Paul Muni doing a musical, we had an 
advance sale in New York of a few hundred thousand dollars 
without ever having taken an ad or having a publicity man. 
The business was just on theater parties and from early 
mail orderers. 
RICHARDSON: Did the show go to New York? 
LESTER: No—and it was a tragedy that Broadway never found 
out what a great musical performer Paul Muni was; much of 
that tragedy was of his own indecision for so many weeks. 
RICHARDSON: What happened? 
LESTER: I now had to negotiate with Maoulian. Rouben 
said, "I can make a great show out of this," but he wouldn't 
tell me how, what changes he was going to make, or anything 
of that kind. He was interested only in discussing terms. 
RICHARDSON: You mean financial terms? 
LESTER: They were so impossible that I said, "Rouben, if 
I paid you that, I would be setting a precedent I couldn't 
live with the rest of my life. There are no secrets in 
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this business. Everyone else will say, "You paid Mamoulian 
so and so . . . I'm entitled to the same figure.1 It's all 
ridiculous—particularly when you won't tell me what the 
miracles are that you're going to perform. Maybe I'd flip 
and find some way to take care of your demands. You know 
I won't steal your ideas because Muni wants you to direct." 
But Mamoulian clammed up. I was convinced he didn't know 
what he was going to do and the time was too short for ex-
perimentation. The only thing I could get from him was a 
smug, "Without me you don't have a show." I said, "But 
with you I don't know if I have one or not and we won't 
spend another $250,000 to find out." He figured that he 
had me over a barrel and he was very much surprised when, 
after discussing it with Stevens, I told him, "We'll close 
the show in San Francisco." It was a pity. 
RICHARDSON: Who knows? You might have had a big New York 
hit. 
LESTER: It would have been a very tenuous one. Muni was 
not young and not too well. If he had to be out of a per-
formance, there was no alternative to cancellation. He 
was the reason people came. And there's one thing on which 
I am almost a fanatic: I think it's a show business nadir 
to have a hit that doesn't make money for its investors. 
RICHARDSON: I thought that making money was the mark of 
a hit. 
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LESTER: You would be surprised how many hit shows have 
not returned their original investment. The combination 
of a high-priced star, too-high royalties, a too-extravagant 
operation, and general inefficiency can make it impossible 
to amortize a too-high production cost. A flop is excusable; 
a hit that loses money is a much worse reflection on a pro-
ducer . 
RICHARDSON: Maybe this would be a good time for me to ask, 
If you could adivse young, upcoming producers, what recom-
mendations would you pass along? 
LESTER: Betty, you are now asking for a textbook and that 
could be very dull. I am not a fair criterion for normal 
producerism because our operation has been so many-sided. 
But I'll try to thumbnail a few generalities that might 
be useful to someone producing one show at a time--a course 
I would strongly recommend. First of all, there's the 
matter of flair, taste, and judgment. Those are require-
ments you can't train, you can't inculcate. However, since 
you said "upcoming," we'll presume that our would-be producer 
has them. First, let me differentiate the word presents 
as against produced by. Anyone who can finance a show can 
"present" it. But there are and have been some real pre-
senters who know how to promote and sell a show, how to 
negotiate with stars, authors, director, designers, et cetera, 
to put together a package and then leave it to a director, 
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who in actuality takes over the producing. For me, a pro-
ducer is a professional who can cover all of the foregoing 
functions and still be able to rehearse a show and put the 
finished product on the stage. He is wisest if he engages 
a first-class director and becomes a better producer by 
getting the benefit of the director's creativity. A pro-
ducer should be able to edit (tactfully, of course) in most 
if not all of the creative departments so that he is never 
at the mercy of any of his high-priced staff. In essence 
I'm saying, "Don't run a restaurant if you don't know how 
to cook." 
RICHARDSON: In other words, know the business or stay out 
of it. 
LESTER: You learn as you go—but you've got to know primary 
things from the jump-off. We'll start with the "presenting" 
factors. I'll try to put my suggestions in a series of 
don1 ts and do's. Don't produce! underfinanced--there are 
headaches enough without it. Don't mislead investors with 
inadequate figures or false hopes--they mustn't invest in 
shows unless they're willing and able to lose; they'll have 
far more respect for the producer who makes that clear at 
the beginning. Anticipate every pitfall you can think 
of and expect twice as many that you can't think of. Keep 
your word—if production is iffy, keep it on that level 
until you are prepared to give a definite yes to actors, 
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directors, et cetera. Stalling is fair game but don't let 
anyone lose out on something else because you made a promise 
that you can't keep. 
RICHARDSON: All of that has to do with the presenting side. 
What about the actual producing? 
LESTER: Producing a show is easy. The big job is in de-
ciding what to produce. That calls for judgment; you can't 
acquire it in a textbook. 
RICHARDSON: Let's presume that you've decided on your show 
and you have your star and director and creative staff— 
give us some idea as to how your complete producer functions 
from there. 
LESTER: Let me see how much ground I can cover in a few 
minutes. 
RICHARDSON: We can call it, "How to be a producer in one 
easy lesson." 
LESTER: Here we go. You must have confidence in your own 
taste, so that the show has one basic kind of style and 
purpose. Without having to say it, let it be quietly 
understood that as the producer, the responsibility is yours 
and yours must be the final decisions. You'd better have a 
sense of humor--you111 need it. It should be implicit 
to the creative forces that musical shows succeed principally 
on the strength of the musical numbers—song or dance or 
both; no matter how good the book may be, it fails its purpose 
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if the major situations cannot be converted to or lead 
logically to musical numbers. Other than the material 
itself, the actors are the core of the show; cast them with 
personality in mind--personalities are always more inter-
esting to audiences than more capable actors without per-
sonality. In auditioning, the listeners to the audition 
should be in a lighted hall or theater—an audition to a 
hidden audience is very unfriendly and not conducive to 
the best results, particularly when you would like the 
auditioner to do something in a different way. Try to 
have script and score ready and as tight as possible 
before you go into rehearsal—it saves a lot of valuable 
time. Maintain a friendly relationship with the performers, 
including the unimportant ones; a company is a family and 
the producer is the head of it. Recognition from him is 
flattering and stimulating for the actors. Give your 
director and choreographer every chance to create without 
interference, but get an early rehearsal check-up on the 
performances of your cast; the necessity for a change of 
actors usually shows up very quickly and should be made 
with dispatch. (A director will not delay calling your 
attention to a piece of miscasting if it's someone that 
you hired—he'll be slower to point out his own mistake; 
find out for yourself.) Having given the director or 
choreographer the chance to develop things in their way, 
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once you see something that you have real doubts about, dis-
cuss it as soon as possible—it's a big rehearsal-time saver. 
Differences of opinion in vocal, acting, or dance interpre-
tation should be straightened out early. Mistakes should be 
corrected before actors get in the habit of doing something 
the wrong way; don't wait until a run-through in which all 
weaknesses show up at once. Make occasional trips to the 
shops building scenery and costumes; if you catch mistakes 
early, you can save thousands of dollars in corrections be-
fore things are finished and delivered to the theater where 
changes are much more costly and time is most precious. 
Maintain regular contact with your publicity man—you know 
what you're trying to sell--see that he gets your angles to 
supplement his own and visits rehearsals as often as possible— 
it can stimulate ideas. Make decisions—wrong ones are 
better than none at all. Don't lose your temper, except 
deliberately where it can do some good. Because you're 
dealing largely with emotional creators and actors, you have 
to control your own emotions. Don't let yourself get talked 
into someone or something that you don't like and it turns 
out badly, you're wrong twice--first, because it didn't 
work; second, because you permitted it. Remember: yours 
is the total responsibility. Never open a show when you 
know it's too long—the overlength may destroy a proper 
perspective on something good that comes too late in the 
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evening. Don't keep wrong scenery or costumes in a show 
because of how much they cost—it can prove far more costly 
to leave them in. Instruct your stage manager to see that 
actors are not called when they're not needed nor left 
sitting around after the director has finished with them— 
he may have forgotten or be basically inconsiderate. The 
stage manager should also protect his company from needless 
standing around during technical corrections in lighting, 
props, and whatnot. When that curtain goes up, everything 
that's been done is dependent on your actors. Preserve 
their energies and keep them happy. After opening, correct 
the simple errors and make the obvious cuts immediately, 
even though there are more important changes that will 
take more time and thought and fresh creativity. Meanwhile, 
the show cannot help but benefit each time the audience 
sees a little better performance. When you are fixing a 
show and you put in a new scene that doesn't work, put in 
another new one or cut it entirely, but don't go back to 
something you've taken out. If it were any good, you 
wouldn't have taken it out in the first place and it will 
be worse if it's restored; the actors will have lost con-
fidence in it along with respect for management's ability 
to fix. When you've done your whole job as well as you 
know how, always remember that audiences are the Supreme 
Court. If they say no, you're out of court. The quicker 
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you close, the better—most shows stay open too long, 
usually to the detriment of the investors. 
RICHARDSON: Whew! It took you about forty years to acquire 
that. 
LESTER: Not at all, Betty. I'd learned that much by the 
time I'd produced my first few shows. That's why the rest 
were easier even though the standards had to be constantly 
higher. The styles change in stories, in music, in dancing, 
but the basic principles of producing are the same. Most 
of what I outlined is kindergarten stuff for any top-ranking 
presenter like David Merrick or producer like Hal Prince. 
And none of it is worth a damn to anybody who hasn't the 
native wit to handle each new situation as it arises. Oh, 
and here's a small item I want to pass along for the young 
producer, or anybody else working under pressure—it took 
me a year to learn it: Whenever you're hungry, regardless 
of the time of day, make it a point to send out for or 
have available something to eat—even if only a small sand-
wich, a cup of soup, or toast and tea. Reason? If you're 
hungry at 5:30 and you say, "I won't eat now because I'm 
going to have dinner at 7:00," something very upsetting 
can come up between 5:30 and 7:00 that will spoil your 
appetite. You don't feel like eating and your nerves are 
taking all the beating. This is one recipe for avoiding 
ulcers in an ulcerated profession. 
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RICHARDSON: Practicing medicine on the side? 
LESTER: No—but keeping the actors healthy has to be one 
of the producer's major concerns. Which reminds me: We 
played Mary Martin and Robert Preston in !E Do 1 !E Do 1 in 19 6 8 
As you remember, they were wonderful—those two big person-
alities actually making our 3,200-seat theater seem intim-
ate. But medically, they should have been called the 
Odd Couple. Bob Preston, a Christian Scientist, ignoring 
sore throats, pains, a sprained ankle, or whatever; Mary 
alert with patent medicines or old-home remedies for any-
body who had a sniffle, a stomach ache, or whatever ails 
you. On stage, each instinctively protected the other if 
one seemed below par, but physical handicaps were seldom, 
if ever, discussed between them. 
RICHARDSON: You were reputed to be extremely lucky over 
the years in avoiding illness in your companies. 
LESTER: We were usually well protected with our under-
studies, but I must say that actors as a breed will really 
break their necks to keep a curtain up. One of the most 
remarkable exhibitions that I've ever seen was when Alfred 
Drake was the star of our revival of Kismet in our 25th 
anniversary season. We had dinner together before the 
closing Saturday evening performance and Alfred said, "I'm 
sorry you're going to see the show tonight. I was so 
hoarse at the end of the matinee that I don't know if I'll 
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have the voice to get through tonight." Sure enough, his 
voice left him at the end of the first act. Hajj in Kismet 
is a strenuous role. We had an understudy who could have 
gone on but Alfred elected to finish, and with no announce-
ment to the audience, he virtually whispered the whole 
second act, including his songs. It was obvious to the 
audience that Drake's voice was gone, but his technique was 
so remarkable that he managed to project those hoarse whis-
pers so they could be heard in the far corners of the house. 
When the final curtain fell and Alfred came out to take his 
bow, that audience gave him a spontaneous standing ovation 
that was really heartwarming. He deserved it. I've known 
a couple of self-indulgent leading ladies to call in and 
report that they were too ill to go on. But a good under-
study performance can surpass Lourdes in effecting miraculous 
recoveries. 
RICHARDSON: I suppose everybody doing anything likes to 
feel indispensable. 
LESTER: In 1964, we did a revival of Kiss Me, Kate starring 
Patrice Munsel and Bob Wright. The show had played Los 
Angeles first and was in its fourth week in San Francisco 
when Bob Wright received word of a death in his family back 
East. It was necessary that he leave immediately after 
that night's performance, to be gone for a few days. We 
were able to get from New York an experienced actor-singer 
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who knew the role and would fill in, but we'd have to use 
our understudy for one night. He was playing another role; 
he was a personable young actor with an excellent voice. 
He had the physical equipment to give a good performance 
of the lead, but my stage manager warned me that at under-
study rehearsals he was constantly fumbling for lines. 
We had in the company a member of the chorus who had just 
graduated from Stanford. He had impressed me enormously 
with his intelligence and poise, and he sang beautifully. 
With the warning in mind about the understudy, I went to 
the Stanfordite the evening that Wright was leaving and 
said, "How much of this part do you know?" He answered, 
"I have only a general idea of it from listening." "Get 
up on it tonight," I said, "you may be playing it tomorrow." 
The regular understudy was of course put on the alert and 
he started rehearsal the next morning with the stage mana-
ger. Sitting in the theater listening was the other young 
man who had been up half the night studying what is a big 
starring role. A couple of members of the cast, Elizabeth 
Allen and Roy Fitzell, had stayed up with him, cueing 
and otherwise helping him. When I arrived at the theater, 
I asked him how he was coming and he said, "I have a pretty 
good idea of the first act but that's all." I listened 
to the designated understudy's rehearsal. From the be-
ginning, he had tried to learn the part by rote and now, 
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whenever he flubbed a line, he'd go back and correct himself. 
After ten minutes of this, I stopped the rehearsal, took the 
understudy off to one side and told him that since he had 
not learned the role, it was too risky for him to tackle it. 
I then talked to the collegian and said, "You're going to 
play it tonight." He froze and said, "I've only learned 
the first act." I answered, "But you know what the second 
act is all about and you know the songs. You've got a few 
more hours in which to work on whatever you're uncertain 
about and we'll bring dinner in to you. I am completely 
confident that you can pull it off and I'll handle the 
announcement to the audience so they'll be with you all the 
way." That night, that young man was amazing. It was a 
triumph of intelligence as well as talent. If he missed 
words here and there, he never lost the ideas and went 
right ahead without ever having to be prompted and, oh, was 
his education an asset! As Petruchio in The Taming of the 
Shrew, in portions of the show, he frequently ad-libbed 
Shakespeare and did it very convincingly. It was the kind 
of thing that only a man of high intellect as well as flair 
would have agreed to undertake and then pull off as bril-
liantly as he did. His name is Laurence Guittard. He has 
since made a fine career for himself in the theater and is 
still on his way up. While I haven't seen the motion pic-
ture of A Little Night Music, I am told that he is the 
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standout in it. 
RICHARDSON: Did you ever have to cancel any performances? 
LESTER: Never of one of our own shows. But we came close 
a few times. Usually that problem arises just before or 
right after an opening. It's customary to assign under-
studies who have small parts of their own as a rule; there 
is never time for understudy rehearsals until after a show 
has opened, it's the smart ones and the really ambitious 
ones who get up on their assignments in advance. Quite 
often, some non-appointed kid in the chorus who has watched, 
absorbed, and dreamed volunteers to go on in an emergency. 
In the second week of our original Kismet in Los Angeles, 
Doretta Morrow suddenly went out with a broken blood vessel 
in her throat. I had weeks earlier assigned a young girl 
in the ensemble who was very pretty and bright, plus having 
a beautiful voice, to cover Doretta. But when the emergency 
came, she hadn't learned the part. Another girl in the 
chorus, Jo Ann O'Connell, not nearly as talented but ten 
times smarter, had learned Doretta's role just as a matter 
of ambition. When this situation arose, Jo Ann said, "I 
know it" and proceeded to perform it excellently. Ultimately, 
she played the role over a hundred times. 
RICHARDSON: What became of the other girl? 
LESTER: The last I heard of her, she was married and had 
several children. It was patently the right profession 
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for her. 
RICHARDSON: Emergencies and crises seem to be the essence 
of a producer's life. 
LESTER: They either kill us or keep us young. I chose 
the latter. Probably my most shattering experience was 
at a Sunday night dress rehearsal of "Sugar", which we pre-
sented in 19 74. I had engaged Cyril Ritchard to play his 
original co-starring role and direct the show. Cyril was 
in his seventies, but stalwart and full of energy. He had 
been irritated during rehearsals by his assistants, partic-
ularly our stage manager. We had made a great many changes 
from the original and Cyril took his directorial job very 
seriously. When we came to final rehearsals in the theater, 
Cyril was running back and forth from the auditorium to 
the stage and I was very much concerned that he was over-
taxing himself. But being a trouper, he wouldn't let down. 
For the first dress rehearsal with piano, we had invited 
a few people—about 150. During Cyril's first scene, 
which came about halfway through the first act, he was 
performing, seemingly perfectly normal, when after a momen-
tary pause in his dialog, his body suddenly became rigid 
and he fell straight back and lay motionless, apparently 
dead. Allowing for that moment of utter shock, the stage 
manager ordered the curtain down, rushed out on the stage, 
ordered the actors and other bystanders out of the way, 
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and went to work immediately on a first-aid technique, 
assisted by a very bright chorus boy who administered 
mouth-to-mouth breathing and pressing on the chest to the 
stage manager's count, while someone else called the para-
medics. They arrived in ten to fifteen minutes, by which 
time Ritchard had begun breathing. The paramedics said 
that the first aid had saved his life. They took over 
and moved Cyril to the hospital and intensive care. After 
a few weeks of hospitalization and subsequent rest, he 
had made a complete recovery. He continued to enjoy an 
active career for several more years. A quirk of fate 
was that the stage manager who took charge was the one 
Cyril so disliked. I later asked the younger boy where 
he had learned his technique. He answered, "Watching 
television shows." 
RICHARDSON: What were you doing during those awful first 
moments? 
LESTER: To be completely truthful, while my first concern 
was Cyril, the selfish thought came almost parallel: "What 
do we do?" Assured that everything possible was being done 
for Cyril, my next job was to dismiss the audience, who 
did not know the seriousness of what had happened. By now 
I was able to tell them that Mr. Ritchard had come out of 
his faint. I asked the company to change to street clothes 
and stand by for instructions. Further rehearsal that night 
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was out of the question. But we had a few questions to 
ask ourselves: "Do we postpone the opening?" "How do we 
handle the press?" "Who can we get?" I won't take you 
through all the thought processes, but I had an immediate 
dressing-room conference with Miss Pinkham and Glenn Jor-
dan, whom I was grooming as a successor. We didn't know 
then how fortunate we were in having a great understudy, 
Joe Ross, a seasoned and highly versatile performer who 
was playing a smaller role and covering Ritchard. Thanks 
to Ross, we rehearsed the following day and played a pre-
view on that night to a packed house. Ross was excellent 
in the role, and although he was too young for it, he con-
tinued in it very ably until we had a starring personality 
as a replacement. The morning after Cyril Ritchard's 
collapse, we were lucky enough to get Gale Gordon, who was 
and is very popular from his long-time comedic performances 
on TV as Mr. Mooney with Lucille Ball in "I Love Lucy." 
Gordon, a stage performer from way back, watched the Monday 
night preview and the Tuesday night opening. He was scheduled 
to go in the following Tuesday, but he told me on Thursday 
that with a full rehearsal Friday he would be ready to go 
in on Friday evening. He did, and he was not only up in 
the part but extremely funny. 
RICHARDSON: I remember him. He was wonderful. 

LESTER: "Sugar" itself truned out to be one of the most 
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gratifying experiences in my many years of Civic Light 
Opera. As you recall, it was the musical version of Some 
Like It Hot, which David Merrick produced on Broadway in 
19 73. It starred Bobby Morse, who was great in it, along 
with Tony Roberts and Ritchard. It had some screamingly 
funny situations but the score by Jule Styne and Bob 
Merrill was spotty. The direction by Gower Champion had 
some excellent high spots but the show as a whole didn't 
quite work, was not too well cast, and lacked class. It 
barely lasted one season on Broadway. Merrick was eager 
for me to play it but I rejected it as too tawdry and he 
closed it shortly after. Later, I desperately needed a 
show for 19 74 and made a deal with Merrick whereby I bought 
the physical production at a bargain price and made a sep-
arate deal with the authors and designers to come out and 
work with me to hopefully make it "right" for our audiences. 
This was a shaky adventure for me. It was farce comedy and 
not my cup of tea. I engaged only three people from the 
original cast: Morse, Ritchard, and a crackerjack dancer, 
Steve Condos. I was so afraid of it that in my initial 
thinking I did not want my name on it in any form. But 
by the time I had started to work with Styne and Merrill and 
Peter Stone, the book writer, they were so enthusiastic 
about the changes I wanted and entered so completely into 
the project, I decided that maybe I could stray off into 
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this medium without disgracing myself or the Civic Light 
Opera. By changing the basic color background for the 
scenery from bright red to bright blue along with some 
other scenic refinements, we got rid of the tawdry look. 
The new musical numbers gave the show the class which it 
had lacked, and by cutting the whole opening scene and 
re-routining much of the rest, along with a couple of 
new sets and casting improvements, we came off with a 
really corking show. It built to sold-out business and 
we were flooded with congratulatory letters—all of this 
with a miscast producer. On the basis of it, "Sugar" became 
a hot item for stock, and our format, translated into 
Spanish, ran nearly two years in Mexico City. 
RICHARDSON: I always thought it should have gone back 
to Broadway. 
LESTER: Maybe. But it had run just long enough there 
that the bloom was off of it. However, I firmly believe 
that had the show, as we did it here, been the one that 
opened in New York, it would have been a several-year 
hit. 
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Errata sheet 
Volume two 

page 46 7, lines 14b and 13b should read: 
at his best—and a very strong cast. That production, 
directed by Ed Greenberg, was designed by George Jenkins 
and choreographed by Eugene Loring. It did sell-out 

page 611, line 12 should read: 
start their subscription sale and the sale of individual 
shows at the 

page 637, lines 18 and 19 should read: 
haven't changed!" I answered, "When you have perfection, 
why fool with it?" [laughter] Well, Betty, when you 
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TAPE NUMBER: VII, SIDE ONE 

RICHARDSON: Along with those shows that gave you so much 
satisfaction, there must have been a good many disappoint-
ments . 
LESTER: Several—but in an operation like ours, with the 
next show and the next season coming up, you learn quickly 
that the past is unimportant except for the added experience 
RICHARDSON: What would you consider your biggest disappoint 
ment? 
LESTER: I guess that would have to be Dumas and Son, an 
original story by Jerome Chodorov, with a score adapted 
from Saint-Saens by Wright and Forrest. I thought we had 
a strong emotional story, well told, a fair measure of 
comedy, and a genuinely beautiful score. We had an excel-
lent cast, although we lackdd an important star personality 
for Alexandre Dumas, pere, a great role for which we had 
hoped to get Peter Ustinov—he, however, wouldn't commit 
himself to any long run. Inia Tewiata, whom we brought 
from England, gave us a very good performance, and Frank 
Porretta was wonderful as the son; Constance Towers was 
lovely as Marguerite Gautier, plus Hermione Gingold and 
Edward Everett Horton in the comedy roles. I had my pet 
Broadway designers, Oliver Smith and Freddy Wittop, and 
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the show was visually stunning, a top-grade director, 
Joseph Anthony, and Tony Charmoli as the choreographer. 
There was complete harmony and cooperation in all depart-
ments so I had no excuses. The show had a lot to recommend 
it and our audiences got a good evening of entertainment, 
but it fell short of what we hoped could have been a real 
New York hit. 
RICHARDSON: What went wrong? 
LESTER: It just didn't have the right chemistry—and none 
of us, plus some smarter showmen than we, including the 
late Frank Loesser who loved it and had bought an interest 
in it, could solve its problems, so we decided against 
taking it to Broadway. I still have a deep affection for 
it and don't know now why it wasn't better. So that one 
is tops on my list of disappointments. 
RICHARDSON: Wasn't that the musical based somewhat on 
Camille? 
LESTER: Yes—but it could be better described as the story 
that led to the writing of Camille. We had a musically 
emotional twist at the ending that I would have bet my life 
couldn't miss. It's a good thing I never made the bet. 
It's that sort of experience that makes show business so 
unpredictable and such excellent medicine for the deflation 
of ego. 
RICHARDSON: Were there some other misses you'd like to 
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talk about? 
LESTER: I wouldn't like to, but history should be kept 
honest. For example, because of our subscription setup, 
we were constantly besiecfed by Broadway producers who were 
eager to open new shows out here instead of the usual Bos-
ton, Philadelphia, or Detroit pre-Broadway engagements. 
We were always interested in presenting new works in our 
four-show program because we had come to a point where we 
wanted never to include more than two revivals in any one 
season, and Broadway didn't average two musicals a year 
worth importing. In many instances, the open-in-California 
proposals came from well-established and properly financed 
entrepreneurs and included the promise of established box-
office stars. These opportunities were worth careful con-
sideration because they not only offered novelty that we 
were seeking, but they represented a very considerable 
financial saving as compared to producing new shows our-
selves. We had a lot of similar proposals from lesser 
producers who were not to be depended upon, on general 
principles. The latter were also looking for some invest-
ment from us and a quite regular approach was, "We have 
half of our production money pledged." That routine re-
minded me of an old story which is quite apropos: A match-
maker approaches a very attractive young Englishman and 
says, "How would you like me to arrange a marriage between 
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you and Princess Margaret Rose?" The young man responds, 
"I'd love it." The matchmaker: "Good, I've got half the 
deal made." At any rate, we read scripts and listened to 
auditions ad infinitum. Over a period of years we did 
agree to premiere four shows, each of them under respon-
sible professional management, with the assurance of break-
ins elsewhere prior to opening in Los Angeles or San Fran-
cisco . 
RICHARDSON: How many of them subsequently succeeded on 
Broadway? 
LESTER: Not one. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] That's not a very good record. 
LESTER: Our escutcheon was not without its blots. The 
four I mentioned did not include two of David Merrick's 
imports of London successes which had their American pre-
mieres with us, of which Oliver I was a hit and Pickwick 
was a miss. Incidentally, Pickwick's dress rehearsal for 
its San Francisco premiere was really bad. When it was 
over and I met David Merrick in the lobby, he saw the 
expression on my face and greeted me with, "Ed, you should 
try one of those new Wilkinson blades; you can cut both 
wrists at the same time." [laughter] I had to laugh 
with him and it certainly relieved the tension. Remember, 
the value of the sense of humor? We immediately got to-
gether with the British director, laid out the things that 
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had to be corrected the next day, and ended up with a 
respectable, if not brilliant, opening night. 
RICHARDSON: Of the shows that you turned down for Calif-
ornia premiere, how many were ultimate Broadway successes? 
LESTER: Most of them were never produced and only one suc-
ceeded: West Side Story, in which the script gave no 
inkling of what Jerry Robbins finally did with it. That 
show, by the way, also changed producers a couple of times 
before it was finally launched. And good as it eventually 
was, the New York locale made it much more suitable for 
a Broadway than a California opening. One of our better 
bets was a small investment in the New York production of 
The Rothschilds. It was a good show that did not do as 
well as it should have on Broadway, but with a few changes 
that we asked for when we brought it and Hal Linden to 
California, it built into a big money-making hit for us 
here. 
RICHARDSON: You mentioned a moment ago that many completed 
shows are never produced. Is financing the principal reason? 
LESTER: Yes, but the underlying reason is that they're 
not worth financing--which includes several that are pro-
duced, even though out of the latter comes the occasional 
"sleeper" that surprises everybody. 
RICHARDSON: How often does that happen? 
LESTER: Once every few years—if you exclude some off-
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Broadway productions which cost little, make no pretensions, 
and can exist on very modest grosses. 
RICHARDSON: In addition to the Broadway-bound shows offered 
you, there must have been a lot of scripts submitted to you 
for production. 
LESTER: Constantly—by agents, authors themselves, by friends 
of friends, by European publishers, and whatnot. 
RICHARDSON: Did you find any worth producing? 
LESTER: No. But you have to understand, Betty, that was 
not unique with me. Unlike a straight play where a play-
wright gets an idea, holes in for several months or years 
to write it, and then submits it to a producer, musicals 
are the collaborative effort of separate writers of book, 
music, lyrics. Often two of those functions are combined 
in one person, almost never all three. But there is still 
another very important element in the collaboration: about 
95 percent of the major musicals that are produced pro-
fessionally are based on a book or a play or a motion pic-
ture; to clear the rights for musicalization entails a lot 
of negotiation and sometimes considerable expense for 
options. Owners of such properties will usually want to 
do business only with established producers. Most of the 
time the idea originates with the producer himself, or 
it is generated by a writer or a team of writers who 
bring it to the producer. Having cleared the rights, the 
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whole work is usually commissioned via advance royalties 
to the authors. Very often those advances, including the 
option payment for the basic work, amount to many thousands 
of dollars, and there are all kinds of other expenses 
attached to preparing a work for production; a year for 
the writing is quicker than normal. At this point a pro-
ducer may have an investment of $25,000 or more in it, but 
that's peanuts compared to about a million dollars that 
it'll cost to put it on the stage. So it is easy to under-
stand why many works with substantial investment in time, 
talent, and money never see the light of day. 
RICHARDSON: Aren't there a lot of original book musicals 
submitted for production? 
LESTER: Yes, but seldom by professionals. Even Rodgers 
and Hammerstein, with all their know-how and prestige, 
were unable to create a successful original. Occasionally, 
a total original like A Chorus Line is conceived and cre-
ated—but that was eight months in rehearsal—only possible 
because the choreographer-director, Michael Bennett, was 
an established genius backed by Joe Papp, a very progressive 
producer with unusual off-Broadway facilities. 
RICHARDSON: But you would discourage anyone trying to write 
an original musical? 
LESTER: Definitely. The whole idea of musicals being 
based on a play or a film did not become regular practice 
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until the 1940s, which is surprising considering that grand 
opera, the origin of musical theater, had almost always 
been based on successful plays. 
RICHARDSON: You created quite a few new projects for the 
Civic Light Opera in addition to those that you've men-
tioned . 
LESTER: Following Song of Norway and Magdalena, the Light 
Opera Association began setting aside a fund for the devel-
opment of new properties. Over the years we had several 
projects, most of which were abandoned inexpensively, but 
there were three or four on which we spent a lot of money 
and time, then finally decided they did not justify pro-
duction investment. A few did become part of our repertoire. 
But before getting into those, I must tell you about one 
experience I had with a work submitted from the outside. 
The agent for Leon Uris approached me with a musicalization 
of Exodus. He first brought me a tape of the score but I 
had made it an ironclad rule that I would not listen to a 
score until I had read the book. Uris had done his own 
adaptation and the agent secured it for me. I was fascin-
ated by it and now I was eager to hear the score. I found 
the music not only not good in itself but shockingly un-
suited to the book I had read. With the agent's permission, 
I wrote Uris and told him how much the book had impressed 
me but that I felt the music was simply not up to the 
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standard of the play, which to my mind called for a composer 
in the Bernstein category. I received from Mr. Uris (we 
had never met) a scorchingly insulting letter. Without the 
author's saying so, the composer was apparently his good 
friend. Uris's letter, without acknowledging my compliments 
on his adaptation, said in essence that I didn't know any-
thing about anything. I replied very politely that I had 
expressed an opinion and hoped that I was wrong. 
RICHARDSON: Was the show produced? 
LESTER: It opened on Broadway several months later. The 
title was Ari. I don't remember who produced it but by 
the time I saw a New York preview, they had already called 
in two additional composers—all to no avail. The show 
lasted quickly. It was a pity—good books are hard to 
come by. Leon Uris and I still haven't met—but if we do, 
he'll probably be madder at me than ever for being right. 
RICHARDSON: Tell us about new wotks that you commissioned 
and produced besides those we already know about. 
LESTER: Well, while some of them didn't reach our highest 
ambitions for them, none failed in its prime objective: 
to bring freshness and creativeness to our subscription pro-
gram. Our code was that whatever new show we put on the 
stage had to have certain ingredients that we knew would 
give our subscribers their money's worth: strong musical 
values and first-rate singing, superior casts, pictorial 
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beauty in scenery and costumes, plenty of dancing, as much 
good comedy as we could generate. These were our trade-
marks—elements we could depend on ourselves to provide. 
RICHARDSON: You said "superior casts." Superior to what? 
LESTER: Superior to anybody's. As I've told you, I have 
a big ego where casting is concerned, and we had a decided 
edge over Broadway in that we could offer actors an attrac-
tive summer engagement of three months in Los Angeles and 
San Francisco with dates set far in advance so that our 
artists could plan around them. And we had a reputation 
for production quality that also helped us get choice 
people from New York and good stage-trained actors from 
the film colony. There are not many multitalented people 
to be had at any price, and when we found personalities 
who could deliver, we developed them as favorites, playing 
them back frequently. During my boyhood stock company 
days, experience had taught me that when audiences liked 
a performer, they were always glad to see him or her again 
and again in different roles. That had an added advantage 
when we were rewriting revivals or preparing new shows—we 
knew in advance who we were writing for. That same prin-
ciple was responsible for the success of the motion picture 
industry when major studios each had their stable of stars 
and shaped their screenplays to them. 

RICHARDSON: With shows and casts that you felt were so 
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strong, why didn't you take more of your productions to 
Broadway? 
LESTER: Considering the frightening mortality rate on 
Broadway, our attitude towards taking our California-
originated shows to New York was ultra-conservative. The 
cost of moving a company to Broadway from the Pacific 
Coast, involving such items as transportaion, salaries 
en route, Broadway technical costs for taking in and 
hanging scenery, relighting, orchestra, and stagehand 
rehearsals, a properly thorough advertising campaign, et 
cetera, meant an added investment of $200,000 to $250,000— 
provided that the right theater was available when we 
needed it, and there were only two or three Broadway 
houses big enough for our shows. Consider also that 
Broadway success was largely dependent on drama critics, 
most of whom know very little about musicals and [who] 
put too much emphasis on the book-^-which, while important 
for a musical, should not be the dominant measurement of 
a show's entertainment value. Undoubtedly we were over-
cautious at times, but who is to say when? A lost oppor-
tunity may have been Zenda, our musical version of The 
Prisoner of Zenda. But this was another one—like the 
Muni show—in which I violated my own code by sharing pro-
duction responsibility, this time with George Schaefer 
and his Compass organization. Schaefer, for whom I have 
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the highest admiration, directed Zenda, but his schedule 
required that three weeks after the San Francisco opening 
and again during the Los Angeles engagement he had to go 
back to New York to do one of his Hallmark TV specials, 
and it had been agreed that during his absence no one else 
would tamper with the show. Many valuable weeks were lost. 
Besides, there was much friction in the authorship collab-
oration. We had a fine score by Vernon Duke, three lyricists— 
who shall go unnamed—coming in at different times and com-
peting, a procession of new authors being surreptitiously 
invited to solve a major book problem although Everett 
Freeman's original book was very nearly right and he held 
out firmly against any collaboration until it was too late 
even if someone could have found the answer. Alfred Drake 
gave a corking starring performance in the dual role of 
Rassendyl and look-alike King Rudolph of Zenda; Anne Rogers 
as the princess and Chita Rivera as the king's mistress 
were great in co-starring roles, and the whole show was 
quite fascinating. Again I have to pay homage to my friend 
Korngold for the idea that made Zenda viable. My original 
concept for it was to have Korngold do the score in the 
romantic swashbuckling vein of which he was the master. I 
sent him the original play to read. He liked it but con-
fronted me with, "What is all this about Rassendyl having 
to stand in for the king's coronation? Who cares about a 
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coronation? But—if he has to stand in for the king's wedding, 
then you've got something. I can give you a bedroom scene 
that would be sensational." I couldn't believe how anything 
so apparently simple had escaped the approach to this prop-
erty in its many millions of dollars worth of film productions, 
with such excellent story-minds as David Selznick, who had 
made a handsome production of it, and all the brains at MGM 
in their later elaborate remake, plus a lavish TV spectacular, 
not to mention my own blindness in missing that potential. 
Korngold died soon after our talk but his idea became the 
core of our version, and as he had predicted, the bedroom 
scene was the unforgettable highlight of the show, not to 
mention several other situations that were predicated on 
the wedding stand-in. 
RICHARDSON: I remember the show very well. At the time, 
my husband and I wondered why it didn1t go to Broadway. 
LESTER: Interesting, too, we got excellent press notices 
and enthusiastic audience reaction and box office returns 
in both San Francisco and Los Angeles. While I well remember 
all the circumstances that made me step away from it, I can 
still regard it as something in which we really missed the 
boat by not seeing it through. But that's past history. 
However, I must .tell you about one of the few funny moments 
in my memory of Zenda. In our version, Rassendyl was a 
song-and-dance man performing in the British provinces 
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with his troupe called The Rassendyl Girls. Without his 
knowing why, he and his act have been invited to perform 
in Zenda as part of the celebration of the forthcoming nup-
tials of the king. The Rassendyl Girls were an exceedingly 
pretty and shapely lot and were a considerable part of the 
action of the play. We faced a wildly difficult technical 
move from closing in San Francisco on a Saturday night and 
having to open in Los Angeles on Monday. The scenic pro-
duction was very heavy and our traveling stage crew (ten 
men) would have to—following matinee and evening perfor-
mances on Saturday—be up all night getting the show out 
of the Curran, fly to Los Angeles, then unload the show and 
bring it into the auditorium, hang it, and set it up with 
twenty-five local assistants who had to be instructed in 
their duties for a hectic performance on opening night. 
Knowing what a grueling test it would be, I invited my crew— 
most of them had been with me for years—to dinner, early in 
the final San Francisco week. I explained to them that our 
subscription audience precluded our postponing the Los 
Angeles opening and that they were faced with working straight 
through from matinee Saturday to midnight Monday. I told 
them that to try to make it as easy for them as possible we 
would have food and coffee on stage available to them all 
night Saturday, and again on Sunday and Monday in Los Angeles. 
Further, we had engaged several rooms at the little San Car-
los Hotel (which was a few doors from Philharmonic Auditorium 
so that wherever it was possible for any of them to grab a 
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few hours of sleep and/or a shower, the facilities were avail-
able to them a few minutes away. I asked them if they were up 
to the challenge. There was a unanimous yes. I then said, "Is 
there anything else we can do for you?"--at which point my head 
electrician said, "How about sending The Rassendyl Girls over 
to the San Carlos Hotel." [laughter] It just occurred to me 
that stagehands m^ght have been Romberg's inspiration when he 
wrote "Stouthearted Men." 
RICHARDSON: Stout-hearted? 
LESTER: Let's keep it clean, Betty. 
RICHARDSON: In the listing of Civic Light Opera productions, 
Zenda was your first original since the Paul Muni At the Grand 
in 1958. 
LESTER: During that five-year interval we had worked quite 
intensively on two other new shows that for one or more 
reasons I decided we should not produce. Because of our 
enormous captive audience, we were not in a position to ex-
periment. We had no New Haven, Boston, or Philadelphia poten-
tial in this area; as I told you, whatever we produced had to 
open "cold" in Los Angeles or San Francisco. And by the way, 
speaking of that captive audience, 19 63 was the year of a 
new twist. We were now playing our four shows for seven 
weeks each in Los Angeles and San Francisco. We were heavily 
presold but we had no room for expansion in Philharmonic Aud-
itorium which for twenty weeks a year was the home of Philharmonic 
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Orchestra. Eleanor Pinkham came up with a bright idea: 
Pasadena (only twelve miles away) had a beautiful and func-
tional civic auditorium for grand opera, ballet, and concert 
attractions, and we had occasionally used it for an extra 
week of an overflow attraction. The Pinkham plan was to pre-
sent our subscription season, each show for one week following 
its Los Angeles engagement. We induced over 10,000 of our 
Los Angeles season-ticket holders who lived in or near Pasa-
dena to attend our season there as a convenience. That move 
made available more than 10,0 00 extra seats in Los Angeles 
in addition to having Pasadena 50 percent sold out before 
we started a local subscription campaign. By 1963, our Los 
Angeles-Pasadena season-ticket sale was well over the 150,000 
mark. San Francisco, in the much smaller theater, was about 
85,000. 

RICHARDSON: What did that amount to in dollars? 
LESTER: I don't have the exact figures in mind, but remem-
bering that our admission prices were still very modest in 
the early sixties, an educated guess would be a total annual 
subscription at that time of something around $5 million. 
This represented about 75 percent of our capacity, leaving 
only 2 5 percent for people to buy individual shows. 
RICHARDSON: With that many subscribers, it would seem as if 
you could have done almost any show and made money with it. 

380 



LESTER: Money making was not a major consideration with us. 
On the contrary, the bigger we got, the greater our respon-
sibility to keep our subscribers happy with constantly im-
proved quality in our shows and ticket prices that would 
reasonably assure us an even break. When we made profits, 
they went into our continuance fund for protection against 
emergency, for the development and production of new works, 
and to provide a reserve for a future home. 
RICHARDSON: That reserve must have come in handy when the 
Music Center was created. 
LESTER: It did. But we had been negotiating to buy the Pan-
tages Theater which had been offered to us at a very low 
price, and the Hollywood Chamber of Commerce was going to 
finance it as part of the inducement to get us out there. 
It was imperative that we prepare to move, because the church 
was pressing harder than ever to get rid of its auditorium 
tenants. But while our Pantages deal was cooking, Mrs. 
Chandler was starting to embark on her Music Center dream, 
and she told us, "We need you. You are a Los Angeles down-
town organization and you belong with us." We agreed to forego 
the Hollywood move and join forces with the Music Center pro-
ject. 
RICHARDSON: When was the decision to pass up Pantages? 
LESTER: In the late fifties. The Dorothy Chandler Pavilion 
of the Music Center was completed and opened in December 1964. 
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RICHARDSON: This would be a good time to talk about it. 
LESTER: So much has been told and written about the Music 
Center that I'll confine myself to the Civic Light Opera's 
participation, except for a few of the highlights connected 
with the creation and development of the project. Although 
it's been said many times, Mrs. Chandler's conversion of 
her dream to reality was an unbelievably single-handed accom-
plishment. To be sure, she had help, lots of it, but it was 
she who enlisted it, and as commander-in-chief she was a mas-
ter strategist—asking, wooing, demanding, invariably getting. 
The original plan was one all-purpose building--for symphony, 
grand opera, light opera, concerts, and ballet--on a large 
vacant area of county-owned property. The building was to 
cost $10 million. Mrs. Chandler's proposal was to raise 
$4 million in private donations, the county to supply $6 
million. She had separate committees for everything and her 
appointees were wisely chosen, top people in their respective 
fields—finance, construction, design, fund raising with its 
multiple subcommittees, et cetera. Civic Light Opera's first 
money contribution was $250,0 00, but a far more important 
one was when Stanford Research was brought in by the county 
supervisors to investigate the potential income of the Music 
Center before the county would commit itself. After an ex-
haustive survey, Stanford Research reported that the income 
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from rentals was substantially assured by Civic Light Opera's 
annual guaranty of six months of solid occupancy during late 
spring and summer, leaving the most salable six months for 
all the other attractions to supply the necessary revenues. 
The county's bond issue was quickly over-subscribed. Mean-
while, Mrs. Chandler had a $2 million head start on her 
$4 million pledge to the county: some $450,000 that she had 
raised in a gala Philharmonic Orchestra dinner concert, in-
cluding the raffle of a Cadillac El Dorado which she got 
donated; there was approximately $1.3 million from a fund 
which had been pledged by downtown business to an earlier 
opera house campaign; and our $250,000. In her campaign for 
private funds, Mrs. Chandler started by accepting no donation 
under $25,000. Anything less was to be deferred for a later 
campaign. She was unabashed in turning down $10,000 dona-
tions from people who could afford $25,000; she usually got 
the difference. The $25,0 00 donors were to be called Founders 
of the Music Center and accorded many special courtesies, 
including a beautiful Founders1 Room where they could imbibe 
and mix, away from the hoi polloi. The money flowed in much 
faster than even Mrs. Chandler realized it would. But once 
it started to snowball, she snowballed with it. The contri-
butions finally totalled over $20 million, with over 450 
donors of $25,00 0 or more. It was a rich city, and the gen-
eralissima "knew the territory." Now she could visualize 
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the complete Music Center with two additional theaters--a 
750-seater, the Mark Taper Forum; and the Ahmanson Theatre, 
a 2,100-seat theater for plays and smaller musicals. Need-
less to say, the gentlemen after whom the theaters were named 
made very substantial contributions. Civic Light Opera agreed 
to an additional sixteen-week annual occupancy of the Ahmanson. 
A new entity, Center Theatre Group, was formed to produce 
plays in the extra theaters. With all this excitement, we 
were running into a lot of difficulty in getting our lease on 
the conditions that had originally been agreed upon. Uncalled-
for negotiation went on for a year or a year and a half, and 
the Civic Light Opera was still stymied. Eleanor Pinkham and 
our attorney, Jim Ludlam, were involved in endless meetings 
without satisfactory results. Suddenly the situation became 
amiable without explanation; a complete backdown of the 
opposition. Unknown to us until later, the Harvey organiza-
tion, concessionaire for the restaurants and bars, would not 
sign their lease until they were assured that the Civic Light 
Opera had signed theirs. 
RICHARDSON: What were your problems? 
LESTER: Principally, autonomy. We insisted on maintaining 
our independence. We were self-supporting and did not want 
to amalgamate with any overall operating organization. We 
had agreed to become tenants of the Music Center, fulfill 
our obligations, and cooperate in every way possible. But 

384 



we had our own way of functioning and had no intention of ab-
dicating that basic principle. To assure the responsibility 
of the tenants who needed subsidy, such as the symphony, grand 
opera, chorale, and a little later the Center Theatre Group 
which occupied the Forum and the Ahmanson, Mrs. Chandler cre-
ated the Performing Arts Council as a sort of community chest 
fund-raising organization. That entailed a $2-3 million a 
year obligation—but, as usual, the lady has managed to deliver. 
RICHARDSON: But the Light Opera was not involved in the sub-
sidy? 
LESTER: Correct. Once our lease was concluded, things settled 
down. One of the great blessings was the attitude of the 
architect, Welton Becket. A top man in his profession, he 
knew he had a lot of people to please. His patience was limit-
less. He listened and he paid attention. The result was that 
in the all-purpose Pavilion, there were virtually no mistakes. 
The people who were going to occupy the building knew from 
experience what was needed. Our committee on design really 
functioned. The Light Opera's technical staff laid out the 
backstage requirements for maximum efficiency. Our scenery 
shop did the rigging, built the orchestra shell, the various 
masking pieces, and curtains, including the handsome Tony 
Duquette-designed front curtain which cost over $50,000. Miss 
Pinkham worked very closely with the architects on the sight 
lines, the box offices, and dressing room areas; the symphony 
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staff indicated what they needed, the San Francisco Opera 
staff were also invited to check the facilities for opera. 
Lighting and acoustical experts were recruited from practical 
professionals. There were some rather heated arguments about 
the capacity of the theater. The opera-symphony group wanted 
a 4,000-seat theater. Our position was that 3,000 was the 
limit for our purposes. If the house was to be 4,00 0 or 
anything like it, we stated that, as a community gesture, we 
would still make our $250,000 contribution to the Pavilion, 
but we would not occupy it. The capacity was finally com-
promised at 3,200, much of which was in a top balcony, 
leaving the rest of the capacity quite perfect. The interior 
color scheme was another source of argument—the symphony 
associates wanted blue and beige and gold. With an assist 
from Tony Duquette, we finally convinced them that red must 
dominate the decor. Through it all, Mrs. Chandler kept a 
steady hand on the wheel and always knew when it was time 
to shift gears. 

RICHARDSON: You opened in the Pavilion in what year? 
LESTER: Our first regular season was in 1965, but in 
December 1964 the Pavilion was ready to open, and Mrs. Chand-
ler planned for a gala opening week that would be devoted to 
a sampling of the various kinds of entertainment the Pavilion 
would provide for the community. She asked me to take over 
the end of the week—Saturday night and Sunday matinee—for 
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the Light Opera. It was laid in my lap to conceive a show 
that would be appropriate and a "brilliant finale" for the 
festivities. It was a scary challenge to try to top what hâ d 
gone before—a week of great music and celebrated artists. 
But I happened to come up with something of which I was very 
proud and still am, particularly because it's been widely 
imitated since, and I know that no one has come close to what 
we did. I called it The Light Opera Album. It was a history 
of light opera since its inception—from The Beggar's Opera 
in London back in the 18th century, carrying on to the present 
that was 1964. Essentially a concert, it was highly theatri-
calized. It was in two acts. The first act was "The Euro-
pean Tradition" and the second act was "The American Idiom." 
My cast was superlative. Alfred Drake and Florence Henderson 
were emcees. I had four top-ranking legitimate singers who 
were all great performers: Jean Fenn, Marilyn Niska, Frank 
Porretta, and John Reardon. Between them, along with Drake 
and Henderson, they handled the vocal elements. We had two 
excellent young dancers, Roy Fitzell and Melanie Alexander, 
who acted as "props," plus a singing ensemble of s:ix men and 
six girls, the cream of a superlative local crop, and Rudolf 
Friml as a guest artist; an orchestra of forty-five with John 
Green conducting. The program was a series of vignettes, going 
chronologically from The Beggar's Opera (Gay); to Offenbach, 
sung in French; to Johann Strauss, Jr. (in German); then Gilbert 
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and Sullivan; then to Lehar in German and English; then to 
America—Herbert, Romberg, and Friml, still within the Euro-
pean tradition. In "The American Idiom," our vignettes were 
Kern, Gershwin, Berlin, Porter, Rodgers and Hammerstein, 
Wright and Forrest, Bernstein, plus a finale I'll tell you 
about when we get to it. Now let me describe how we did it. 
But first I have to stop to give credit to the artists who 
helped enormously in bringing it about—Wright and Forrest, 
who wrote most of the dialog and contributed many ideas; John 
Green who was a perfect conductor and did a superhuman job 
of organizing the music--there were over fifty separate 
pieces of music, including several very good arrangements 
of his own which fit into the American categories perfectly. 
Edward Greenberg did our stage direction and it was tricky. 
Tony Duquette designed the set. And I must describe it to 
give you the picture and the format. The show curtain, a 
traveler (transparent), was a giant open album with a musical 
title page on one side and a romantic couple dancing on the 
other. It was encompassed by a high portal with panels on 
each side. The panels revolved and were rigged to hold 
paintings or billboards. The curtains opened into a roof-
top pavilion, backing an ornate living room looking out 
into the night through a three-arched platform. We slid 
painted panels into the arches to create a stylized change 
of scene for each vignette, or we could leave the arches 
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open for various lighting effects. Jean Rosenthal did the 
lighting. 
RICHARDSON: You were able to change the scenery in that way? 
LESTER: Yes. Between the panels in the arches and the fre-
quent changing of the panels in the two side doors in the 
portal, there was always something different happening for 
the eye to go with the treat for the ear. And along with the 
scenic changes, our singing principals were constantly using 
costume additions or making costume changes—hats, capes, 
scarves, feather boas, kimonas, and whatnot—most of them on 
stage with our two dancing "props" supplying the changes. For 
"The European Tradition," our men wore full-dress and the 
ladies long evening dresses. For "The American Idiom," it was 
tux and short evening dresses. Our big orchestra was also a 
major feature and for the first time in the opening week's 
festivities we took advantage of the fact that the orchestra 
pit was on an elevator. We used it in varying positions 
during the show. And while the whole show provided one inter-
esting twist after another, I rank the opening and closing 
among the most effective things I've ever done in the theater. 
It was only possible because of the situation—the gorgeous 
new showplace, the excitement of the concerts ahead of us, 
and the curiosity of what we could hope to do to top it. We 
lowered the orchestra elevator to the basement so that there 
was no sign of a show anywhere. The lights began to dim. The 
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audience buzz quieted and suddenly from somewhere in space 
came a brass fanfare trumpeting the first bars of the famous 
Offenbach "Orpheus" can-can, which is so familiar. Then 
total darkness. Out of the pitch-black from way down in the 
pit we heard the mellow strains of "The Merry Widow" waltz, 
with some twenty-five strings playing the melody. The musi-
cians' lights were dimly visible, the elevator was coming up, 
and as those lights became brighter, then in full view, along 
with that immortal music, the elevator continued up to stage 
level while the handsome house curtain was tableau'ing away 
to reveal the Album curtain. It was a striking combination 
of effects. The applause was deafening but John Green con-
tinued right on into a short overture--Pinafore, Strauss, 
Herbert, with the unseen singing ensemble participating in 
the last movement. 
RICHARDSON: You were off to a great start. 
LESTER: So much for the opening. Now we come to the end. 
Our closing vignette narrated that finally the European tra-
dition and the American idiom came together when My_ Fair Lady 
was created—when Bernard Shaw of England, composer Fritz 
Loewe of Vienna, and Alan Lerner of Broadway collaborated on 
My Fair Lady. Alfred Drake topped this narration by visualizing 
the theater as Mademoiselle Operette, a very whimsical and 
unpredictable lady, then singing "I've Grown Accustomed to 
Her Face." The lyric fitted the idea exactly and was especially 
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effective coming from Alfred with his long experience. (It 
was a Wright and Forrest touch. I wish I'd thought of it.) 
As he finished the number—delivered stunningly, by the way— 
the orchestra played that rousing introduction to the chorus 
of "I Could Have Danced All Night," with our three star ladies 
appearing one at a time in the three upper arches--each singing 
one phrase—then all stepping downstage and being joined in 
the last half of the chorus by the men and the ensemble until 
they came to the last line where they sing "I could have 
danced, danced, danced . . ." and everything is left suspended 
on that high note; a complete stop for a second, then the 
orchestra goes back into "The Merry Widow" waltz. Everyone 
on stage quietly took as his or her partner the person nearest 
and all started waltzing very dreamily as the orchestra pit 
began dropping down, the musicians disappearing into darkness 
as the house curtains tableau'd slowly in; ending exactly as 
we had started—having come full circle—and leaving the house 
in darkness as it was in the beginning, the quiet ending a 
complete surprise after a show full of big climaxes. 
RICHARDSON: It sounds very exciting. 
LESTER: There were no dry eyes and there was that wonderful 
breathtaking moment before the ovation broke loose. 
RICHARDSON: You mentioned you had Rudolf Friml in that pro-
duction. 
LESTER: Oh, heavens yes. The Friml sequence closed our first 
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act—the European Tradition." A concert grand piano was 
engineered onto the stage during introductory narration by 
Alfred and Florence, and when the Album curtains opened, there 
was Friml (in his late eighties) entering to the piano, with 
the entire company curtseying and bowing in homage. Age had 
taken nothing from Friml's pianistic brilliance, and his 
presence took on extra meaning in a program of this kind. It 
honored him as he honored it. His accompaniments were spec-
tacular, and a highlight of that vignette was when he played 
his little classic "Chanson" for a lovely pas de deux by our 
dancers (Eugene Loring did the staging), followed vocally by 
the "Donkey Serenade." The first curtain closed with an ex-
citing "Rose Marie" chorus by the entire company with Friml 
and the orchestra. I might add that we did the entire show 
in four days of rehearsal, plus just one dress rehearsal on 
Saturday afternoon. 
RICHARDSON: Quite a feat. 
LESTER: I was dealing with pros. Our toughest rehearsal prob-
lem was cutting without offending our artists, who were being 
paid only their expenses, as was true of all the artists who 
participated in that opening week. 
RICHARDSON: And you did only two performances. 
LESTER: That was it. But in our 19 70 season, in which our 
regular season was all imports, none of the nostalgic, I took 
advantage of two open weeks to do thirteen performances of a 

392 



repeat of the Album. This time we called it The Musical 
Theater Calvacade. It had almost exactly the same format 
but it went a little later in the American idiom. Hender-
son wasn't available, so I changed the format to co-star 
Juliet Prowse as co-emcee, secured her favorite dance part-
ner for her, and put more accent on dancing and comedy. I 
used two very pretty little girl dancers as page-boy "props." 
A few weeks before opening, Alfred Drake had a heart attack— 
fortunately not serious—but it precluded his performing. 
I got Bob Wright to take over Alfred's vocal assignments 
and engaged David Wayne as emcee opposite Prowse. Barbara 
Meister, a charming ingenue soprano, was replacing Niska. 
Special material was being done to capitalize on the new 
people. Three days before we were to open, Wayne1s son 
was drowned in a lake in the Northwest. David was shattered 
and had to be released. Another change in the format. I 
got Sterling Holloway to jump in and I created for him the 
role of a fuddy-duddy historian that gave him a chance to 
read his lines from an outlandish prop history book. He 
was funny and charming as always. Barbara Meister had to 
go into surgery two days before opening and I had to engage 
two singers to divide her assignments. The pandemonium was 
heightened by the fact that this was to be a very gala open-
ing night for the Cavalcade. The Performing Arts Council 
had the word that the then-popular President Nixon was 
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entertaining his Cabinet and having a Cabinet meeting at 
San Clemente--and all the Cabinet members and their wives 
were out here and practically none of them, including the 
President, had ever been to the Music Center. So Mrs. 
Chandler decided that the opening night of the Cavalcade 
was just the right thing to entertain the President of 
the United States, the members of his Cabinet, and 
their wives. 
RICHARDSON: And you were having all those last-minute 
substitutions. 
LESTER: It was typical of show business. We were rehear-
sing up to the last minute. There was a brief ceremonial 
entrance of the President and his guests and we were on 
with our patched-up Cavalcade. But with one or two little 
boo-boos it all worked as before, and Nixon led the standing 
ovation. I have a tape of it and it indicates that we had 
forty-seven tremendous applause spots in the show. That 
does not include the ripples of applause that would come 
when the audience heard the beginning of a familiar number, 
nor the applause for the introduction of an artist. It 
was forty-seven times in which you had the equivalent of 
a show-stopper during the course of the evening. In addi-
tion to the glorious renditions of great numbers, Juliet 
Prowse gave us some wonderful dancing high spots that we 
never had in the Album—and I had an unusual topper for 

394 



the Friml sequence. Friml was now at an age where he could 
not be depended on to be present at every performance. He 
was still playing beautifully and still in very good spirits, 
but I didn't dare take a chance on his showing up every night 
since the whole first act finale rested on his shoulders. 
Friml's son, William Friml, was a first-class pianist, a 
very attractive young man in his late thirties, and a fine 
personality. He had a brilliant technique and he could 
imitate his father's florid style. He was shy and almost 
a recluse, not close to his father although he had inherited 
much of his talent. I sold my substitute idea to each of 
them separately. At Friml's home on his hilltop above 
Laurel Canyon, we made a movie of Rudolf Friml in his studio 
playing and intermittently carrying on a conversation with 
an off-screen master of ceremonies. My friends Andrew and 
Virginia Stone, as a courtesy to me, took care of the 
direction of the photography and lighting and the subsequent 
development of the film. It turned out perfectly, and this 
is the way it worked: Following the end of the preceding 
sequence, the theater went into darkness as a black velour 
drop came in, while from the mezzanine Jean Fenn sang (un-
accompanied) the first two phrases of the "Indian Love 
Call" refrain; then a cloth over the right upper third of 
our backdrop flew, revealing the motion picture of Friml 
at the piano, fading in on the melody where Jean's voice 
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left off. When he finished the refrain, on the applause 
the spotlight picked up Bob Wright as emcee on stage-left 
saying to Friml, "Mr. Friml, what are you doing up there in 
your Hollywood home when you should be down here playing 
your music with us?" Friml responded, "I am too busy com-
posing. I'm ninety years old and I have a lot of work to 
do and I have only another twenty-five or thirty more years 
to do it in." Then he improvises a few glittering bars and 
the emcee interrupts, "But Mr. Friml. We need you down 
here." Friml says, "I'll tell you what I'll do. I am 
going to send you my son, William Friml. He is a very good 
pianist. I know—because I taught him. Now if you'll ex-
cuse me . . ."—he goes back to playing "Indian Love Call" 
with his intricate embellishments. The picture faded with 
the father still playing, while behind the curtain on stage 
was his son playing the last bars along with the film and 
continuing as the curtain rose, revealing the younger 
Friml at the concert grand with the ensemble grouped in 
rapt attention . . . 
RICHARDSON: It was sure-fire. 

LESTER: . . . particularly because Bill played so well. The 
timing of the picture stunt was very tricky. The master of 
ceremonies (Bob Wright) had to time his dialog so that he 
wasn't going to get an answer before he finished asking the 
question. Anyway, the whole Friml sequence in the Cavalcade 
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became just as effective as it had in the Album. The 
audience discovery of the younger Friml compensated for 
the absence of the master. 
RICHARDSON: That opening night must have been a proud 
occasion for you. 
LESTER: It was then—not so proud later. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VII, SIDE TWO 

RICHARDSON: When did you start your first regular season 
at the Music Center? 
LESTER: In 19 65, following the symphony season as we always 
had at Philharmonic Auditorium—about the first of May. But 
before we started our subscription solicitation, we foresaw 
a big problem: opening-night seating. In our early days 
when we did a different show every week, our smart subscri-
bers stayed away from opening nights and came from Wednesday 
on, by which time the performances would be smooth. But 
after a few years when we were playing longer engagements 
and had more rehearsal time, opening nights became so popu-
lar that they were unavailable to new subscribers or guar-
antors. Because the founders of the Music Center were en-
titled to buy opening-night seats, we were facing a danger-
ous situation; we couldn't slight our own long-time opening-
nighters, nor could we repudiate Mrs. Chandler's promise to 
her founders. There was no room for both. 
RICHARDSON: You were in trouble. 
LESTER: It was a dilemma with very sharp horns. But I hit 
on an idea: instead of having the founders attend opening 
nights, let's create a special Founders' Night—the first 
Thursday of every show. To make it gala, we will have a 
Founders' party after the show in the handsome Grand Hall 
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on the mezzanine level of the Pavilion. The Founders will 
be our guests along with the stars and company of the show. 
We'll have a modest buffet and champagne (California, nat-
urally) , we'll have a small orchestra, and put a portable 
dance floor over a portion of the carpet. Grand entrances 
of the stars, and introductions of them later, plus some 
informal entertainment will help to make the parties color-
ful. I submitted the plan to Mrs. Chandler. She very 
quickly understood its value and agreed that she would her-
self attend on the Thursday nights. That set the ball 
rolling and the majority of founders, many of whom were 
already subscribers or guarantors, chose to come on those 
first Thursday nights, leaving us only a very few to take 
care of on opening nights. Our staff had a nuisance job 
to do: getting out invitations and then arranging seating— 
one of our angles was mixing the cast at tables with 
the founders. Fortunately, because the parties didn't 
start until 11:30, a lot of founders didn't attend, but 
we usually had to take care of about 40 0 guests. We tried 
to make each party a little different. For one Founders' 
Night, we set up our buffet table in the big backstage 
area and had our smaller tables grouped around, while the 
crew of the show and the stage managers took the guests 
through the mechanics of revolving stages and rapid-fire 
scenery and lighting changes. The Grand Hall parties were 
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easier when we had a star like Carol Channing to take over 
the emcee duties which I was normally stuck with. 
RICHARDSON: You had Channing in Dolly in your first season 
at the Music Center. 
LESTER: Yes, and it was less than a year since Dolly had 
opened on Broadway. Merrick let Carol take time off to 
play with the national company in California and he used a 
substitute in New York while Carol was out here. Anyway, 
Founders' Nights turned out very well. The cost to us 
was justified; it provided good publicity and lots of 
pictures in the society sections, and it got rid of that 
opening-night seating problem. Most of all, it preserved 
our longtime friendly opening-night subscription audience, 
who through habit came expecting to enjoy themselves—unlike 
the New York opening-night audience, which has a large seg-
ment of self-appointed critics and others who are not 
concentrating on the show but wondering how the paid critics 
are liking it. 

RICHARDSON: Did you keep up the Founders' Nights? 
LESTER: The first season we had a party after each of our 
four shows. Then we began cutting it down to three, then to 
two Founders' Nights a season, and finally to one. By that 
time, the founders had gotten into the habit of coming the 
first Thursday night and looking forward to socializing among 
themselves, making good use of the elegant Founders' Room 
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which I mentioned earlier. We solved a problem; for them, 
there never was one. 
RICHARDSON: Your first season at the Music Center must have 
been full of new experiences for you. 
LESTER: I'd had opportunity to plan in advance, and one 
thing was a tie-in with Richard Rodgers, who in the early 
sixties had undertaken general directorship of an annual 
twelve-week season of musical revivals at the State Theatre 
in Lincoln Center. His plan was two shows for six weeks 
each. He suggested that we share fifty-fifty on the cost 
of scenery and costumes on any shows that we both wanted 
to do. Rodgers planned to open his project with The King 
and I_, and I felt that this would be excellent for our own 
opening in the Music Center. The result was a production 
much more lavish than either of us could have afforded alone. 
He was delighted, and because he opened a year ahead of us 
we had the advantage of the second guess in casting and in 
perfecting the show. 
RICHARDSON: I especially remember Ricardo Montalban's per-
formance as the King. 
LESTER: You are speaking about a really first-class actor 
and a wonderful guy. 
RICHARDSON: Did you do any other show with Lincoln Center 
that year? 
LESTER: As part of our collaboration, Rodgers had wanted 
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my director, Edward Greenberg, which was to our mutual ad-
vantage. In '64 they did an earlier Merry Widow produc-
tion of ours, starring Patrice Munsel and Bob Wright 
for the other show in Rodgers's first season. In 1965, 
he took my 196 2 production of Kismet and reassembled the 
entire California cast starring Alfred Drake and Anne 
Jeffreys, and in 1967 I used his 1966 physical production 
of Show Boat, but with many, changes and an entirely different 
cast. Dick did Carousel, which I had done too recently to 
repeat. 
RICHARDSON: How long did you continue that relationship 
with Mr. Rodgers? 
LESTER: Because his six-week runs were so successful, he 
decided to do only one show for the twelve weeks. He pro-
duced a Joe Layton-directed South Pacific which I didn't 
want because we'd done it last with Mary Martin and that 
memory was too fresh. Then they did West Side Story, which 
I didn't want. By that time, Rodgers was tired of the prob-
lems and bowed out. That was the end of the State Theatre's 
seasons of musicals. They later approached me to reinstitute 
the idea but the economics were impossible. 
RICHARDSON: What other production did you do in your first 
Music Center season? 
LESTER: Despite its success for us, I had not repeated The 
Great Waltz in the last few years in order to save it for 
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our opening season in the Music Center. We started our third 
major rewrite on it in the summer of '64 with Jerome Chodorov 
on the book and Wright and Forrest on lyrics and musical adap-
tation. I wanted to make it the epitome of operetta at its 
best—musically, vocally, choreographically, pictorially, and 
comedically—if there is such a word. We knew from experience 
where certain solid values were and we rewrote and built from 
there, adapting to the talents of our cast--and we had a starry 
one: four excellent and personable singers, three of them 
highly accredited in grand opera—Giorgio Tozzi, Jean Fenn, 
Frank Porretta, and Anita Gillette; three excellent singing 
comedians—Leo Fuchs, Eric Brotherson, and Wilbur Evans, with 
the smaller roles just as carefully cast; a grand singing 
ensemble; and a fine youthful ballet headed by Roy Fitzell 
and Lynn Fields. Direction of this Great Waltz was by Albert 
Marre, choreography by Eugene Loring, scenery by Oliver 
Smith, and costumes by Freddy Wittop; Karl Kritz conducted 
a big orchestra. Every member of that creative staff was 
inspired to achieve something special and we did. As far 
as I was concerned, this was the Civic Light Opera functioning 
as such. 

RICHARDSON: We have the Capitol album of it and play it 
often. 
LESTER: The morning after we opened I was on the phone to 
New York to see if there was a theater available on Broadway 
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to which we could take our show after its thirteen weeks in 
California. I didn't even consider it a calculated risk. 
RICHARDSON: What about the press notices? 
LESTER: They weren't out yet but I wasn't concerned about 
them. I had had the benefit of audience reaction and my own. 
Incidentally, in the last twenty years, the critics almost 
invariably snub operetta. There were only two theaters in 
New York with enough capacity to play this show, and both 
were committed. No amount of manipulation could clear either 
of them for us before the following season, by which time our 
company would be dispersed. Now came a new proposition. 
Arthur Lewis, a producer for Bernard Delfont in London, saw 
the show and contacted his boss (now Lord Delfont). He 
came to us with an offer to play at Her Majesty's Theatre, 
with all our expenses guaranteed. The entire production and 
company was to be flown to London direct from San Francisco. 
It involved arrangements for the company to adjust salaries 
for London, but I had no difficulty selling them that because 
of the great adventure involved. But another snag: Vietnam. 
All of the big cargo planes capable of handling the scenery 
were on standby to the United States War Department and 
could not make any commercial commitments more than two weeks 
in advance of the date when the equipment would be needed. 
There was no getting around the rule. Obviously, we could 
not complete our deal with London when we weren't sure we 
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could fulfill until two weeks before the time to open. So 
when the California engagement of Great Waltz was concluded, 
the production went into the warehouse. Two years later, 
London's biggest and most sought-after musical house, the 
Drury Lane, became available, and entrepreneur Harold Fielding 
made a deal with us for our production and the rights to re-
produce the show in London. Even though his cast was greatly 
inferior to ours, the show ran for nearly two years at the 
Drury Lane. It still has not played in New York. It was 
presented in Johannesburg in 19 75 by the Transvaal Opera for 
eight weeks and extended to twelve—they made their own pro-
duction—and was so oversold that they played it back the 
following year for a like period. They imported Jean Fenn 
for their presentations. I have seen pictures of their pro-
duction and they did it on an even more lavish scale than we. 
RICHARDSON: Some of my questions have kind of sidetracked you 
from the Civic Light Opera chronology. 

LESTER: It's just as well. So many incidents are interrelated 
and each one reminds me of something else that may have happened 
years earlier or later. I'd like to take a few minutes here 
to talk about an occasion in 196 3. Celebrating our twenty-
fifth anniversary, my board arranged a dinner in my honor at 
the Beverly Hilton. It was attended by 800 guarantors, and as 
invited guests were stars and semi-stars who had appeared in 
ray productions over the years. The co-emcees were Bob Hope 
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and Mary Martin. The day of the dinner I concocted a game 
of twenty questions and this is how it worked. We had a dais 
on two levels with our performer guests seated at round tables 
on the two platforms. During the cocktail hour, I got to 
twenty of them, explained the game, and gave each one an 
assignment to sing the first few bars of the chorus of a song 
he or she had sung in one of our productions. During dinner, 
we distributed, to the others present, cards numbered one to 
twenty and pencils (the kind that usually accompany a dance 
card). I gave our pianist (who knew the repertoire thoroughly) 
the list of the twenty songs that I had assigned and the order 
in which they would be called. We knew the right key for each 
so that he could give them an introductory chord. Following 
each rendition, there would be a question related to the 
song, and the guarantors were given thirty seconds to write 
their answers on the cards which had been handed to them. 
The questions ranged from "Who was the composer?" "Who was 
the lyricist?" "What show was this song in?" et cetera. The 
questions became increasingly difficult as the game progressed. 
Since the nonperformers were seated at tables of ten, a monitor 
for each table was appointed to see that there would be no 
cheating, no consultations, et cetera—each participant in 
the game was on his or her own to provide the answers for 
prizes to be awarded. Because it was complicated, neither 
Bob nor Mary wanted to conduct the contest on short notice— 
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too much of it was in my mind, so I had to do it. You must 
understand that virtually all of the guarantors present had 
been attending our shows for many years and were quite know-
ledgeable on the whos and whats. I can't remember the names 
of all of the twenty artists who took part, but included were 
Mitzi Gaynor, Patricia Morison, Allan Jones, Dorothy Stone, 
Sterling Holloway, Constance Towers, Gale Gordon, Anne Jef-
freys, Andy Devine, Jean Fenn, Joe E. Brown, Jan Clayton, 
John Raitt, Patricia Crowley. (Incidentally, there was a 
considerable quotient of feminine beauty at those dais tables, 
looking extremely gorgeous in evening dress.) The game pro-
vided more than an hour of entertainment, including the intro-
duction of the personalities, the opportunity to hear the 
voices, and the nostalgia. Naturally, I let the good singers 
go a bit longer before I cut them off for the question. One 
outstanding memory was Allan Jones, who had been out of things 
for several years, singing "One Alone" from The Desert Song 
thrillingly, and looking handsome. My trickiest question 
was this. One of the girls sang a few bars of "Bill." The 
question: "As you all know, this song is from Show Boat. 
Jerome Kern wrote the music. Who wrote the lyric?" Every-
body quickly wrote "Oscar Hammerstein." The correct answer 
was P. G. Wodehouse. One person got all twenty answers 
right; it was Ed Greenberg, who was disqualified from 
participating in the prizes—I forget what they were, probably 
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pairs of season tickets, cast albums, et cetera. 
RICHARDSON: It must have been fun. 
LESTER: It was. But the payoff came later when Bob Hope spoke. 
He started by saying, "This is the first time I ever attended 
a dinner at which the guest of honor produced his own party." 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] A big party really is a production. 
LESTER: Over the years I've had the responsibility for a lot 
of them. Besides the many shindigs in Los Angeles, we had a 
guarantors' luncheon every season in San Francisco--about 350 
to 400 people in attendance. And, of course, the programming 
was up to me. Where music was concerned, we didn't ask any of 
our principals to perform—they were guests. However, it was 
a nice chance to give some of our very talented chorus kids 
the chance to show off—frequently with operatic arias which 
were especially impressive in grand opera-minded San Francisco. 
When you're emceeing one of these things and have a lot of 
introductions to make, you try very hard for anything to get 
away from the conventional. At one of the luncheons, this one 
for the Carousel company, I thought of a gimmick that turned 
out to be good fun. I built up the gag by telling the guaran-
tors that where jealousies and unpleasantness existed in some 
companies, this one was a model of affection and good will. 
Therefore, I was going to ask the members of the cast to intro-
duce each other. I made the first introduction, starting from 
the bottom. From there on, each actor introduced the next one, 
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but with charming bitchery. Ed Greenberg and I had written 
the material for them the night before and handed it to them 
during preluncheon cocktails. By the second of the intro-
ductions, the audience had gotten with it and the actors were 
having the time of their lives, often improving on the material 
we had given them. I can remember just a couple of them but 
it'll give you an idea of how it worked. Playing the crude 
Mrs. Mullin was Lorna Thayer, an excellent actress with a 
rich deep voice. Don Beddoe, one of my pet character actors 
who played the Starkeeper, introduced her like this: "Lorna 
Thayer is an actress I've always thought would make a wonder-
ful Lady Macbeth, and when I watch her performance as Mrs. 
Mullin, sure enough, she's a great Lady Macbeth." The last 
of the introductions was from Jan Clayton. At the end of 
her little acknowledgment, she said, "Some of the people in 
show business are selfish and you can't always trust them. 
I like people who are on the square—and I know no one who 
is as square as John Raitt." The luncheon I most remember 
was one we gave for Ethel Merman. Perhaps her closest friend, 
Benay Venuta, lived in Los Angeles. Benay was a very good 
singer in the Merman mold, had frequently taken over some 
of Ethel's roles when Merman would go on to her next show. 
Keeping it a deep dark secret, we spirited Benay up to San 
Francisco the night before the luncheon, sneaked her into 
the theater for a rehearsal with the company's pianist— 
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a long-time Merman accompanist—after everyone had left. For 
the luncheon, we arranged that before she was to sing she 
could come through the kitchen door concealed from the dining 
room by a screen. Near the end of the program I started what 
was to be an introduction of Merman, recounted her succession 
of Broadway hits, finishing the list with, "But all of this 
stemmed from her first big hit in George Gershwin's Girl 
Crazy, when the Broadway opening-night audience heard her 
sing . . ." and from behind the screen came Benay Venuta1s 
voice singing "I Got Rhythm." She stayed behind the screen 
for quite a bit of it. The first impression of the audience--
and Merman too—was that it was a Merman recording being 
played. Then Venuta emerged, continued singing as she walked 
up to the stage and did a medley of three or four Merman hits. 
She was a highly entertaining performer on her own and the 
audience was delightedly looking from her to Merman who was 
enraptured with the surprise, particularly because they were 
such dear friends. Benay finished to an ovation led by Merman, 
and came over to the head table where the two embraced. Now 
the president of the San Francisco CLO presented Merman with 
a gift and the thanks of the association for her contribution 
to the season. Ethel stood up and said, "Thank you. Nobody 
wants to hear me make a speech [with a nod to her pianist] but"--
now she started to sing "There's No Business Like Show Business" 
from her place at the table. With the emotion of the moment, 
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I doubt if Merman had ever sung better. That voice trumpeted 
through the dining room, leaving the audience on their feet, 
clapping, screaming, yelling. It was one of those thrilling 
things that happen once in a blue moon. 
RICHARDSON: Looking at you when you told it, you loved it 
yourself. As I recall, you said you couldn't play Merman 
in Gypsy in Los Angeles because of the church. 
LESTER: Right. But it was m̂ . decision. I never put the church 
administrators on the spot by asking any permission that they 
couldn't or shouldn't grant. 
RICHARDSON: Didn't it handicap you in getting shows? 
LESTER: Almost never. As a matter of fact, it was a good 
influence. It gave me an excuse for asking for little changes 
in some shows that we imported. In those days, our subscribers, 
often three generations in one family, depended on us to keep 
it clean. In 19 58, when I saw West Side Story in New York, I 
had some question about it for our audience and the church. 
I explained to my board that this was one of the most dis-
tinguished things that had been done in the musical theater, 
and that while it had some moments that would be objectionable 
to some of our subscribers, it was classic and we must pre-
sent it. I made the same representation to the church's manager 
of the auditorium and told him that they must excuse it on 
the same basis as they did grand opera or Shakespeare. They 
understood and raised no problems when we played it in '59. 
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But we were deluged with strong letters of complaint. There 
was a whole segment of our subscribers who disapproved. 
RICHARDSON: What were they saying? 
LESTER: They just didn't like it—the language, sex, et cetera. 
It was our first plain-spoken show. I personally answered at 
least a hundred caustic letters. We have always been very 
religious about answering all letters, particularly letters 
of complaint. It is amazing how many people, even the cranks, 
can be converted when they are dignified by a tactful expres-
sion of a difference of opinion—and by doing it promptly, 
it keeps them from writing the Times. In addition to the 
complaining letters on West Side Story, our board members 
were getting it verbally. That was 19 59—how ridiculous it 
seems now. Despite the fact that we had no church to contend 
with when we came to the Music Center, we still treated the 
Dorothy Chandler Pavilion as sacrosanct. By now, our sub-
scribers would enjoy a risque show in another theater but 
would holler blue murder if we presented the same show. With 
the advent of the Ahmanson Theatre in 19 67, we could be freer. 
We imported Cabaret for presentation there in 19 68. Because 
there was much in the show that was a radical departure from 
our simon-pure policy, we devised a little message to subscribers 
titled "About Cabaret." It was inserted when their season 
ticket package went out. In essence, we told them the good 
things about it and its great success on Broadway, but because 
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it was different from our customary fare and was ".not sugar 
and spice," some of our subscribers might choose not to attend. 
If so they should turn in the Cabaret portion of their season 
ticket for refund by a certain date. 
RICHARDSON: Did you have very many refunds? 
LESTER: About 4 percent. When I evolved the idea, it was 
fearfully questioned in my organization. I told them, "You 
won't get over a 5 percent refund but you will have disarmed 
the other 9 5 percent, including the hypocrites who will come 
expecting something much more shocking than they are going to 
get. No one can complain afterwards that there wasn't fair 
warning." It worked perfectly; and, as a matter of fact, was 
good publicity for the show and for those whose mouths prob-
ably watered a little at the idea that we were going to do 
something naughty. And it was an honest protection of those 
who were sincerely conservative. We had many letters of 
appreciation of the warning. 
RICHARDSON: It proved to be a good policy? 
LESTER: We built goodwill among the 4 percent who didn't 
go and with many of the 9 6 percent who did. Remember, that 
was 1968. Now we look at the other side of the coin. Three 
years later we imported Company, a well-publicized New York 
hit. Company, as you know, was not everybody's cup of tea. 
It did well on Broadway but not on the road. It was a very 
New Yorkish, sophisticated approach, and distasteful to many 
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people. When we contracted to play it, my thinking was purely 
commercial and my mind was fully made up that we would do the 
same kind of thing with it that we had done with Cabaret, com-
mending its slickness, yet giving subscribers the opportunity 
to get a refund if they didn't want to face the fact that it 
used some four-letter words and was frankly modern. Now my 
staff descended on me. I was told that times had changed, 
that three years had passed since we had played Cabaret, and 
by now the whole population of the United States had grown so 
much more sophisticated that we were going to look very childish 
if we took that old-fashioned position again. I was talked out 
of the insert. Well, criticism of West Side Story in 1959 was 
child's play compared to the eruption over Company in 19 71. 
I think that I personally answered from our Los Angeles sub-
scribers about 40 0 letters of complaint. Most of them were 
violent letters. People were really angry at us. I think we 
probably lost about $250,000 worth of subscribers in the fol-
lowing season, and several guarantors dropped out also. 
RICHARDSON: What were some of the complaints about? 
LESTER: Everything. If the show had been very funny or had 
something worthwhile to say, much would have been forgiven. 
But it was a bitter show--not particularly pleasant—about 
some ratty people. If the customer wasn't sophisticated and 
didn't get with it, he had nothing to grab hold of for enjoy-
ment. Anyway, based on the Los Angeles reaction I said to 
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my gang, "You talked me out of it in Los Angeles, but you're 
not going to talk me out of it in San Francisco." Very much 
against the judgment of our San Francisco staff, I said, "We 
will have to send a separate letter right now telling sub-
scribers how slick and smart Company is but offering them the 
opportunity for refund if they prefer not to risk a shock or 
two." The subscription department was scared because this 
had to be a special mailing. They visualized a 20 percent 
return. 

RICHARDSON: How much did you have to refund? 
LESTER: We got a 5 or 6 percent request for refunds in San 
Francisco, but the result was great. The opening night there, 
the audience was conditioned for the show from the very be-
ginning. The first dirty words got immediate laughs. The 
subscribers were with it and enjoyed it. A lot of different 
people, including members of the San Francisco board, said to 
me, "Why were you so conservative about this show?" That kind 
of conservatism paid off during the whole San Francisco en-
gagement—we still had perhaps a dozen complaint letters but 
they were a cinch to answer. I learned again that I knew our 
audience. On the subject of morality and censorship in the 
theater, I am reminded of a lovely witticism by one of the 
really brilliant comedians of the early 19 00s, Raymond Hitch-
cock. Speaking about bluenoses and censorship, he said, "The 
Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock. If only Plymouth Rock had 
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landed on the Pilgrims." [laughter] He was long before your 
time, Betty. I have used audience psychology in various ways 
over the years. I remember on one opening night back at the 
old Philharmonic, we had trouble with our trucks coming down 
from San Francisco. At 8:40, I stepped in front of the curtain 
and explained to the audience what had happened. I said, "We 
are going to be about forty-five minutes late in getting our 
curtain up. I am telling you now so that if you want to go 
across the street to get a drink or get out and get some fresh 
air, you've got forty-five minutes on your hands to do what-
ever you want to, but please be back in your seats by 9:25; 
we will be ready then." There was quite a big groan in the 
audience. I just looked at them and smiled, and said, "It 
could be a lot worse." There was a big laugh and immediately 
everybody was happy. Starting as promised, we had a very 
good performance and nobody left early. People feel they are 
given much more consideration with a personal announcement than 
through an offstage microphone—unless it's something unimpor-
tant. 

RICHARDSON: Getting back to answering all those letters, 
didn't it take a frightful amount of your time? 
LESTER: Yes, but it was worth it. If you don't answer a criti-
cal letter, you are showing weakness. The great majority of 
the letters come from women. When men write, they are harsh, 
more caustic and make a better case for their opinions. The 
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letters from women are more emotional, more put-upon, and 
more prone to fortify their opinions by citing how many 
other people agree with them. 
RICHARDSON: After Company, did you have any more of those 
letter explosions? 
LESTER: Not during my regime, except for a very few that 
came when we first violated the sanctity of the Pavilion in 
19 71. That leads me to my experiences—all too limited— 
with a great lady named Katharine Hepburn. I was in seventh 
heaven when I was able to bring Hepburn here in Coco. It was 
a very complicated deal. Hepburn had left the show many weeks 
earlier and was replaced by Daniele Darrieux. Darrieux was 
charming but not Hepburn, without whom the show was still 
stunning but meant nothing. In order to hold the cast to-
gether for our engagement, I had to agree that we'd take 
Darrieux if we couldn't get Hepburn. We had two separate 
sets of terms—one if Darrieux was the star, the other if 
Hepburn would do it. Despite highly favorable terms for us, 
the Darrieux deal was unalluring, whereas profit became unim-
portant to us if we got Hepburn. Finally her producer, Freddie 
Brisson, and author Alan Lerner prevailed on her to rejoin the 
company for the Los Angeles engagement and play brief dates 
en route to break in. For us, she was a complete sellout in 
advance, including her effect on our season subscription. 
Getting back to censorship. There is a moment in the show in 
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which Coco Chanel's fashion show comeback has flopped. She's 
gotten very bad reviews and she's alone on the stage, walking 
up and down, terribly disappointed. The audience is wondering 
what she is going to say. Finally, she says, "Shit!" When I 
saw it in New York I said, "We can't say that word in the Music 
Center Pavilion." The producer and author agreed. When Hepburn 
was signed and was apprised of it, she understood and agreed to 
cut the word. One morning several weeks later, my phone rang 
quite early at home. This was perhaps two weeks before we were 
to open. The show was en route. It had played Chicago and 
Toronto by then. The lady on the phone was Katharine Hepburn, 
whom I had not met. The producers had given her my phone 
number—I'm sure she had volunteered to make the call. She 
said, "Mr. Lester, I don't want you to talk. I just want you 
to listen. I know how you feel about your audiences and your 
theater. I agreed that we wouldn't use the word shit. But 
during this tour, I have tried every other word we could think 
of and nothing works. That's the only word that gets the big 
laugh which we desperately need at that point. I would like 
to be released from the promise not to use the word. It will 
make the show very much better and I will feel very much more 
secure. I don't want you to say anything now. You don't have 
to say yes or no. You just think about it. Thank you very 
much." And she hung up the receiver. [laughter] I wired her 
and said, "If it were anyone else but you I would say no, but 
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you can get away with anything that you feel so strongly about 
and you are certainly entitled to any consideration. The bars 
are down." So she did use the word and it was a riotous laugh. 
The mere fact that it was Katharine Hepburn saying it on the 
stage made it ten times as funny as it would have been with 
another actress. 
RICHARDSON: Did you have any repercussions? 
LESTER: Maybe a half dozen letters—which were easy to answer 
along with a chiding for challenging Miss Hepburn's taste. We 
had, among our guarantors, one very wealthy and influential 
woman who made quite an issue of it at our next guarantors' 
meeting. She got very little sympathy. I mentioned afterwards 
that this particular lady is so far over to the right that it's 
lucky for her the world is round. 
RICHARDSON: Let's hear more about your experiences with 
Katharine Hepburn. 
LESTER: I'll start by saying that they were all delightful. 
She is a very strong lady who, by putting on a patina of 
being difficult, gets what she wants with a minimum of arguing. 
But underlying that presumably hard exterior she is totally 
sweet, kind, considerate, and generous. She was adored by 
everyone in the Coco company and by our own employees who 
had contact with her. But sometimes she makes unusual demands. 
For instance, the stage and her dressing room must be kept at 
a frighteningly low temperature. Everybody around is freezing 
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but Miss Hepburn needs it because her system requires cold or 
she can't perform. When the curtain would go up, that cold 
air would sweep out into the audience and Kate would say after-
wards with great sincerity, "I feel so sorry for the people. 
I look down and sometimes the musicians are wearing overcoats." 
Fortunately, with the lights and the warmth of 3,00 0 bodies 
in the audience, it got very comfortable as the performance 
progressed. There is one incident that I enjoy looking back 
on. The day before Coco opened here, I visited Miss Hepburn 
in her dressing room to pay my respects. Now you know that 
our dressing rooms at the Pavilion are spacious and beautiful, 
but within a minute of the time that I entered her dressing 
room she snapped at me, "No window in the dressing room. You 
build theaters and you spend millions of dollars on them but 
you never consider the actors; no windows in the dressing rooms." 
I explained to her that the design of the stage made it impos-
sible to put the dressing rooms on the outside of the building, 
and that we had had great praise for our dressing rooms. She 
was back on that "no windows" tangent as I was leaving. I went 
to my office and phoned our outstanding scenic artist, Phil 
Raiguel, at our shop. I told him Hepburn's gripe and said, 
"Phil, I want you to paint a window on canvas so that we can 
paste it on the wall of her dressing room. Make it look real 
with some pretty shrubbery in back of it against a blue sky." 
The next day, it was there; he had done it exceedingly well. 
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When Miss Hepburn walked into her dressing room, she had a 
window. Underneath I had printed a card, "DO NOT OPEN 'TIL 
XMAS." She was amused and happy with it and remembered it, 
because four years later she came back to the Pavilion for 
an Academy Award appearance. When she arrived and they showed 
her to the star's dressing room, she said, "I want my window." 
Fortunately, Carmine Marinelli, the house property man, had 
saved it, and immediately put it up for her. 
RICHARDSON: She remembered. What a lovely story. 
LESTER: During the Coco engagement, I naturally wanted her 
for a Founders' Night. Knowing how difficult she was about 
such things, her management gave me a cue on how to go about 
it. Accordingly, I wrote her a letter well before it was 
time for her to get here, telling her about our Founders' 
Nights and hoping we could have one in which she and her com-
pany would be our honored guests. She personally would have 
turned us down, but because it would be a party for the young 
people in her company, she agreed to come. We got out our 
invitations to the founders and of course we had a flock of 
acceptances. The invitations to the company were awaiting 
them when they arrived in Los Angeles. After the opening, 
Miss Hepburn sent for me and said, "Now about your party on 
Thursday night—I will come in my work clothes, just as I 
come to the theater." She used to wear a suede sleeveless 
coat over a suit or very plain dress—and this suede thing 
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that she had been wearing for years was about as unglamorous 
as anything you could imagine. She said, "I won't dress up. 
I will make an appearance. I will stay twenty minutes—no 
longer. And if a camera anywhere in the place is put on me, 
I will get up and leave immediately. I won't be in makeup 
and just won't have a camera put on me. I will just come, put 
in an appearance, and that will be all." At the party, we had 
over 400 people divided into some forty or fifty tables spread 
over this Grand hall. It's a beautiful setting. I checked 
with Miss Hepburn beforehand on what she would like to eat, 
so that regardless of what we were serving in the buffet, we 
would have whatever she wanted made especially for her. "Oh," 
she said, "don't bother. I'll get something when I get home." 
She expressed what she would like to drink and we had that 
for her. At the party, instead of the grand entrance down 
the staircase, she had arrived unobtrusively (dressed exactly 
as she said she would be) accompanied by the dignified lady 
who had been her companion for many years. Only a few people 
knew Hepburn was there by the time I had seated them at the 
head table for ten, which included the then-president of our 
association and his wife. The others at her table were all 
principals in her cast or otherwise associated with the show 
so she would feel perfectly at home. Although I had given 
careful warning to my staff, within a minute there was a 
lineup of cameras semicircled around that table. There must 
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have been at least eight cameras pointed right at her. I was 
about to get rid of them but our star sat unperturbed, so I 
took it easy. They got their pictures and when I apologized 
for it, she was very amiable about it. Now, time went on. We 
got food for her from the buffet table, which she seemed to 
enjoy, and she was being very sociable—completely the well-
bred, unaffected New Englander which she is. She had done a 
matinee and an evening performance that day—in a very stren-
uous role, particularly because she had to sing and do some 
dancing, too. But apparently she wasn't tired. After about 
forty-five minutes—she was going to stay only twenty—she was 
so affable that I said to her, "I don't want to impose on you, 
and don't hesitate to say no to me, but I think it would be 
awfully nice if we would bring a microphone over to this 
table and you could say a-few words, just so these founders 
will have had that little personal contact with you." She 
answered, "That seems such a cold way to do it. Wouldn't it 
be nicer if you would take me around the room and introduce 
me at each table and I would stop a minute and visit with 
these people." [laughter] I practically collapsed. 
RICHARDSON: I can believe it. 

LESTER: When I caught my breath, I said, "Kate, you know you 
have done two shows today and you are going to be on your feet 
for twenty-five to thirty minutes visiting all these tables." 
She said, "Oh, that's quite all right." With her permission, I 
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gave the honor of escorting her to our president, Oscar Lawler, 
a banker. She made the rounds, the essence of natural charm. 
She left at 1:30 or 1:45 A.M., after spending about two hours 
at the party, but having first carefully protected herself so 
she could get out of there fast if she felt like it. She seems 
to enjoy barking, but I doubt if she ever bites. As a perfor-
mer, she is hyperconscientious and has intense concentration. 
On her dressing room door is a sign, "DON'T ENTER, DON'T KNOCK." 
And believe me, nobody did. No stage manager ever had to notify 
her when it was time for her to go on. She was always 100 per-
cent on the job. She entered and left the theater through a 
back door used for loading scenery. That way, she wouldn't 
be bothered with people seeking autographs. She had followed 
this process for years, preserving her energy without having 
to be discourteous. 
RICHARDSON: You said her company adored her. 
LESTER: As a star, she regarded her company, including stage-
hands and musicians, as her family, her responsibility. Many 
times, she would say to her producer, "So-and-so deserves a 
raise. He's not getting enough money." If the producer re-
sisted, she would say, "Take it out of my salary," and she 
meant it. It was not a hypocritical challenge to management. 
One of a few cases in point related to her conductor, a very 
well-known Hollywood musician named Bobby Dolan. And thereby 
hangs another Hepburn tale. She liked Bobby, who was a charming 
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guy and good company. There was a nice rapport between them. 
He stayed in Los Angeles after Coco closed. We engaged him 
to do another show for us the following season. During the 
Los Angeles engagement, Bobby had not come in for an understudy 
rehearsal in the late afternoon. This kind of thing was very 
unusual for him. We checked with his hotel, wondering if he 
had overslept or if they knew where he had gone. They went 
up to his apartment and found him--dead; apparently a heart 
attack. He was living alone. He had been married and divorced 
twice. His assistant was immediately assigned to take care of 
the show. But there was a more pressing question of what will 
we do about Dolan? Here was a man alone and we knew none of 
his friends or relatives. The hotel had called the coroner 
and the body had temporarily been removed to a nearby mortuary. 
Somebody told us, "He has a son who is in college at University 
of California at Berkeley." We immediately had someone call 
Berkeley to trace this boy. It was after school hours and we 
had no luck as yet. While this was going on, Eleanor Pinkham 
said, "Kate Hepburn and Bobby were good friends and she would 
feel badly if she weren't notified." It was about 5:30 or 6:00 
our time when I called Kate's apartment in New York. Her com-
panion answered and said, "Miss Hepburn has retired." I said, 
"This is Mr. Lester. As long as she has retired, don't dis-
turb her until tomorrow, but will you convey the news to her 
that Bobby Dolan has died suddenly." The companion said, 

425 



"Hang on, Mr. Lester." In a flash, Katharine Hepburn was on 
the phone. No time was lost on commiseration; her reaction 
was one of total efficiency. She immediately started to give 
me full instructions on everything to do: which mortuary to 
use, the phone numbers of some of their mutual close friends 
who should be notified, and who should be instructed to notify 
certain others. She said, "Above all, do not call his son who 
is in Berkeley, because the boy is very sensitive and not old 
enough to stand that shock coming from outsiders. Get his 
mother on the phone and let her tell him." Again, the phone 
number. No general could top her in giving commands. All I 
ever had to say was "Yes" or "I have it" or "I understand," 
and finally "Thank you." 
RICHARDSON: What a womanI 
LESTER: I'll always remember the season of 1971 for the exper-
iences with a remarkable lady. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VIII, SIDE ONE 

LESTER: That same season [19 71] brought me into close contact 
with a remarkable man, Leonard Bernstein, but the result was 
not one to cherish. I had tried to commission Bernstein to 
write a score for the Civic Light Opera--but he was always too 
busy. He had always deplored the failure of Candide on Broad-
way back in the fifties. I felt that if the dragged-out story 
were properly cut and revised, the glorious music would make 
it worthwhile reviving. I offered Bernstein a big fee to come 
out for three or four weeks to work on the revisions. He 
accepted. He named the director of his choice, Sheldon Patinkin, 
and would make himself available when we went into rehearsal. 
Immediately Roger Stevens, head of Kennedy Center, wanted the 
show after California for Washington and then New York. Bern-
stein agreed to the stars I wanted for California—they were a 
major reason for my doing the show--but he would not obligate 
himself to them for Broadway. 
RICHARDSON: Did that offend you? 
LESTER: Not at all. It made my casting easier; I could guar-
anty my choices the fourteen weeks out here and they were not 
committed beyond. Lenny had long before been commissioned to 
create an operatic work for the grand opening of Kennedy Center, 
which would take place a few weeks after our Candide opening 
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in California. Lenny underestimated his problems on the Wash-
ington assignment, and months late he started on the work, 
which he called Mass, as a memorial to John Kennedy. He was 
so far behind in getting it done his contemplated weeks here 
were reduced to a few days—with Mass on his mind rather than 
Candide. I couldn't make an issue of it; the Kennedy Center 
opening was of national and international importance and I'm 
sure he was working twenty hours a day for weeks in order to 
finish it in time. 
RICHARDSON: Mass was not a particular success, was it? 
LESTER: The occasion had a great aura about it—but Mass it-
self was generally a disappointment, although Bernstein's 
many-sided American talent came through. 
RICHARDSON: And what happened to Candide? 
LESTER: The original intent got lost in the shuffle. Patinkin, 
a pleasant, intelligent but not-too-experienced young man, was 
a worshipper of Bernstein, wouldn't make any cuts without Bern-
stein's approval, and Lenny was not available. I had a great 
cast. Frank Porretta in the title role was the perfect Candide. 
Mary Costa was the ideal prima donna for it. Douglas Campbell, 
a fine singer as well as actor, played the old professor—Can-
dide 's mentor—a choice bit of casting. The rest were excellent, 
including the ensemble—grand voices and interesting person-
alities all the way through the company. Now one of the most 
thrilling experiences I have ever had turned out disastrously. 
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Lenny finally arrived to attend the first run-through he had 
seen. It was only a day or two before we left for San Francisco 
to open. The company was well rehearsed and entranced by the 
music. In the rehearsal hall, the distinguished composer 
sitting at a table in front of the performers was like the pre-
sence of God. They sang and performed accordingly. He had 
never heard his work done that well before and he was crazy 
about it. When it was over, he leaped across the table and 
went around kissing everybody, women and men alike. He was in 
heaven and there wasn't a dry eye in the place, mine included. 
But my original intent was shot to hell. When we settled down 
for a meeting, I said, "Lenny, we need cuts." He was shocked, 
"But Ed, you were so enthusiastic." I said, "There was a lot 
of excitement in this rehearsal, and because you were so happy, 
I was proud of the company that I had given you." But the 
damage had been done. He was being a composer, not the good 
showman that he can be. 

RICHARDSON: Too much in love with his own work? 
LESTER: Exactly. He couldn't believe that everybody wouldn't 
love it just as much as he did. At the San Francisco opening 
a few nights later, I sat with show-wise Oliver Smith, who 
designed Candide for me. We agreed that it was beautiful and 
a bore. The next day at a staff meeting, Lenny had already 
consented to some cuts in the first scene when Roger Stevens 
walked in beaming--"Last night's show was perfect." That ended 
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the cuts; Lenny was leaving shortly for Washington and Mass 
rehearsals. When he came back weeks later, I told him, "Lenny, 
this show, more than any other I've ever known, should be done 
in one act because it makes no point until you get to the last 
scene of act two which is really exciting and thrilling. The 
show should not be interrupted by an intermission. It means 
cutting about thirty minutes, including some grand music, but 
it's got to be done." Bernstein said, "I never thought of this 
show as one act—nobody has ever suggested it before. But 
you're right. Let's do it." He quickly mapped out how we 
could cut one entire scene, along with other cuts. Then the 
mercury changed again; he began having second thoughts. "We've 
got to restore that music we took out of the first scene." 
Ten dull minutes were going back in. Then he couldn't part 
with a few other passages and pretty soon the show was almost 
as long as where we started. It made the one-act idea impos-
sible. Our business in California was so-so. We went on to 
Washington but Campbell and Costa had long since made other 
commitments and were unavailable for New York. Between one 
thing and another, the Broadway plan was wisely abandoned. 
A few years later, when Bernstein had lost interest, Hal Prince 
got his okay to do anything he wished with Candide. Prince 
did a brilliantly tricky job on it, nothing like the original, 
and in one act. Bernstein saw it when it first opened in 
Brooklyn and wasn't enamored of it. But the critics liked 
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what they saw and Prince brought it to Broadway, dismantling 
a theater for the scenic tricks. It was now a show and a hit 
but no longer a musical masterpiece. Its success earned sub-
stantial royalties and Lenny, being a practical man, grew to 
like it very much. One amusing incident remains in my mind. 
As you know, Bernstein is a very ostentatious guy—and justly 
so. When he was in San Francisco for our Candide opening, I 
said to Patinkin, "We must set up a presentation of Lenny 
after the final curtain." Patinkin answered, "Don't do any-
thing about it. Leave that to Lenny. He has his own way of 
making those things happen." Between acts, I said to the 
director again, "We'd better have Mary Costa present Lenny 
during the bows." The director dismissed the idea again with 
a knowing smile. He was Lenny's man—he should know. At the 
end of the show, the cast got their ovations, but that was it. 
When Lenny arrived at my suite for the meeting the next day, 
he greeted me with a quite acid, "You certainly missed a bet 
last night with no acknowledgment of my presence in the theater." 
I waited a second for Patinkin to say something, then realized 
he was afraid to. So I said, "You're right, Lenny, I should 
have done something about it." And I damned well should have. 
RICHARDSON: That story leads me to one of several questions 
I want to ask. 
LESTER: Fire away. 

RICHARDSON: Who was your favorite composer?--! mean among 
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those whose shows you have presented. 
LESTER: Do you mean personally or the music? 
RICHARDSON: The music. 
LESTER: Well, each one had a different style, different vir-
tues, and fulfilled different functions. 
RICHARDSON: It would be interesting to get your opinions on 
all of them. 
LESTER: That could fill a book. But give me a few minutes 
to get organized and I'll try to capsule them for you. I'll 
talk only about American composers. . . . Bernstein was in a 
different category than the others because he is professionally 
a classicist, but his versatility has always been amazing. 
Kurt Weill was somewhat in the same mold, but personally a 
shy and quiet man. One of my projects was to have him make 
an opera of Streetcar Named Desire. Before it materialized, 
he died—much too young. Incidentally, his principal collab-
orator was Maxwell Anderson, one of America's foremost drama-
tists, who had a fine gift for lyrics. I've always admired 
the way Anderson wanted his credits: instead of the usual 
"Book and Lyrics by," he chose, "Words by." Victor Herbert, 
with more than forty musical shows to his credit, was certainly 
one of the most complete musicians of all the composers. His 
work reflects an exceptional gift for giving singers wonderful 
music to show off with. Herbert did his own orchestrating, 
something almost no theater composers have done since, largely 
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because they're not capable of doing it well. Romberg had a 
special sympatico for singing voices, plus a keen sense of 
wedding drama to music. One intersting illustration of that 
came to me from Frank Mandel, with whom Oscar Hammerstein was 
collaborating on the book of The New Moon. One day they 
brought Romberg a scene they had just written; they were very 
proud of it. Rommy read it and said, "This is one of the 
best scenes I've ever read--but it's no good; it doesn't lead 
to music." That is the perfect approach for the composer of 
a musical, one of the main reasons Rommy had such a succession 
of hit shows. I've talked enough about Friml, who may well have 
been the most talented musically of all the operetta composers, 
but he couldn't have cared less about a book and only slightly 
more where lyrics were concerned. Jerome Kern has often been 
referred to by good musicians as the Mozart of the popular 
composers. He had a sharp sense of book and lyrics but once 
having written a melody that pleased him, he was very reluc-
tant to change even a note of it to accommodate a lyricist. 
In collaborations, he was usually commander-in-chief. Jule 
Styne, a real all-round talent, has been too prolific, with so 
much enthusiasm for the theater that he accepted too many 
assignments; a lot of his outstanding jobs are dimmed by others 
that were not so good. Contrariwise, Burton Lane, best known 
for his Finian's Rainbow and On a Clear Day scores, has been 
much too cautious about what he chooses to do and consequently 
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has not achieved the wide reputation that his talent could earn 
for him. And there's Jerry Bock, who with his lyricist partner, 
Sheldon Harnick, had a succession of hits, topped by Fiddler on 
the Roof. Soon after their The Rothschilds, the partnership 
broke up and Bock, still relatively young, sort of dropped out 
of the picture—temporarily, I hope. Harnick carries on as one 
of our top lyricists. Vernon Duke, best known for Cabin in the 
Sky, was a White Russian, one of the most highly cultured musician-
composers I have ever known. Under his own name, Dukelsky, he 
has symphonic and other classical credits. But in the musical 
theater he never came close to reaching the heights that his 
gifts and versatility deserved, perhaps for lack of judgment 
and a certain arrogance born of intellectual superiority. But 
because of my enthusiasm for his good product, he respected my 
criticisms of things I didn't like so well. There would be 
arguments but our relationship was excellent. However, unhappy 
commercial results seemed to follow Vernon despite his undis-
puted ability. Then there's Mitch Leigh, operating a very 
lucrative business of creating musical slogans for television 
advertisers. Mitch still conducted his business while turning 
out Man of La Mancha with its "Impossible Dream." He had less 
good reception for his next efforts but I believe he will be 
heard from again. Another of the fine talents was Harold Arlen 
whose best-known theater work was Bloomer Girl. Ill health 
has kept Arlen out of circulation for a long period but he 
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will always be remembered for his "Over the Rainbow" and the 
rest of that great score for MGM1s Wizard of Oz. And of course 
there's Richard Rodgers; anything I could say about him as a 
composer would be gilding the lily. And very high on the list 
is Fritz Loewe-rwith whom I have a great love affair. I'll 
tell you more about him when I talk about our production of 
Gigi; and I've already talked about Wright and Forrest. That 
brings us to a special class of composers like Irving Berlin, 
Cole Porter, and Frank Loesser. They were creators of the 
whole song: idea and lyrics as well as music. Their product 
embodies some of the best shows and a lot of the best songs 
in the musical theater catalog. One of the younger outstanding 
composer-lyricists is Jerry Herman—Hello, Dolly 1, Mame, and 
Milk and Honey (less well known but awfully good). He did 
two other beautiful scores—Dear World and Mack and Mabel— 
which went unappreciated because the shows didn't succeed. 
He has a lovely gift for sentiment, and being still young is 
bound to make other important contributions to the musical 
theater. A composer-lyricist who has some good credits is 
Harold Rome. His best work was a charmingly warm score for 
Fanny. And someone quite different was Meredith Willson, who 
had an excellent career as musician and conductor. He came 
into the theater rather later in his years than the others 
I have mentioned but he had an untapped gift for words—a 
triple-threat, sometimes tackling book along with lyrics and 
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music. With Music Man, Willson brought in a whole new idiom 
of his own—the speak-song, that multiword rhythmic style. 
It's been widely imitated, but no one else has done it effec-
tively. As a general rule, however, when one man undertakes 
book, lyric, and music, the result is seldom any good in the 
musical theater. Unlike a play in which a single author can 
isolate himself and come up with something inspired, popular 
musical shows are contrived by never less than two creators 
and usually the product of five or more, including a director, 
choreographer, and sometimes a producer. 
RICHARDSON: These creative forces you've named are all people 
with whom you've had active contact in productions for you. 
LESTER: All but Victor Herbert whom I met once, most pleasantly, 
during my piano-playing days. But I grew up with his music 
and feel that I knew him—particularly when his favorite 
conductor became mine, and I've mentioned my friendship with 
his daughter. There are other excellent writing talents that 
I haven't mentioned because I've not worked with them. 
RICHARDSON: What about Steve Sondheim and Stephen Schwartz? 
LESTER: Steve Schwartz is an enormously talented young man— 
an excellent musician and an adept lyricist with a rare flair 
for show business. Careerwise, the biggest thing he has to 
overcome is that he's been spoiled by too-early success, God-
spell and Pippin, among others. He's made a lot of money too 
quickly. He needs a few flops to mellow him and help him 
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learn to listen. 
RICHARDSON: You haven't expressed an opinion on Sondheim. 
LESTER: I've had very little contact with Steve. Many years 
ago, Lemuel Ayers brought a very young Sondheim to me to play 
his score for a work that Ayers was producing. I told Ayers 
afterwards that I thought the lyrics were brilliant but I 
couldn't get with the music. That particular work was never 
produced. But Sondheim has built an imposing career. His 
lyrics for Bernstein's West Side Story and Styne's Gypsy 
were superlative, and beautifully romantic where they should 
have been. But on his own, doing both lyrics and music, he 
seems to shun the sentimental. 

RICHARDSON; He was recently quoted as saying that he could 
see no reason to do a musical unless it would break new ground 
and was like nothing that had ever been done before. 
LESTER: It's a grand ambition and I admire it. But things 
that are new and different aren't always better nor as 
appealing or lasting. Pacific Overtures did exactly what 
you're talking about. It broke new ground, but nothing is 
going to be built on it. Being "different" is a big price 
to pay when it precludes romance which has so consistently 
been the key to universal acceptance. On another kind of 
musical theater, I want to make a comment about Gian Carlo 
Menotti, whom I tried to commission to compose an operetta 
to be premiered in our season. After The Medium and The 
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Consul years ago, I felt he might give us something great but 
I couldn't quite tempt him. One obstacle was his liking for 
macabre subjects that were not for the popular audience. He 
is enormously creative for libretto as well as music, but he 
is another of the moderns who puts a high premium on being 
original. I remember my annoyance later at his The Saint of 
Bleeker Street. There were spots where a beautiful melodic 
strain would be soaring, then suddenly go off in another 
direction. I could almost hear Menotti saying to himself 
as he was composing it, "I'm beginning to sound like Puccini 
and I mustn't." With that kind of talent, I can see nothing 
wrong in being like Puccini if it happens naturally. It 
would be like a painter saying, "I've got to change this por-
trait; it looks too much like Rembrandt." 
RICHARDSON: I know exactly what you mean. Of all the com-
posers that you've mentioned, do you have any one favorite? 
LESTER: The only clue that I can possibly imagine is that 
when I go to the piano for my own amusement, I find myself 
starting with Kern. There is a grace to his music that I 
find fascinating. Oddly, the delicacy of Kern's music is 
very unlike the caustic manner he liked to assume. Here are 
a couple of "for instances." In 19 44, to balance other more 
serious shows in that season, we produced Sally. The original 
was a very thin show except as a vehicle for Marilyn Miller, 
plus some good comedy situations. The score was not one of 
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Kern's best and he knew it. I called him and said, "We've got 
a lot of rewriting to do and we need some numbers. Can I inter-
polate some things you did for films? (He always retained stage 
rights.) He said, "Ed, do anything you damn please with Sally. 
Just don't ask me to come and see it." And he didn't. [laughter] 
Another time, when I was at his house, he asked me to come up-
stairs while he was packing to go to a national convention of 
ASCAP (that's the American Society of Composers and Publishers). 
They were having a convention in San Francisco during the World's 
Fair and he told me that one of the features of it would be an 
afternoon show at the Aquacade. Each of the top-ranking com-
posers was asked to play his own favorite song, just one apiece, 
no matter how many they'd written. I said, "Jerry, what are you 
going to play?" And he said, "Well, if you were I, what would 
you play?" I thought la moment, and I said, "I think I'd choose 
between 'Smoke Gets in Your Eyes' and 'All the Things You Are.'" 
He said, "I expected to get some kind of a stupid opinion from 
you. Now, 'Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,' yes, possibly; I regard 
it as a good American folk song. But 'All the Things You Are' 
is contrived. I have no respect for it and only someone like 
you would make a lousy suggestion like that." And I said, "I 
like it. You asked me for an opinion. I gave it to you. I 
apologize to you for liking it." The next day at the Aquacade, 
Jerome Kern played "All the Things You Are." 
RICHARDSON: He was a character. 
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LESTER: Here's another that he told me. I don't know whether 
you play bridge or not, Betty. 
RICHARDSON: No, I don't. 
LESTER: Then I'll tell the story to you as a non-bridge player. 
Back in the thirties, a foursome consisting of Jerome Kern, 
Sigmund Romberg, Frank Mandel, and some other biggie in the 
musical theater—I don't remember his name—played bridge regu-
larly for rather small stakes. The ethics that are supposed to 
govern the bidding and ban any revealing comments during play 
were notable for their absence. On one occasion Romberg was 
playing the hand and Kern, his partner, was dummy. It got down 
to the last five or six cards and Rommy suddenly stopped and 
said, "I can't remember if all the trumps are out." He was 
scratching his head and racking his brain while everyone waited. 
If the opposition had a trump left, it called for a different 
play than if the trumps were all accounted for. Rommy, still 
baffled, repeated, "I can't remember if there's another trump 
out." At this point, Kern, being the supposedly silent partner, 
started whistling, loudly, "One Alone." Romberg still cogi-
tated and Kern kept on whistling. Rommy, oblivious to his 
partner's hint, proceeded on the premise that there were no 
trumps left, misplayed the hand and was "set." As the play 
concluded, Rommy, disgusted with himself, said apologetically 
to Kern, "I couldn't remember about that trump." Kern said, 
"You damned fool—I was whistling 'One Alone' for you!" Romberg 
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said, "Who pays attention to the lyrics?" 
RICHARDSON: In your list, you didn't mention George Gershwin. 
LESTER: I never met him, but in my thirties and early forties 
I was often told that I looked like Gershwin. I'd like to 
have had 5 percent of his talent. He could have gotten along 
very nicely with the other 9 5 percent. His death at thirty-nine 
was a tragic loss for American music. He may have been the 
best of them all. 
RICHARDSON; You've said very little about lyricists. 
LESTER: I spent time on the composers because, except in rare 
instances, it's the music that lives even though in many cases 
it's a lyric or a lyric idea that has inspired an outstanding 
melody. But I think you would find that when people love a 
song, they can whistle or hum or play the whole tune, yet only 
remember the title and perhaps a line or two of the lyric. Few 
people outside the profession realize that without the inspir-
ation from the lyric, the melody would never have come into 
existence. As a rule, the lyricist has much the harder job 
in the collaboration than the composer. The one way in which 
the lyricist gets his proper share of credit is when the 
lyricist and composer are identified as a team. 
RICHARDSON: You mean like Gilbert and Sullivan, Rodgers and 
Hammerstein, Lerner and Loewe? 
LESTER: And Rodgers and Hart, George and Ira Gershwin, Bock 
and Harnick--and in the modern musical theater, Ebb and Kander 
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(Cabaret, Zorba, Chicago, et cetera). But where the lyricist 
has not worked consistently with one composer, some very out-
standing creators like Yip Harburg and Johnny Mercer will not 
enjoy the lasting fame to which their brilliance entitles them. 
By the way, when a collaborating team demonstrates their own 
material either for their collaborators or for audition pur-
poses, it is almost always the lyricist who does the singing. 
Some of them are very good at it. In auditioning for the pur-
pose of raising money, it has become something of a custom to 
engage professional singers to present the score. I personally 
dislike it because the listener can become involved with the 
personality and the talents of the singers rather than eval-
uate the material itself. I suppose that method can be effec-
tive with people who have no imagination. But I find it 
infinitely preferable to hear the material presented by the 
people who created it. In that category, the best performer 
I have ever known is Ralph Blane, originally part of the team 
of Blane and Martin. Shortly after Meet Me in St. Louis they 
split and Blane went on his own as lyricist and composer. His 
God-given voice ranges from low baritone to high tenor with 
beautiful quality throughout, perfect pitch, faultless enun-
ciation—a natural interpretive artist who could have had a 
concert career if he had chosen to undertake it as a pro-
fession. I always had to be on my guard when I listened to 
Blane demonstrate one of his scores because I knew that I 
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would never again hear these songs sung as well. 
RICHARDSON: You've covered a lot of ground. Do you want to 
talk about Gigi? 
LESTER: In a moment. But before we leave the subject of com-
posers, I must tell you a rather amusing incident. Somewhere 
in the fifties, David Selznick sent for me to discuss the making 
of a stage musical of Gone With the Wind. When David Selznick 
dreamed, he dreamed big. Anything less was beneath him. This 
particular venture was to be a great spectacle, suitable only 
for very big theaters, its premiere to be at the Roxy in New 
York, which would seat about 6,000 people. In his concept, no 
one composer was big enough or important enough for Gone With 
the Wind; Selznick's idea was that we would pick the top five 
or six composers or song-writing teams and have each contri-
bute a couple of numbers to the score. From his standpoint, 
this was a dazzling proposal that would be highly flattering 
to all the composers he invited to participate. He was so 
enthusiastic that I had to explain to him very gently the many 
reasons why it was totally impracticable. He was crestfallen, 
but to his credit, he understood. I suggested that he start 
by trying to interest Rodgers and Hammerstein in doing the 
entire score; failing them, to go for the next best and so on 
down until we could find or organize one great team for the 
job. But his big dream had been shattered and he promptly 
cooled off on the whole project. 
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Now about my production of Gigi. It was one of the very 
few musicals written for the screen where the elements seemed 
a natural for musical theater. I started in the mid-sixties 
trying to get Lerner and Loewe to convert it. I prompted pa-
tiently from the wings with a persistency I've never regretted 
even though the enterprise turned out to be an unenjoyable 
experience. But to understand why, you have to know a little 
about the authors. Alan Lerner is one of the rarest talents 
for lyrics, characters, and dialogue that the musical theater 
has ever known. Along with his flair, he is a model of unde-
pendability. Born rich and with an early display of genius, 
he was a badly spoiled young man who felt that he could do 
exactly as he pleased. And he did. He is a snob, capable of 
great charm and rationalized villainy. Married seven times--
so far—one would gather that he is somewhat extraordinary. 
But in show business, we make a lot of concessions for talent. 
RICHARDSON: Lerner is rather a nervous person too, I believe. 
LESTER: Slightly. It's no secret that he's a nail-biter, so 
he wears gloves most of the time to keep from biting the ends 
of his fingers off. For the same protection, he should furnish 
gloves to all the people he works with. Contrariwise, Fritz 
Loewe is a totally different guy—not without temperament, but 
warm, friendly, honest. He and Lerner have nothing in common 
except a deep admiration for each other's talents and a peculiar 
ability to work together. One of the reasons it took me several 
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years to get the Gigi project launched was that they were not 
on good terms following the out-of-town break-in of Camelot, 
during which both Fritz, and Moss Hart, who directed it, had 
serious heart attacks, which left Lerner alone to bring the 
show into New York, which he did--at a greatly increased bud-
get. Anyway, Fritz, who had retired, finally mellowed in 19 72 
and agreed to do Gigi for us. Both he and Alan had been greatly 
impressed with my 1969 production of My Fair Lady. Alan had 
been willing for some time to tackle Gigi; the fortunes he 
had earned—especially from Fair Lady—were barely adequate to 
support his mode of living, including some extremely expensive 
divorce settlements which ran into the millions. Fritz, who 
in his earlier days had a costly fondness for Monte Carlo, 
was finally harnessed by a very good friend into saving and 
investing his money. Once the contracts for Gigi were signed, 
it seemed like all of show business wanted in. I capitalized 
production at $800,000 (in New York it would have cost a 
million) and without trying I quickly had $300,000 in outside 
investment. The Civic Light Opera, which could now well afford 
it, carried the rest. I also had a clamoring for outside 
bookings at a guaranteed profit. After California and a few 
weeks tour, we were pledged to open on Broadway. As I've said, 
the standard Dramatists' Guild contracts between author and 
producer gives the authors right of approval on everything 
that goes into a show: director, casting, designers, musical 
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director, orchestrator, et cetera. The one weapon with which 
a Broadway producer can protect himself against a difficult 
author is the threat to abandon the show before it goes into 
rehearsal or close it whenever he chooses. That was a privilege 
I have never had. When we announce a show on our subscription 
for a certain date, we must proceed with it and see it through 
our California season or lose a lot of money, prestige, and 
subscriber confidence. Once the Gigi contracts were signed 
and the show announced, Alan, who as author of both book and 
lyrics was indispensable to the project, began being as dif-
ficult as only Alan Lerner can be. For example, because I 
don't believe in absentee management, I wanted an established 
Broadway producer to take over the operating of Gigi after 
California. Lerner insisted on Saint Subber, who was slated 
to produce Alan's next show--a prestigious project with Leonard 
Bernstein as composer. Saint had a good track record but he 
didn't dare cross Lerner in anything for fear of antagonizing 
him. The director Alan wanted would have been perfectly sat-
isfactory to me, but he had worked with Lerner before and told 
me confidentially he never would again. Alan had no other 
suggestion acceptable to me and I finally sold him on Joseph 
Hardy who had recently directed two shows for me extremely 
well. However, in prerehearsal conferences and continually 
thereafter, Alan made it very clear to the director that not 
a word of script could be changed unless he [Alan] did it. 
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That was okay except that Alan at that time was courting wife 
number five or six—I don't remember—who lived in London, and 
during the rehearsal period and the first few weeks of playing 
in San Francisco, our author would excuse himself and fly to 
London and be unavailable to us for several days at a time. 
I could have made an issue of it, but who was going to supply 
needed scenes and lyrics--certainly no one as capable as Lerner— 
and any quarrel with him was not going to be productive. We 
were not dealing with a normal human being. On the other hand, 
I had no problems at all with Fritz. A fine musician—he 
accepted my conductor and orchestrator, was delighted with 
them, and respected my judgment on the things that concerned 
music. Our relationship was the one happy note for me in the 
Gigi experience. As a composer, Fritz had a perfect combin-
ation of Viennese schmalz and American musical theater know-how, 
along with being a finely trained pianist, unspoiled and with-
out guile. Having worked successfully with quite a lot of 
difficult people (by now I had done more than eighty shows), 
I had waved aside a few warnings on Alan Lerner. I could get 
along with anybody and still hold my own. That little conceit 
was certainly in the ashcan before Gigi became history. What 
I didn't know was that when Lerner was authoring a show, he 
became the producer, director, designer, everything but the 
financier—that was the one department of no concern to him 
so long as he got what he wanted. After some mild objections, 
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he agreed on Oliver Smith for settings because he couldn't 
think of anyone better. We agreed on Onna White for choreog-
raphy. We were at odds on costume designs. I had Jean Louis 
eager to do Gigi. Alan wanted British designer, Oliver Messel. 
Messel was certainly distinguished enough but he had been ill 
and was living in the Bahamas. Jean Louis's headquarters were 
in Los Angeles; in America, his name had box office value 
where Messel was known only to the insiders. Lerner and I 
could not agree so that was left as a stymie. The next wrest-
ling match involved the casting. Gigi has five roles of 
starring importance; weakness in any of the five could be 
disastrous. Even while we were negotiating the Gigi deal in 
the slimmer of '72, I had a girl in mind whom I thought would 
make an ideal Gigi. Her name was Vicki Mallory. She was in 
her early twenties but could look seventeen—she was a little 
brunette beauty with a figure to match, and a lovely voice. 
She was also a trained ballerina. She had played a small 
role in Hal Prince's Follies but was as yet undiscovered. I 
had talked to her manager about the prospect and he brought 
her to me the day after the Gigi contracts were signed. She 
was exactly right; and, of course, intrigued with this plum 
opportunity. Working as I was accustomed to, I would have 
signed her immediately, but I had been cautioned about doing 
things unilaterally. Fritz was in Europe but I arranged to 
have her audition for Alan in New York, thinking he would 
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flip. He didn't say no, but he wouldn't say yes. "Oh, we've 
got so much time. We'll find someone with a name." I told 
him that people like this don't come along that often and we 
had better grab her now because she had another offer from Hal 
Prince for a role in A Little Night Music and we'll lose her. 
Alan's next excuse was "Fritz is in Europe and we mustn't do 
anything about this until he gets back." I couldn't stall 
Vicki any longer. She signed with Prince. Then I found that 
Lerner was all excited about a very popular French chanteuse 
named Mirielle Matieu. Lerner speaks excellent French and 
told us how Matieu charmed him and was the ideal Gigi. A 
little later, I learned that he had already promised the role 
to Matieu. The news that she was coming to America to play 
Gigi was given prominent space in the Paris newspapers. 
RICHARDSON: Did he have the right to do that? 
LESTER: He could promise anything he pleased but I wasn't 
bound by it and it would be up to him to do his own unpromising. 
RICHARDSON: What happened? 

LESTER: Alan said, "Bring her over to audition for us." I 
said, "Before we go to that expense, let her make a tape for 
us of a couple of the numbers and dialogue scene." A funny 
thing happened on the way to the tape. We learned that Mile. 
Matieu didn't speak English. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] Then what? 
LESTER: The search for a Gigi was really on. All agents were 
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alerted. Alan was auditioning in London. Hardy and I in New 
York and California. Nobody was right. All we wanted was 
another Audrey Hepburn except that this one must also sing 
and dance as well as look seventeen. Alan and Fritz were both 
sold on Daniel Massey in London as the ideal romantic Gaston, 
so I negotiated that. By the way, each negotiation involved 
not only money but billing, which was no picnic when there 
were five to be satisfied, each in relationship to the other. 
Fortunately, I had plenty of experience in that sort of thing; 
I was finally able to arrange the billing so that no one was 
satisfied. [laughter] That's next best to pleasing everyone— 
which is impossible. For the role of Honore, the only possible 
substitute in the Chevalier image was Jean Gabin; he wasn't 
interested. Early in the game I had decided that Alfred 
Drake was our best bet but I didn't mention it to anyone except 
Alfred's very wise manager, Robby Lantz, explaining the prob-
lems about money and billing since Drake had had sole star 
recognition in Kismet and Zenda; salaries to match. He was 
also very choosy about his roles. But Lantz liked the project 
so I sent Alfred a script. He was enthusiastic and we arrived 
at an agreement. I considered it a major coup. But knowing 
Lerner by now, I simply "suggested" Alfred Drake to Alan. He 
turned it down cold. I was not surprised. He had the Che-
valier image in mind and for him, Drake was wrong, out of the 
question. I didn't argue it with him, just pointed out that 
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rather than settle for a bad imitation of Chevalier, we'd be 
better off with America's best singing-acting personality whom 
I knew could play a middle-aged French aristocrat and bring a 
new characterization to the part—but I didn't know whether 
Alfred would be interested. Alan said, "I don't even want him 
to see a script and then have to tell him we're not interested." 
I said, "Forget it. Keep on looking." And he did. I told 
Robby Lantz that because I had to bring a lot of people around 
to my thinking, we should keep it quiet for a while. I assured 
him we had a deal. Had Alfred known there was any question, 
he would have promptly backed away. About a week later we had 
our first staff meeting—two days at Fritz Loewe' s place in 
Palm Springs—Loewe, Lerner, Hardy, Subber, Smith, and I to 
hear for the first time two of the new numbers for the show and 
talk generally. So far, casting consisted of Daniel Massey. 
We were in accord on Coral Browne, a fine British actress, 
for Aunt Alicia, the courtesan. Now I discussed again the 
possibility of getting Alfred Drake. Fritz's mouth watered 
with the thought of how well his songs would be sung, Hardy 
was neutral, Smith thought it was a great idea, Alan with an 
"I can't see him in the part. I can't write it for him," 
walking up and down, red with rage. He had no one else to 
suggest. Fritz quietly tried to calm him down. All at once, 
Lerner turned on me and said, "All right, I'll accept Drake 
if you'll go for Messel." Smith put in an artistic pitch 
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for Messel, and since I had made no commitment to Jean Louis, 
I agreed, and proceeded to "work on" getting Alfred Drake. 
RICHARDSON: Sounds to me a little like horse trading. 
LESTER: Show business is full of it. But one has to adapt 
himself. After a couple of weeks of coaxing by Alan, Coral 
Browne turned down the part, so we still had none of the 
women. Saint Subber later came up with the idea of Maria 
Karnilova for the grandmother role (Hermione Gingold played 
it in the picture). We all agreed immediately. That was a 
mistake; it made the negotiating very tough for me. However, 
Karnilova was great in the show. More weeks passed: no Gigi, 
no Aunt Alicia. Meanwhile, scenery and costume designs were 
proceeding on schedule. Out of a clear sky, Katharine Hepburn, 
knowing we were looking for a Gigi, met Alan in London and 
recommended a girl, Terese Stevens, whom she had seen in a 
small London musical. Alan went to see her. He was enthusi-
astic and talked to her; she seemed to be the solution. Photos, 
press notices, and a tape were sent to me and I brought her 
over for an audition for Hardy, Onna White, and me. I had 
arranged the terms beforehand, contingent on the audition. 
We were all delighted and relieved. I engaged her at once. 
When she got back to London, she got a teenage sailor dress 
and hat and had a bunch of pictures taken, romping in the park. 
They were great. Our press agent, Martin Shwartz, promptly 
used them to get her a big spread in Vogue. All we needed now 
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was our Aunt Alicia. Again we had combed the market. At one 
time I thought I had Gloria Swanson for it but she wanted too 
much money. One day, I got the idea that Agnes Moorehead would 
be perfect for the role. I lined up a deal with her agent at 
$2,000 a week subject to the authors' approval. I got a quick 
no from Alan, this time supported by our director and Subber. 
Again Alan commanded, "Don't send her a script. We definitely 
don't want her." Because the others agreed with him, I decided 
there was no use bucking it and I told her manager that I was 
unable to sell her to my confreres. It was okay with him—Agnes 
loved the stage but she could make more money off of it. So 
the search for Alicia was on again. A few weeks later we had 
a complete staff meeting in Beverly Hills to which Messel came 
from Nassau with his costume sketches, Smith from New York 
with his scenic designs. When these had been properly admired 
and discussed, the casting of Aunt Alicia came up. I went 
down a list of all the remaining possibilities, not including 
Moorehead. There was some valid objection to everyone on the 
list and no one had any new suggestions, but out of a clear 
sky, Oliver Smith said, "What about Agnes Moorehead?" Lerner 
promptly said, "Yes, why not Agnes Moorehead?" and agreements 
echoed from the others who had previously been dissenters. 
RICHARDSON: I imagine you could have killed them. 
LESTER: Willingly—but nothing is less objective than "I told 
you so." I simply shrugged, "I don't know if I can get her 
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now. I had her lined up but three or four weeks have passed 
since I talked to her manager and it's going to be embarrassing 
to re-open it." But I did re-open it and the salary now was 
$2,50 0 a week. Also, Miss Moorehead would have to miss the 
first week or ten days of rehearsal because she had taken a 
film role in the meantime. But our five starring roles were 
cast—at least we thought so. When Terri Stevens came back 
from London en route to Gigi rehearsal, she stopped in New York 
for a Jack Parr show. She impressed him so in his rehearsal 
that instead of a "spot," Parr kept her on for about twenty 
minutes. She sang five songs, ranging from pop to a high so-
prano aria, plus the usual chit-chat with Parr. She looked 
great and sang stunningly. Fritz phoned me from Palm Springs; 
he hadn't seen or heard her before and he was ecstatic. The 
only negative note after the telecast came from Miss Pinkham, 
who was deeply concerned by the girl's speech in her dialogue 
with Parr. The rest of us—and a lot of other professional 
listeners—felt we had a big find. After the first day of 
rehearsal, Alfred Drake said to me, "There's only one real 
star in this show--that girl is going to be sensational." 
But about the third day of rehearsal, Hardy began being con-
cerned about her speech. Terri, who was now twenty, had been 
singing professionally since she was fourteen. The family was 
poor and her education had been sadly neglected. She was 
bright on the surface, nothing common or vulgar about her--but 
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peculiarly ignorant. We put a speech coach with her, later 
another, one of the best in Hollywood. She was not as apt as 
she should have been and although everybody liked her and tried 
to help, she didn't improve. She had plenty of personality, 
energy, and talent but just didn't seem to know what she was 
doing. Something was not quite right and we couldn't peg it. 
Audiences somehow or other didn't engage with her. Nobody, 
including the press, knew why. A few weeks after our San Fran-
cisco opening, the staff descended on me. Stevens must be re-
placed—she was too erratic. I got it from Alan, Hardy, Onna 
White, and our musical director, Ross Reimueller, in whom I 
had implicit confidence. I said, "We can't all have been so 
wrong about her originally. Do you mind if I start working 
with her tomorrow to see if I can accomplish something with 
her?" The "Be my guest!" was practically in unison from every-
one, so Terri was turned over to me for two hours the next 
day and I concentrated on her first number—a new one on 
which Alan and Fritz had turned out something of real dis-
tinction. That night, Terri really outdid herself. I was 
very pleased with her but even more with myself. The next 
performance was a matinee; I dropped in to Terri's dressing 
room before the show and checked her to be sure she remembered 
how well she did it last night. Then I went out front and 
stood in the back of the theater (we were sold out) and lis-
tened—and squirmed—and cursed—she had retained nothing. 
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It was my most baffling experience and it's still a mystery. 
Shortly after the Los Angeles opening, and after several more 
auditions, including bringing on two recommended girls from 
New York, neither of whom was right, we replaced Stevens with 
a girl that both Fritz and Alan were very keen about. She was 
attractive, intelligent, talented, and God forbid, competent— 
but not a personality. And because the title of the play was 
Gigi, the girl becomes a point of audience concentration, no 
matter how good the rest of the cast might be. 
RICHARDSON: The rest were good. 
LESTER: I got a lot of satisfaction out of Drake and Moore-
head. Soon after the show opened, Alan wrote an extra song 
for Alfred and was writing new scenes for him and for Agnes 
Moorehead. After all his original tantrums, he never once 
said to me, "I was wrong about them." Perhaps by then he 
believed that they were the ones he had wanted all the time. 
Walter Kerr's review of Gigi in the New York Times was prac-
tically a love letter to Alfred Drake. His role was so dif-
ferent from anything he'd done before, he emerged as a greater 
artist than ever. And Moorehead came off like gangbusters. 
As I told you, she was going to be very late in joining the 
company. She had been sent a script and her music, and when 
she arrived at rehearsal her first day the director concentrated 
on her scenes. She had memorized her lines, lyrics, and music 
and had established her characterization. She was so perfect 
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that when the rehearsal was over, the cast gave her an ovation. 
When the show opened, her reception when she stepped on stage 
was always the biggest applause-getter of anyone in the cast. 
Oh, what a pro she was, in every way. She carried on in New 
York for weeks when she was very ill; and it wasn't until her 
dresser told me how sick she really was, I told her she must 
take time out and rest. Only then did she give in. A few 
weeks later, she died of cancer. She never complained. We 
never knew. 
RICHARDSON: I guess she was the symbol of what you'd call a 
trouper. 
LESTER: They can't come any greater. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VIII, SIDE TWO 

RICHARDSON: Who took Agnes Moorehead's place? 
LESTER: A competent understudy for a few performances. She 
did everything right and the role meant nothing. Meanwhile, 
someone--I don't remember whether it was Alfred or Alan or 
Subber—came up with Arlene Francis who loved the show and 
went in on short notice. She was very good but we were 
swamped with other problems. From the beginning, Alan's 
absenteeism and unwillingness to make changes anybody suggested 
was maddening. Hardy did miracles in getting the show on for 
a very good opening night in San Francisco, but Alan was com-
pletely uncooperative in cutting or altering his script until 
it became embarrassing to him. Example: Before we went into 
rehearsal I pointed out a short scene involving Karnilova that 
was extraneous and humorless. His answer, "Wait 'til we see 
it in rehearsal." It was obviously dullsville. At a produc-
tion meeting, I said, "You're surely not going to leave that 
in." He said, "You're constituting yourself as an audience. 
I let an audience tell me whether it is good or bad." I an-
swered, "If I had had to wait for audiences to always tell me 
what was good or bad, none of us would be here now doing this 
show." After the San Francisco "invited" preview when the scene 
didn't work, Hardy said to Lerner: "That's an easy cut. Let's 
make it now." Alan: "I want to have a chance with regular 
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audiences." Hardy and I threw up our hands. Friday afternoon, 
four performances after we opened, Hardy was rehearsing the 
scene when Karnilova, arriving at that spot, walked down to 
the front of the stage and said to Alan, "I've tried every way 
I can and this scene just doesn't work. Do I have to speak 
those lines?" Alan, from the audience, "Of course not, darling. 
Joe I to Hardy], let's make a cut here." That was only one 
little instance. If Lerner had happened to be in London that 
day, that scene would have had to stay in until he got back; 
I could have acted arbitrarily in things like that and Lerner 
wouldn't have sued me, but he would have sulked and not written 
new material that was more important. Hardy had made a contract 
to direct a play that was going into rehearsal a couple of 
weeks after we opened in Los Angeles. That would be nine 
playing weeks of Gigi since its San Francisco opening and 
it was a reasonable presumption that our show would be smooth 
by that time. Hardy would later rejoin it in Detroit, prior 
to its Broadway premiere. The director's absence was all that 
Alan wanted. He couldn't wait to take over the direction. 
It was true of everything he wrote since My_ Fair Lady. The 
fourth week in Los Angeles I got the flu. You've heard of 
several different kinds—the Asian, the Hong Kong, the Swine, 
et cetera. Mine was the Alan Lerner type. It wasn't fatal 
but it didn't do Gigi any good. I had a Civic Light Opera 
season to finish so that when Gigi went on tour, Subber took 
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over. Alan was now in command where he always wanted to be. 
He worked hard enough, but in the double function of author 
and director he had no one to edit him or keep a rein on him. 
With Subber unwilling to cross him, expenditures were scan-
dalous. Despite untoward expenses, we had managed to bring 
the production in well under budget. Aside from a profit to 
LACLOA during its season, the Gigi company's share of profit 
in California was over $300,000. Our guaranties on the road 
would give us a minimum of an extra $150,000, so we would 
arrive in New York with the production more than half paid 
for. But the business on the road was sketchy, and everything 
that Alan wanted, Alan got. Each time he tried a new scene 
the lighting designer had to be brought from New York--and 
of course be paid for it--to light that one scene. For any 
little change in the music—and there were no big ones—Irwin 
Kostal, our orchestrator, had to be brought from California 
for every few bars every few days. Overtime rehearsals added 
to the costs. So the road profit was eaten up. Hardy elected 
not to return to the show because much of his original di-
rection had been changed by Lerner, and Hardy felt that his 
return as originally planned would only create confusion and 
not help the company morale, which by now was very low. I 
flew to Toronto, the last stop before New York, got a fresh 
perspective on the show which was now worse than when it 
left Los Angeles. I went over extensive notes with Alan and 
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he was in accord with virtually all of them and assured me that 
he would take care of them promptly. Ten days later when I 
saw the first preview in New York, he had not done any of the 
things upon which we had agreed. The New York opening got mixed 
reviews, and while we had a very substantial theater party 
and advance sale, the portent was not good enough for a show 
whose operating expenses were as heavy as ours. After a couple 
of months we started losing a few thousand dollars a week and 
I saw little chance for a reversal. Had I followed the usual 
Broadway managerial procedure, I would have hung on until our 
money ran out. I elected to close before we got into serious 
trouble and while I could still return at least 25 percent to 
our investors. Because Gigi was so close to being right, you 
must forgive me for putting so much blame on Alan Lerner, 
who was responsible for so much that was brilliant. His big-
gest mistake was undoubtedly his first one—when he didn't 
grab Victoria Mallory for Gigi. Three years later, when she 
had come to California for films and TV, I engaged her to 
play Marsinah in our 19 76 revival of Kismet. She still looked 
like a little girl and completely captivated audiences and 
press with her personality, her voice, and her elfin grace. 
I honestly believe that had she played Gigi, she could 
have made the difference between moderate failure and a big 
success. 

RICHARDSON: You are pretty hard on Mr. Lerner. 
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LESTER: I suppose much of it is my irritation with Alan be-
cause he is so enormously gifted. I have such deep respect 
for great talent and even worship it when it is accompanied 
by good behavior, that I deplore it when I see it dissipated 
in any way. With Alan Lerner1s gift for words and his sense 
of theatricalism, he is the most sought-after librettist of 
our time. Yet his collaborations with three of the biggest 
musical talents in the business—Kurt Weill, Leonard Bernstein, 
and Richard Rodgers--have been dismal. The Rodgers collab-
oration never came to fruition; after several months, Rodgers, 
who is a no-nonsense worker, couldn't tolerate Lerner's AWOLs. 
But there was a peculiar chemistry between Lerner and Loewe 
that made their partnership productive of some of the highest 
accomplishments in the musical theater: Brigadoon, My Fair 
Lady, and Camelot. Their score for Paint Your Wagon was beau-
tiful, but the book didn't quite work although Alan had a 
good idea for it. And if you hear RCA's album of our Gigi 
production, you'll recognize another fine score. 
RICHARDSON: I heard that Gigi had recently been a big hit in 
Vienna. 
LESTER: The biggest since The Merry Widow—and at the same 
theater by the way. That translation continues to be a prime 
favorite in the German-speaking countries and there is a Scan-
dinavian production in the offing. There continues to be much 
talk of a London production. The Vienna and Berlin successes, 
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and more recently Munich, were due largely to the work of a 
very smart young director who made extensive cuts along with 
changing the order of musical numbers. This has produced fine 
extra revenues for the authors; and with my investors' share 
of the subsidiary rights, nearly 60 percent of their original 
investment has been recouped to date. I am hopeful that over 
a period of years it will pay off the investors completely. 
In show business, that is the usual measurement of a success, 
even if not a big hit. 
RICHARDSON: You mentioned the peculiar chemistry that made 
Lerner and Loewe successful as a team. Can you explain what 
it is? 
LESTER: That word chemistry is very commonly used in show 
business to explain the otherwise unexplainable. My asso-
ciation with Alan and Fritz provided me with one more answer 
to a question people have asked songwriters since before I 
was born: Which comes first, the words or the music? I did 
some further investigating and came up with many different 
answers. A songwriting collaboration is something like a 
wedding: the people get along together or they don't; some-
times they don't and still have attractive children. It was 
like that with Gilbert and Sullivan. Where one individual 
does both lyrics and music, compatibility is not a problem. 
Working collaboratively with themselves they, in most cases, 
couldn't tell you exactly whether certain lyric lines came 

463 



ahead of the music or vice versa. The one thing that almost 
inevitably comes first is the idea and then the title. From 
that point on, different teams work different ways. Taking 
just a few of the best-known teams; with Gilbert and Sullivan, 
it is fairly obvious that Gilbert's lyrics came before anything 
as a part of his libretto. When I put the question to Ira 
Gershwin, he told me without a moment's hesitation that 
George's music came first and the lyrics were set afterwards. 
With Rodgers and Hammerstein, the lyrics came first and then 
the music. Oscar would go off by himself and write his lyrics 
somewhat as he would write a poem. Often he would work for a 
week on a single lyric, come in, and hand it to Dick Rodgers 
who would go to the piano and, in fifteen or twenty minutes, 
compose a perfect musical setting. Rodgers is famous for 
his facility at doing that. On the other hand, when Rodgers 
worked with Lorenz Hart, who often needed pushing, Rodgers 
would compose the music and pass it on to Hart to write the 
lyrics. And it is rumored that on some occasions when there 
were deadlines, Rodgers did some of the lyrics himself. Ler-
ner and Loewe worked another way. They would talk to each 
other about the situations in the book or play to find various 
places for songs and this is the way they'd go from there. 
For example, during the preparation of Fair Lady, Lerner 
would say, "I've grown accustomed to her face"--a good song 
title. Fritz would agree and go to the piano and improvise 
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to find a theme melody for the title. When he got something 
they both liked, Alan would say, "Take it from there, and when 
you get the music finished, I'll write the rest of the lyric." 
Fritz said that, on composing this particular number, as his 
lyrical guideline he kept repeating the title throughout. If 
you know the music, Betty, you'll see how nicely this dummy 
lyric works. [Lester sings] "I've grown accustomed to her 
face, I've grown accustomed to her face, I've grown accustomed 
to her face, her face, her face, I've grown ac-cus-tomed to 
her face," et cetera. When Fritz had finished, Alan set his 
excellent lyric to it. So off of the information I've supplied 
you, when you hear a new song, you are now an authority on 
which came first, the lyrics or the music. 
RICHARDSON: Thank you. Let's get back to some of the other 
shows you produced. 
LESTER; Some of the revival rewrites were often as gratifying 
as the new ones. I have very fond memories of the Student 
Prince we did in 1966. I had done the show in 1938 in our 
Romberg Festival, and despite the highlights in the score I 
found the show so corny that as badly as I needed repertoire 
over the years, I wouldn' t touch it again even though I re-* 
peated some other shows three times in those twenty-eight 
years. Lawrence Shubert Lawrence, who had inherited much of 
the Shubert empire, pestered me to do it again and I finally 
said I would if I had carte blanche to do anything I wished 
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to the book and score. He got permission from the Romberg and 
Dorothy Donnelly estates and also agreed on a very nominal 
royalty because I would have to employ a writer, a lyricist, 
and a musical adapter, make new orchestrations, et cetera. In 
my '66 season I was importing the national companies of Fiddler 
on the Roof, and Funny Girl and the New York company of Half a 
Sixpence, so that Student Prince fit in as a nostalgia item. 
RICHARDSON: How did it work? 
LESTER: When we announced the Student Princef Cecil Smith, 
then drama critic on the L. A. Times, took me apart for doing 
this chestnut; devoted a whole column to it. Based on the 
original, he was justified--the original Student Prince had 
been successful in spite of its weaknesses. It had five 
great musical numbers, and those numbers made it quite sensa-
tional in an era in which what people demanded from the musical 
theater wasn't that great. The Alt Heidelberg play was a good 
play in the first place—sweet and corny, but emotionally 
appealing. However, Miss Donnelly's adaptation was awful and 
her lyrics were cliche in 19 24 when she wrote them—moonlight, 
spring, blossoms on the trees, "nothing is heard but the song 
of a bird," love and more love, saved only by Romberg's score 
and a male chorus of forty. For our production, Jerry Chodorov 
did the book for me; Harper Mackay, one of the best musicians 
I have ever known, did the musical adaptation; and Forman 
Brown, the lyrics. It was a lovely collaboration. We kept 
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only five numbers from Rommy's score, changing the lyrics 
whenever we could without the audience being conscious of the 
changes. For example, because "The Students' Serenade" is so 
well known, we moved it to a new setting: students and their 
girls picnicking at an old castle on the river by moonlight 
and treating the "Serenade" as a legend, with the Prince re-
enacting it to his Kathie on the balcony. For the rest of the 
show, we paraphrased Romberg's music or did new numbers (seven) 
in his style that preserved completely the identity of the 
original Student Prince. This, as I told you earlier, was 
the key to all of our revivals. Another reason for doing 
the show was that for the Prince I had Frank Porretta, then 
at his best—and a very strong cast. That production, de-
signed and choreographed by Eugene Loring. It did sell-out 
business in spite of our being blasted beforehand, and there 
was a great turnabout by the scoffers. People who saw it 
fell in love with it and said exactly what I hoped they would: 
"We never realized how good the Student Prince was." Well, 
it wasn't. 
RICHARDSON: But you made them think it was. 
LESTER: That was part of our job. 
RICHARDSON: Is that version in the literature being used 
today? 
LESTER: It is to a great degree. It calls for a considerable 
extra payment in royalties so that when schools and colleges 
revive Student Prince, the old version will do rather than 
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having to pay the premium on ours. But the first-class pro-
fessional engagements are using our version and some have 
already repeated it. I'm especially pleased, because my authors 
are receiving good royalties from it. There was a production 
done i n the East by an entrepreneur who wanted to use our 
version for a tour, but was chiseling on the extra royalties. 
He finally made an offer that we wouldn't accept, and he ended 
up engaging people to make a new version of their own. It 
failed and closed prematurely. If they had spent a little 
more money for our treatment, they would have had a very big 
success. There was real public interest in the Student Prince 
per se. Fortunately they never took it to Broadway. Our ver-
sion has never been seen there. 
RICHARDSON: Did you consider taking your show to New York? 
LESTER: Definitely—but no theater big enough was available, 
even though the Shubert Organization and LACLOA were set to 
finance it on a fifty-fifty basis. At the Shubert request, 
we kept the scenery intact for two more years with them 
bearing much of the cost of warehousing. Meanwhile, there 
was a big upheaval in their setup and I got' interested in 
other things. Today, that cast could not be duplicated, but 
I still hope our Student Prince will be presented in New York 
sometime. 
RICHARDSON: Do you think that the changing tastes in the 
theater would keep it from being successful on Broadway today? 
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LESTER: I don't know whether people will pay today's theater 
prices for a nostalgic show, and this is a big and costly 
one to operate. 

Digressing a bit, Betty, this revival reminds me of an 
experience in New York when we did The Red Mill revival. 
A couple of weeks before that New York opening, Milton Lazarus, 
who did the rewrite, came to me and said, "I don't think my 
'Book revision1 credit is fair. I've done such a big job 
in redoing this show that instead of the original authors 
being billed ahead of me and 'Book revisions by . . .' I would 
like the program to say, 'Book by Milton Lazarus from the 
original by So-and-so.' What do you think about it?" I said, 
"Milton, you have done a very slick revision but it's still 
an old-fashioned show and it can't be sold as a new one. If 
you just retain your credit for having manicured a revival, 
you are in no danger from the critics and it'll be a lot safer 
for the show. I can give you the credit you ask, but which 
would you rather have—the credit, or a better chance for a 
hit and the royalty money." He answered quickly, "I'll take 
the money." It turned out exactly as I had hoped it would. 
The reviews were glowing, and in essence "What great shows 
they wrote in 19051" "What a joy to have great entertainment 
back again!" Lazarus, and Forman Brown (lyrics) didn't get 
much credit for what they'd done, but the cash was eminently 
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satisfactory. Our mini-est rewrite was one of the most diffi-
cult of all. We were doing Show Boat in 1960. It was my third 
production of it and there were a few small changes I wanted 
to make which I was sure would be an improvement even on that 
classic; it was now more than thirty years old. I had discussed 
it with Oscar Hammerstein (Jerome Kern had passed away many 
years earlier) and I said to Oscar, "At this stage of your 
career, I wouldn't have the crust to ask you to make changes 
in Show Boat, but would you object to our 'dummying1 the 
changes and sending them to you for rejection or editing?" 
The answer was, "Not at all." Now I get back with my team 
and tell them what I want to do. It really wasn't a lot—but 
it was scary. Each time we worked, I'd keep reminding them, 
"Fellas, we're rewriting Oscar Hammerstein." A "dummy" is 
supposed to be a quick rough of an idea to be properly written 
and developed later. Never did a dummy get the tender loving 
care that this one got. 

RICHARDSON: What changes did you make? 
LESTER: I don't know how well you remember the original, 
but there was a number early in the show called "The Mincing 
Misses" for the Southern belles and their beaux (a kind of 
"Floradora Sextet" idea) while they are waiting for the boat 
to arrive. It was a Ziegfeldian touch to give the production 
extra glamour that it didn't need. The number did nothing 
to advance the story and we got rid of it. We wrote a new 
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early scene that clarified the fight between Julie's husband 
and Pete, who was on the make for Julie and later exposes 
that she has black blood. We got rid of the "Dahomey" number 
at the World's Fair and replaced it with a highly choreographed 
dance for black performers at the fair. The bit in the last 
scene when the song-and-dance comedy team return rich because 
they have a daughter who is a child star in pictures--a la 
Shirley Temple—was amusing at the time the show was written 
but not topical for a 19 60 audience. Without changing the 
19 27 period, we switched the hoofers to promoters of a chain 
of dancing schools—a la Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Murray. That 
gave us an opportunity for some very good comedy and a demon-
stration of the Charleston that led us up to a very strong 
challenge number between the black dancers and the whites. 
It was a great opportunity to get the whole group dancing 
at the same time in a day when mixing the blacks and whites 
on the stage was still quite taboo. That "up" dance number 
was very badly needed just ahead of the slow, sentimental 
end of the show. When we'd finished our "dummy," which in-
cluded a few new lyrics, I sent it on to Hammerstein. He 
phoned me promptly, approved of everything we'd done, and 
wished me luck. Oscar's approval was a really rewarding 
experience for me. 

RICHARDSON: The way you tell it, it was as if you had just 
received a blessing from God. 
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LESTER: That's a fair description, Betty. As I've told you, 
Oscar Hammerstein was one of those few men who enjoyed uni-
versal admiration, respect, and love. As I look back, it 
was a hell of a presumption to tamper with a classic. 
RICHARDSON: Who was in that Show Boat? 
LESTER: As I recall, we had Joe E. Brown, Jacquelyn McKeever, 
Julie Wilson, Eddie Foy, Virginia Capers—it was a big cast 
and a strong one, but my prize package in it was Lawrence 
Winters as Joe. I had seen and heard him do Germont in Tra-
viata in white-face makeup with the New York City Grand Opera, 
and went backstage to compliment him. He was a superb artist. 
When we scheduled Show Boat, I immediately engaged him. It 
was my custom to set the keys with principal singers who 
had major solo numbers to do in a show. Often a half-tone 
transposition could make a lot of difference in the effect 
on an audience as well as making life easier for the singer. 
It was one of those things in which I trusted my own ear 
in preference to anyone else's. On the first day of rehearsal, 
I asked Winters, "Larry, in what key do you do '01' Man 
River'.?" He said, "What key do you want it in?" You must 
know that "01' Man River" is an octave and six tones—and 
all of that range has to be solid because the low notes stay 
low and the last high notes are the climactic notes of the 
song. Anyway, Winters and I went into a small rehearsal 
room and he said, "Now, what key do you like it in?" I said, 
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"My favorite key for it is D-flat." He said, "Okay, let's 
try it there." So I played it for him in D-flat and it was 
gorgeous. He smiled and said, "Would you like it higher?" 
I said, "D?" He said, "E-flat if you like." I had my doubts 
but he floored me with it. While I was drooling he said, 
"If you want it in Robeson's key, I can give it to you." 
Robeson, who was a bass, could only manage it in B-flat, 
which was half an octave lower. It went down to a low F, 
the bass F. So I said, "You don't sing that low?" He said, 
"Play it!" I played it in B-flat for him. It was great 
again, just great. The lower quality made it sound older and 
less brilliant, but that was Robeson's key. The range that 
he was showing me was now well over two octaves and all great. 
I said, "Wait a minute. I've got a hell of an idea. The 
first two times you sing it as a man in his forties, you do 
it in the key of D for brilliance and excitement. Then when 
you sing it as an old man in the last scenes, we drop it 
down to the low key." He said, "Oh, that's great. I'd love 
to do it." So that's the way it was done. For me that was 
a thrilling experience—to hear the one singer in the world 
able to make that transition and with that quality for elderly 
characterization. I was very proud of it. He got a thun-
derous reception. But our artistic stroke was not unani-
mously appreciated. I met one of our lady guarantors and 
she was talking about how she had enjoyed the show. I said, 
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"How did you like Lawrence Winters?" She said, "Well, I 
liked him enormously the first time he sang '01' Man River,1 

but he just didn't sound as exciting the last time." I 
said, "How did you expect him to sing at the age of eighty?" 
She said, "It never occurred to me." I told Winters about 
it afterwards. We both laughed. So much for art. Critics 
praised his great characterization of age but apparently no 
one was conscious of how it was done. 
RICHARDSON: Did Lawrence Winters have a great career? 
LESTER: He never attained what he should have in this coun-
try because in his day they weren't yet prepared to accept 
blacks in grand opera. But he was a big favorite in Europe. 
Lawrence Winters died over there of cancer. He was in his 
early fifties. 
RICHARDSON: What a pity. 
LESTER: If he had come along fifteen years later, he would 
have been hailed as one of America's finest artists. 
RICHARDSON: Your story about Lawrence Winters opens up the 
subject of blacks in the theater. I'd like to get your ex-
perience with them and your thoughts on the future, 
LESTER: Well, Betty, the present is more complicated than 
the earlier days of integration. We all know that the blacks 
have a high percentage of natural entertainment talent—as 
singers, a certain unique—I call it "juicy"—quality of 
voice, an innate sense of rhythm for dancing, a good sense 

474 



of humor, an unharnessed emotional depth, and no inhibitions 
about performing. I had an unusual inside opportunity to 
watch the progress of integration in the theater through my 
four different productions of Show Boat over a long period 
of years—1940, 1944, 1960, and 1967. In 1940, we had sep-
arate dressing rooms for the blacks from the whites, and we 
had to be very careful that no black man on the stage ever 
touched a white girl. Even in the programming, the blacks 
were separately billed as the Jubilee Singers and Dancers. 
The 1944 production wasn't too much different. The two 
races still dressed separately but there was a little better 
intermingling of the whole company. By 19 60 there was no 
evidence of any race prejudice backstage, no segregated 
dressing rooms--singers were singers and dancers were dan-
cers. They all got along beautifully together and if there 
were any chips on shoulders, they were carefully concealed. 
By 19 67, there was complete mutual respect, and if some 
people didn't happen to like others, it wasn't a matter of 
black or white. And by then, we could have them dancing to-
gether. There were still some racists among our sub-
scribers from whom I'd get complaining letters, but my 
replies were not conciliatory. The progress has been great 
since, but its continuity involves the blacks themselves; 
there is something of a cleavage among them. One class is 
completely accepted socially and is quite unconscious of any 
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ostracism or separatism. They are resented as "whities" by 
the blacks who do not want to be conformists—for any number 
of reasons. I presume that the same distinction exists in 
other fields. Athletics and the performing arts are cer-
tainly leading to better understanding. However, in doing 
shows which means catering to audiences, I have taken a very 
firm stand against certain demands from ethnic groups. Some-
time in the sixties Actors' Equity Western management—with 
whom I have always had a friendly relationship--asked me if, 
in answer to a lot of complaints they were getting, I would 
meet with representatives of these ethnic groups and answer 
complaints of discrimination. I agreed, and when I arrived 
at the boardroom in the Hollywood office, I faced a hostile 
contingent of about twenty—mostly black, but a few orientals 
and chicanos. The western head of Equity (white) acted as 
moderator. 
RICHARDSON: Was it a hot meeting? 
LESTER: Not really. I was sympathetic with their problem— 
much more difficult then than it is now—but I stuck to my 
position as a producer: the show and its effect on the 
audience has to be the first consideration; I will not mis-
cast to provide a job for anyone—black or white, blonde or 
brunette. If I am doing a period piece like Student Prince 
or Song of Norway, I must not use people who will distract 
from reality. Where I can give minorities employment, I'll 
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go out of my way to do it, but they must have the talent to 
compete. Another point I gave them to think over was that 
it was very unwise to use one or two blacks in an ensemble 
of whites, viz. that they stand out too much, embarrassing 
for them and a disservice to integration because it would 
indicate a dearth of black talent. 
RICHARDSON: What came of the meeting? 
LESTER: Nothing, really. They simply wanted to voice 
their longtime contention—most of it directed at film 
making: "Why can't we be treated exactly the same way as: 
the whites? We're Americans the same as they are. Because 
our skin happens to be a different color, why can't we play 
any roles that white persons can play?" The argument is 
understandable, yet they are the first to gainsay it. Try 
to do a black show and put any whites in it and you'll hear 
plenty of screaming from the blacks. Back in the early 
fifties, Lawrence Tibbett, who had recorded much of Porgy 
and Bess, was itching to do the role. A company was being 
planned for a tour and Tibbett would have been a great Porgy 
as well as a box office attraction. He rehearsed a few days 
with an all-black company and they treated him like a leper. 
It was so unpleasant that he had no alternative but to very 
graciously step out. The same thing applies to the Asians who 
complain bitterly if someone who isn't Asian plays an Asian 
role. It just entered my mind to wonder what characterization 
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would have been chosen by Al Jolson had his career been 
twenty-five years later. 
RICHARDSON: Well, today when you are casting a show, are 
you expected to have some sort of racial balance in the 
casting? 
LESTER: The various unions and many of the liberal critics 
and other liberals push for the maximum opportunity for ethnic 
groups. It's easy to mix the races in most of the modern 
shows, but when we do it we still get letters from the die-
hards. My code is still, Help the minorities, but the show 
comes first. That reminds me of an incident of many years 
ago when the Theatre Guild presented their Othello that 
starred Paul Robeson, with Jose Ferrer and Uta Hagen. Booked 
to play the Curran in San Francisco, Homer Curran was noti-
fied by letter that if there was a hint of segregation in 
the theater, Robeson would not appear. The Curran Theatre 
was not segregated but Homer, who lived in Los Angeles, passed 
the letter along to Bill Zwissig, his San Francisco manager. 
A few weeks before the show was to open at the Curran, Homer 
got a telephone call from Zwissig who said, "I have just re-
ceived an order from Paul Robeson for seventy-three house 
seats (choice locations) for the opening night of Othello. 
To fill it I would have to move regulars who've been coming 
opening nights for years. What do I do?" Without a moment's 
hesitation Homer answered, "Write to Mr. Robeson and ask him 
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not to discriminate against the white people." 
RICHARDSON: In the last few years, there have been a lot of 
all-black shows on Broadway. Most of them seem to have pros-
pered and some have had long runs. Is there any special rea-
son for it to come all at once? 
LESTER: Well, it's based on the belated discovery of a black 
audience. It started principally with The Wiz which came 
into New York with no advance sale, got bad press, and was 
in deep trouble to the extent that the producer immediately 
posted notice to the actors that the show was going to close 
at the end of the week. But Twentieth Century-Fox, which 
had financed the show, decided to spend an extra $100,00 0 to 
try to save it with a costly television advertising campaign. 
The result was that they found a substantial black audience 
that had seldom been tapped. They came and they loved the 
show—it was a company of their own people, it was fun, it 
was novel, colorful, exciting, and they made it more so with 
their uninhibited enthusiasm. It began being talked about, 
and the white playgoers started coming. The combination of 
the show and the contagious spirit of the black audience made 
The Wiz a solid hit for all races. It has already run three 
years on Broadway, plus a highly profitable road company. 
Other black shows have since been launched successfully, 
indicating that the blacks are good theatergoers and a stim-
ulating audience if you give them something they want. 
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RICHARDSON: So this may be a trend for a lot more black 
shows of the same kind. 
LESTER: It's a trend already. But like other cycles, pro-
ducers must be very careful that it isn't overdone. First 
of all, the shows must be worthy of the patronage. Then, 
too, we can overexploit the black audience by giving them 
more shows than they can afford with theater prices as high 
as they are. However, it has brought a relatively new con-
sciousness of live theater to the black population and their 
outgoing appreciation is a healthy influence on white audi-
ences. The wave of black shows has also been developing 
some excellent talent that can be valuable in other than 
black shows. In the development of black performers, there 
is one drawback: it all comes so easy to them that offstage 
they don't work as hard as they should to perfect themselves. 
I think that will be cured rapidly as they find out that 
they've got to learn their business and not depend entirely 
on their native talent. The breaking of the color line in 
the classical fields has proved to be a strong incentive to 
reach for the top. 
RICHARDSON: Recently I have noticed a big difference in the 
acceptance of black opera singers, particularly in the per-
sonnel of the Metropolitan Opera. 
LESTER: The success of a Leontyne Price, Shirley Verrett, 
Grace Bumbry, Martina Arroyo, and many others, is bound to 

480 



be an inspiration to the upcoming generation that there is 
a place for them in roles previously dominated by whites. 
But there is one switch for which they must be prepared: up 
to now a fine black artist was a rarity, and because of it, 
his or her performance gained greater recognition. Once the 
black artists become less extraordinary, they will be treated 
by audiences exactly the same as their white compatriots. As 
an example: In 1964 I had auditioned Joyce Bryant, a beauti-
ful black girl and a fine artist, for a contemplated pro-
duction of Porgy and Bess. When we produced King and :[ in 
our 1965 season, I needed a replacement for the San Francisco 
engagement for the role of Tuptim, the girl who is a gift to 
the King from a neighboring potentate. The role had never 
been played by a black girl but I had been so impressed by 
Joyce Bryant that I decided to present her as Tuptim. It 
didn't seem illogical, and I had Frank Porretta as her lover 
use a dark makeup. Tuptim1s first aria is "My Lord and Mas-
ter," an excellent dramatic number, always solidly applauded 
when it is done well. But on opening night in San Francisco 
when Joyce Bryant finished the aria, the house went berserk. 
It was an ovation that actually did stop the show for nearly 
two minutes. She didn't sing it that much better than Dor-
etta Morrow, Lee Venora, or other excellent sopranos I've 
heard do it, but for that sophisticated audience, there was 
first the curiosity about the black girl, and when she de-
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livered, they were bowled over and wanted to show her their 
approval. Since then, the idea has been copied widely. How~ 
ever, I am sure that it will never be quite that effective 
again and definitely not when black singers in white shows 
are no longer unusual. 
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TAPE NUMBER: IX, SIDE I 

RICHARDSON; In one of our earlier sessions, I asked for 
your advice to aspiring young producers. Now let's go to 
the opposite end of production—the young people today who 
want to become performers in musical theater, black or white, 
what would be your recommendation to them? 
LESTER: When I was, oh, twelve or thirteen years old and 
already quite determined that show business was going to be 
my profession, my mother took me to an old friend of the 
family who was a successful music publisher in New York, to 
get the benefit of his judgment on how best to plan for my 
future. He heard me play and sing and was most complimentary. 
Now mother asked, "What is your advice to him?" He answered, 
"My boy, finish your education and go into the delicatessen 
business." [laughter] 

RICHARDSON: It's a good thing you didn't take his advice. 
LESTER: But he made a point which has to do with my answer 
to your question. The theater is very alluring to an awful 
lot of people, some of whom have no talent, many others with 
moderate talent, and a very small percentage who have enough 
to hope to make a living in a limited and frightfully com-
petitive field. I can't be exaggerating when I say that 90 
percent of the accredited members of Actors 1 Equity Association 
are, on the average, unemployed—and these are people who have 
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been good enough to have qualified in one job or more. The 
sad side of it is that once young people get the stage bee 
in their bonnets and having had a taste of the profession 
through a job or two, they are unwilling to accept failure 
and they become unfit to tackle some other business or pro-
fession in which they might make a future. Over the years, 
when I have tried to dissuade young people with only moderate 
equipment, patience and kindness haven't helped. Sometimes 
I think a sharp, cold turndown might have been more effective. 
Very often, parents and friends have sent people to me for an 
opinion as to their chances and whether further money should 
be spent on training them for the theater. I have always 
prefaced those auditions with the question, "Do you want me 
to give you an honest opinion?" The answer is always, "By 
all means." Then the audition and the verdict. If it is 
negative, I can almost depend on this reply: "Thank you, 
Mr. Lester--but I'm going to show you that I can make it." 
RICHARDSON: Have any of them ever done it? 
LESTER: None yet—to my knowledge. I remember one rather 
attractive and mildly talented girl whom I discouraged came 
up a few months later with the leading feminine role in a 
James Cagney film musical. 
RICHARDSON: Were you embarrassed? 
LESTER: Not at all. She didn't communicate with me but she 
certainly spread the word. 
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RICHARDSON: What was her name? 
LESTER; To tell the truth I've forgotten. So has everyone 
else. The picture was one of Cagney's few flops. Naturally 
I saw it and the bad picture wasn't her fault. But the girl 
simply lacked personality. To my knowledge, it was her last 
professional engagement. Opportunity is not the answer. It's 
what you are able to do with it that counts. 
RICHARDSON: But if they have something worthwhile, how would 
you advise them today? 
LESTER: If you had asked me fifteen or twenty years ago, I 
would have answered it very differently. I think that for 
young people today, if they want a career in musical theater, 
cultivating a beautiful voice would be one of the last things 
that I would recommend, where twenty years ago, I would have 
given it high priority. So much of the music today is written 
for pop voices—and I don't mean Nashville—that anyone who 
can sing naturally and sing well can get by with minimal 
formal vocal training. I think that young people should pre-
pare themselves in several different directions simultaneously: 
singing, dancing, acting (with the accent on comedy)—but to 
try to really excel either in singing or dancing; acting re-
quires less gift and can be taught if there is the right 
equipment otherwise. Above all, I wouldn't recommend anyone 
going into show business who didn't have an indigenously 
interesting, hopefully winning personality, and along with 
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it real physical vitality. The bromide "The show must go 
on" is not as silly as it has come to sound. I know of no 
business or profession where the ability to carry on under 
physical or mental stress is so necessary. Without vitality 
there can't be energy, and that's a prime requirement. The 
right combination of personality, talent, and energy makes 
magnetism, and that makes stars. I put personality first; 
without it, nothing else is worth a damn. A sense of humor 
is most invaluable, as is intelligence, although I've known 
some very good actors with very little common sense. 
RICHARDSON: How can those who have the necessary ingredients 
get the best training? 
LESTER: I seldom get them that green and I am very reticent 
about recommending teachers—there are too many charlatans 
teaching voice. The dancing schools are the most dependable, 
and to a degree the acting schools are reasonably dependable; 
both work with classes and what they have to offer is quickly 
exposed if it isn't of value. There are the workshops which 
give all-round training and the university theater arts de-
partments, some of which do excellent work. But I have one 
strong objection to them. Carrying as they do substantial 
credits toward a college degree, they attract too many stage-
struck students who are never going to qualify. As for gen-
eral training there are workshops, several of them connected 
with professional theater, many of them sponsored by the 
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National Endowment for the Arts. The Civic Light Opera has 
a workshop of its own that was founded many years ago by 
Edward Greenberg when he became our resident stage director 
in the early sixties. That workshop has been operating now 
for over fifteen years and has turned out some good young 
performers. But to be enrolled the student must be genuinely 
promising; we are in position to demand potential because 
LACLOA and SFCLOA subsidize the workshop, and the ability 
to pay tuition is not a requirement. 
RICHARDSON: But after training, how can the good ones crash 
into the business? 
LESTER: By keeping on the lookout for auditions and being 
prepared with audition material that shows them off to best 
advantage. Unfortunately, seeking an agent is not easy; the 
big and influential agents don't want to waste time on unknowns. 
The less busy agents lack influence and entree. At the be-
ginning, the young performer can do more for himself, knocking 
on doors and making applications in as many directions as pos-
sible. The personable ones will usually make enough impression 
on a secretary to get an audience with an agent, producer, or 
director. And no matter how capable that applicant may be, 
he or she must be willing to start small and keep active. If 
they have what it takes, they will be heard. And if they get 
an opportunity, they must not try to attract attention. If 
they do what they're told and do it smartly, pleasantly, and 
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dependably, they'll get the necessary attention without 
being labeled pushy. 
RICHARDSON: You have auditioned a good many young hopefuls 
over the years. What percentage of them have made or are 
likely to be able to make a living in the profession? 
LESTER: If you base it on the total number I have auditioned, 
the answer would be a tiny fraction of 1 percent. 
RICHARDSON: Is it that low? 
LESTER: Let's forget the dancers for the moment. They are 
weeded out by the choreographers who finally select all of 
those who measure up to their requirements dancewise, usually 
about 50 percent more than we're going to use. Then I'd join 
the choreographer to make the final selection based on looks 
and personality. The singers I auditioned myself. 
RICHARDSON: Do you have any idea how many? 
LESTER: Let's see. In the first ten years I would estimate 
700 to 800 per year—say 7,500. After that, when my musical 
and choral directors went through two or three preliminary 
sessions, I probably heard 100 a year in Los Angeles, but I 
continued my one-day sessions in San Francisco, which averaged 
about 250. So if you multiply that by thirty years, along 
with my auditions of various kinds in New York, Chicago, and 
Boston, it certainly adds up to over 20,000. 
RICHARDSON: Good heavens! How much of your time did that 
take? 
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LESTER: Not as long as you would imagine. Many people have 
not learned to audition with dispatch and courtesy at the 
same time. Remember that I had to listen to many cats and 
dogs who thought that they could sing. I had a system that 
I can best describe to you by my procedure in my one day per 
year that covered San Francisco. The auditions were well 
publicized, including replies to all the letters we had re-
ceived. Ladies were called to the Curran at 10:00 in the 
morning, men at 11:30. Because we were a local institution, 
it was important for us to be exceedingly courteous in order 
to avoid making enemies for the association. Before I started, 
I would make a brief explanation of how we were going to 
handle it: "This morning I will hear nothing but vocalises, 
and those whom I want to hear in a song will be handed aud-
ition cards to fill out and leave with my assistant; then 
come back at 2:30 prepared to sing the chorus of a song of 
your own choosing-~only English, please, since we are not 
doing grand opera. Those who are not called back should 
bear with me since I have in mind certain types and voices 
which will fit into our season's program." The piano would 
be at stage right and a lot of chairs for auditioners in 
rows at stage left. I would take the voices in sections— 
the sopranos first, then mezzos and altos. The first batch 
of sopranos would be asked to come to the stage and be seated. 
I would be at the piano and back of me an assistant at a 
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desk with the audition eards. Now the vocalises would start, 
one candidate at a time of course, and I had certain scales 
and arpeggios that I would use with some variation for each 
division of voice and some extra ones when I wanted to hear 
more. Full allowance was made for occasional cases of nerves; 
it took only a few seconds to help a candidate settle down. 
Naturally, I was sizing up looks and personality at the same 
time they were vocalizing. The others on stage or out front 
could not hear my quiet comments to the individuals. Some 
dismissals were very quick, with a regretful "You're not 
what we're looking for," "You haven't had enough training," 
"The voice is lovely but a bit small for what we need," et 
cetera, et cetera. Often, to girls of sixteen to nineteen 
and boys of seventeen to twenty who showed promise I'd tell 
them, "You're not ready for us yet. Come back next year." 
There were at least two that I could name who made it in 
their third try. 
RICHARDSON: They must have been happy. 
LESTER: They were in heaven, and subsequently proved very 
valuable. Sometimes there'd be a personable youngster to 
whom I'd say, "You're not ready, but if you want to sing a 
song for me, fill out a card and come back this afternoon." 
Sometimes one vocalise, along with the appearance of the 
candidate, was sufficient for an instruction to come back in 
the afternoon. 
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RICHARDSON: Did the people who vocalized announce their 
names? 
LESTER: No. The names were of no consequence to me if they 
weren't called back. Occasionally, as a courtesy, I would 
ask the name when I wanted to compliment some lady who sang 
well but was too mature or otherwise unsuited to our needs, 
and apologize for not calling her back but to please fill 
out a card for future reference if we had an opportunity for 
her typewise. 

RICHARDSON: Courtesy, courtesy, courtesy. 
LESTER: People of merit were entitled to it. 
RICHARDSON: But that was time-taking for you. 
LESTER: It's remarkable how little time it takes to be cour-
teous. Counting the quick dismissals, the morning averaged 
less than a minute per candidate and I was always through 
before 1:00. One of the standard nuisances was the rejects 
who would wait over and want me to hear them sing a song. In 
an occasional extreme case, where the looks were good but the 
response to vocalises had indicated a lack of training or a 
bad ear, I might take an extra minute with them at that time— 
but it never made any difference. The vocalises were telltale. 
My press luncheon at 1:00 was a good excuse to get away from 
the "another chancers." The auditions were always good for 
newspaper space—"Did I find anyone very promising?"—and 
that opened the gate to whatever else I wanted to sell. Some 
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of the critics came back to the theater with me to watch 
proceedings. Guarantors were also invited. They, the can-
didates, and their friends were always seated in the back of 
the theater. All were asked not to applaud anyone. The 
number of callbacks was about twenty, plus a few others 
who had been so highly recommended that they were not called 
for the morning session. At 2:30 I would call the roll from 
the audition cards and say, "If any of you have any important 
appointment within the next two hours, raise your hands and 
we will hear you among the first." Oddly, only the bonafide 
ones took advantage of it. The rest preferred to wait and 
hear their competition. Now, with a very capable pianist 
at the keyboard, I would call three or four names at a time 
to go to the stage, so there would be minimal delay in going 
from one candidate to another. From hearing someone do a 
chorus of a song and watching from out front, it was easy to 
determine how much sense of interpretation and personality 
he or she had. When a prospect was genuinely interesting, 
I would ask him or her to dance alone to a few bars of waltz 
tempo from which you can very quickly determine grace and 
rhythm. Occasionally I would ask for another song and/or 
more vocalises to get a better idea of the range of the voice. 
Because I had called back everyone I hoped might have some-
thing, only about 20 percent of the callbacks displayed real 
possibilities. Those few got plenty of attention, some as 
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much as five minutes. By the time the interesting ones were 
finished, I had graded their audition cards along with no-
tations to help me identify them all when I was back in Los 
Angeles making final decisions on our singing ensembles. All 
our audition cards bore the question "Are you prepared to 
sing in ensemble?" The answer yes saved a lot of time. A 
no was generally meaningless if I really wanted someone. 
Our ensembles were all solo voices and we could convince them 
that our wanting them was flattering. At the end of that 
session, I explained to the survivors what the salary would 
be and determined their availability if_ selected. They would 
all soon be advised yes or no. 
RICHARDSON: And you think you knew at the end of the day 
that you had chosen the best ones? 
LESTER: I was pretty confident that I knew what I was doing. 
At 4:30, I'd interview or audition the experienced profes-
sionals who were up for roles rather than ensemble. Meanwhile 
our choreographer was auditioning dancers in a nearby hall and 
I'd join him or her to see their finalists. By the end of 
the day we had covered the Bay Area talent quite completely. 
RICHARDSON:: That sounds like a strenuous day for you. 
LESTER: I never minded it and it was a kick if I found some-
one with real promise. Also, since we were the San Francisco 
Civic Light Opera, it was mandatory that San Francisco talent 
have its chance to be heard and seen. In our early years, we 
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were using many singers from San Francisco. It was never much 
for dancers. Today when singers have to dance and dancers 
have to sing, the San Francisco crop is virtually nonexistent. 
Practically all the good talent in this country migrates to 
either New York or Los Angeles. 
RICHARDSON: I notice that in your auditions—in fact, in 
everything—personality seems to be a fetish with you. 
LESTER: It's a dominant factor for success in almost every 
business or profession that involves dealing with other people. 
But in show business, where a performer must make an impression 
on hundreds to thousands of people at a time--not to mention 
TV and films—personality can be the measurement for success. 
RICHARDSON: In the musical theater, one instantly thinks of 
Mary Martin. 
LESTER: You picked a perfect symbol. First of all, Mary 
bubbles personality, but in addition to her effervescence she 
has a unique extra dimension: a sincere love of people and 
a desire to make them happy. If an audience enjoyed the 
show she was in, Mary was delighted, even if it was not a 
personal triumph for her. That's hard to believe of a star 
but I know from experience with Mary that it's true. That 
affection comes across the footlights and the audience feels 
it and returns it. On the other hand, Ethel Merman was a 
star with an entirely different personality. The keynote was 
enormous energy. The electric quality of the voice and her 
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straight-out ability to deliver a song, along with her com-
plete self-confidence, was almost as if she dared the audience 
not to like her, Martin and Merman were contemporary top 
stars each in her own way--Mary captivated audiences, Merman 
captured them. Another strong personality of this period 
was Alfred Drake. Unquestionably the best singing-actor that 
the English-speaking theater has known, he is an assured, 
skillful artist with such energy and command that he should 
have been the biggest of box office stars--but for one weak-
ness: intellectual superiority. Alfred has done five shows 
for me. Always admired, often cheered and deservedly so, he 
was best liked by audiences when he was not too sure of him-
self. But don't get the idea that when I say "personalities" 
that I mean only stars. I mean anyone, principals and sup-
porting players and chorus people, whose presence on the stage 
helps to light it up. A "star" means to me someone whose name 
associated with a show will beget a substantial advance sale. 
But if the show as a whole isn't good, that advance sale 
fades out very quickly. At today's high price of tickets, 
people expect to be thoroughly entertained. In maintaining 
their box office status, stars have to use very good judgment 
in choosing their vehicles; too many actors base their de-
cisions on "Is this a good part for me?" rather than "Is 
this a good show?" Two bad shows in a row can cut down on 
a star's "draw" to a point where an illustrious past is 
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forgotten by the public, and even more so by management. A 
serious mistake made by some outstanding young personalities 
is that when they are fortunate enough to land the leading 
role in a very good show and come off with enthusiastic audi-
ence reception and strong press notices, they too often believe 
that they are solely responsible for their success. Because 
there are so few bonafide personalities who draw, someone in 
this budding star category becomes "hot" to other managements 
and is offered a starring role in a new show. Flattered by 
the stardom, they leave a good part in a good show and step 
out at the first possible moment---sometimes breaking a con-
tract in the process—to cash in on this newly acquired recog-
nition. The new show doesn't click (one-in-four chances at 
its best), the bubble has burst for the "star," and it can 
be a long time before recovery. Many don't survive; anything 
less than stardom is no longer acceptable to them. I have 
seen some promising careers ruined by this kind of mistake. 
RICHARDSON: It's easy to understand how young performers' 
heads can be turned by audience ovations. 
LESTER: In a profession as mercurial as show business, young 
people can well be guided by an old Italian expression that 
means "Make haste slowly." I could go on for hours on the 
subject of personalities, but before we leave it I want to 
mention an oddity of the dramatic as well as the musical 
theater. Because women are the strong majority audience in 
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the theater—not only in attending themselves but in getting 
their husbands to attend—you would imagine that male stars 
would be the favorites of the ladies. But it's been just 
the reverse; the live theater has had at least twice as many 
women stars as it has men. And over the years, most of the 
men stars have been comedians. Going back before your time, 
Betty, and in my boyhood, the box office "names" in musicals 
included people like Raymond Hitchcock, Richard Carle, Willie 
Howard, Ed Wynn—a little later, Bobby Clark, Bert Lahr, and 
others of that lost breed. This generation's male comedy stars 
all went to films and television where the money is. Musicals 
used to have as training grounds burlesque and vaudeville, 
which are long since gone and a real loss to the comedy per-
sonality cult. 
RICHARDSON: When you spoke of the comedians, you didn't men-
tion Al Jolson or Eddie Cantor. 
LESTER: I never regarded them as comedians. They were big 
personalities and brilliant performers who could entertain 
audiences with their talent. Jolson may have been the best 
singer of popular songs that we've ever had. Cantor sang 
and danced exceedingly well. Both of them could play comedy 
roles, but they were not basically what I call comedians. In 
the same category, I put De Wolfe Hopper of the older gener-
ation of male musical stars—a first-class singer-actor who 
could play comedy impeccably but was not a real funnyman like 
the ones I mentioned earlier. But an outstanding personality 
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asset of those three was—energy. It just occurred to me as 
I used that word that De Wolfe Hopper was married four times. 
[laughter] 
RICHARDSON: Hedda Hopper was one of his wives, wasn't she? 
LESTER: Yes, and the others were famous beauties. In fact, 
I've noticed over the years that judging from their wives, 
comedians have had a lot of sex appeal. Which reminds me of 
a story about Sig Arno, a small, skinny man with a long nose; 
but he had a great charm and did very well for himself with 
the attractive girls in a company—but this particular story 
is, I think, unique. Arno's wife was a very attractive and 
charming lady whom he really loved. However, among his pere-
grinations there was a young actress in California with whom 
he had a more than friendly relationship. While we were 
playing Song of Norway in New York, she wired him quite regu-
larly and very fondly. Her wires were of course addressed to 
him at the theater. Our leading man, Larry Brooks, was un-
attached and guarded very closely by a maiden aunt who had 
raised him. Auntie, who was a full-fledged witch, was very 
possessive and worked overtime to nip in the bud any love 
affair of Larry's. Arno conceived a bright idea to preclude 
the chance that one of his California lady's wires might 
accidentally fall into his wife's hands. He arranged with 
Larry that the wires were to be addressed to him and he would 
turn them over to Sig unopened. It was working admirably 
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until one evening Auntie was visiting Larry in his dressing 
room when a wire was delivered there while Larry was on stage. 
She promptly opened it and went into shock at the impassioned 
content. When Larry returned to his dressing room at the end 
of Act I, Auntie confronted him with it. He had been trained 
to always tell Auntie the truth, but he couldn't because Auntie 
was the type who would have immediately told Mrs. Arno. Poor 
Larry was really on the spot. He tried every means of evasion 
but Auntie was relentless. Finally, he said--and being quite 
truthful—"I've never met this lady." That was his story and 
he stuck to it. When she shouted that she didn't believe him, 
it gave him his righteous chance to turn on her with a declara-
tion of independence. As a result, Auntie had to stay out of 
his love life or lose him entirely. Not too long after, he 
married, and has lived very happily ever since. 
RICHARDSON: That's a moral ending to an immoral story . . . 
LESTER; . . . which has nothing to do with anything we've 
been talking about. While we're digressing, let me take a 
few minutes on a couple of amusing little tales. Back in 
the forties, Samuel Goldwyn, preparing his Goldwyn Follies, 
engaged top theater stars, giving them a definite starting 
date. Among the stars was Bobby Clark. He arrived from New 
York to learn, along with others, that because of script 
trouble it would be many weeks before he was needed. By 
contract, however, he was on salary immediately. With time 
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on his hands, Bobby decided to take up Spanish in an adult 
night school course at Hollywood High. Bobby on stage was a 
fabulous comic personality, but offstage was an unobtrusive 
little man who could have been mistaken for a clerk in a 
hardware store. He registered for the Spanish course as 
just Robert Clark and was perfectly happy to be unrecognized. 
As the course was nearing its end, the teacher said, "This 
class must put on a show. Those of you who want to partici-
pate, raise your hands." A lot of hands went up, including 
Bobby's. The teacher checked the volunteers' talents. When 
she came to Robert Clark, he said, "I'll be your property man." 
The teacher didn't quite know what he was talking about but 
was very grateful for whatever help he could contribute. 
True to his word, Bobby acted as property man for the show, 
driving around in a station wagon to pick up the needed ar-
ticles, and he continued his prop man duties through the per-
formances. Neither the teacher nor any of the other partici-
pants ever knew that the little man handling the props was 
a famous stage star to whom Mr. Goldwyn was paying several 
thousand dollars a week. 
RICHARDSON: Did he learn to speak Spanish? 
LESTER: He used a few words of Spanish for me when he told 
me the story---at least I think it was Spanish. The other 
anecdote is one in which I was personally involved. The 
late Frank Loesser, along with his talents as a lyricist and 
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composer, was a very successful music publisher. In the 19 50s 
he lived in California but maintained a suite at the Warwick 
Hotel, which was always my roosting place when I was in New 
York. My suite was directly under his, and during this partic-
ular period he was composing Most Happy Fella. From my suite 
I could hear him at his piano composing. One particular melody 
he was working on—I forget which one—I heard enough times 
that I absorbed it easily. So one day, running into Frank in 
the lobby, I said to him, "Frank, I haven't composed anything 
in years but I have a tune that I think may have some pos-
sibilities. I'd like you to give me an opinion." He said, 
"Sure, come on up and play it for me." He stood next to me 
at the piano and I played his composition, making just a few 
little changes so that my composition sounded legitimate. I 
caught his expression as I played and he actually turned pale. 
When I finished, he said, "How long have you had that?" I 
broke up as I said, "Just the last three days listening to 
you." He said, "You bastard." 
RICHARDSON: What a dirty trick. 
LESTER: But fun. 
RICHARDSON: Let's get back to the Civic Light Opera. 
LESTER: Where were we? 
RICHARDSON: In the M.usic Center. 
LESTER: A big event was the opening of the 2,100-seat Ahmanson 
Theatre. It was being built for CTG—Center Theatre Group—to 
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produce and play dramatic shows over thirty-six weeks a year. 
We had pledged ourselves to play smaller musicals there for 
the other sixteen weeks. I had made a deal for Man of La 
Mancha for seven weeks in our regular 1967 season at the 3,200-
seat Pavilion. In 1966, when La Mancha opened in New York, 
it was playing downtown and nobody knew whether or not it 

was good for Broadway. I saw it and was confident it would » 
be great for our audiences. At the time I made the deal, our 
booking was a plum for the show and it included the original 
stars, Richard Kiley and Joan Diener. A few months before it 
was to play in our season, there was an unforeseen development. 
The Ahmanson was to be ready for occupancy at the time orig-
inally promised; the Center Theatre Group was not. They 
wanted desperately to have Man of La Mancha open their season. 
By now, it had become a smash Broadway hit. I was very loath 
to let CTG have it. But Mrs. Chandler talked to me about it 
and we couldn't say no to her. I proposed a compromise: we 
would transfer Man of La Mancha to open the Ahmanson as our 
own sixteen-week attraction there. Mrs. Chandler was agreeable 
to it. Now I had to negotiate a new deal with the show be-
cause it was going into a theater with 1,00 0 fewer seats than 
the Pavilion. But I resold La Mancha's management on the 
grounds that this would be a longer engagement and they would 
have the glamour of opening the new theater. The renegotiation 
was obviously more difficult with a well-established hit, and 
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they would have to build a national company, giving us their 
stars for the California engagement. It would cost us over 
$100,000 in reduced profits but we were cooperating with the 
newborn CTG. There was a further confrontation. Here was 
a new Music Center theater opening with 1,000 fewer seats, 
and we had to find a way to take care of all of our own first-
nighters, plus the founders very properly expecting seats for 
the grand opening night, plus city and county government 
leaders and the press, not to mention several motion picture 
celebrities who were to be active in the Center Theatre Group. 
RICHARDSON: Whew! What did you do? 
LESTER: With Mrs. Chandler playing an active part in the 
political arrangements, we had four opening nights. Each 
night had all of the proper atmosphere—brief dedicatory 
speeches by a county or city official and a film star—a dif-
ferent one each night (I remember Greer Garson and Gregory 
Peck) and Mrs. Chandler for all four nights, carrying off her 
"opening" night role like the most seasoned actress. We had 
the terrace canopied, and served champagne and hors d'oeuvres 
to the founders and invitees after each of the four perfor-
mances. History was made: 8,000 people attended the "opening 
performance"--in a 2,000-seat theater. The cream topping it 
all was the way Man of La Mancha worked in the Ahmanson. It 
was a perfect wedding of a show to a theater. The decor of 
the Ahmanson, as you know, is on the bleak side; it's not 
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highly decorated—black around the proscenium, then charcoal 
gray walls as it carries back. The original orchestration 
for Man of La Mancha was unique; it divided the orchestra into 
two halves, each of them just offstage on opposite sides. It 
was very complicated but it worked magnificently in the Ahmanson. 
The theater was laid out with a big area at mezzanine level on 
each side to provide for additional stage lighting. It was 
shielded from the audience by louvered panels. La Mancha's 
director, Albert Marre, put the orchestra behind those louvered 
areas so that instead of coming from the orchestra pit or from 
offstage, the music came at the audience from the walls of 
the theater. 
RICHARDSON: That must have created a sensation. 
LESTER: From the first notes, after the audience recovered 
from the surprise, they burst into applause, then quieted 
down to hear the music. It was as if the theater was built 
to house that particular show, which as you know has become 
a musical theater classic. 
RICHARDSON: Man of La Mancha certainly got the Ahmanson off 
on the right foot. 
LESTER: During the run we had one rather harrowing but funny 
experience that I think is worth telling. On this occasion, 
Richard Kiley, one of the two stars, was sick and unable to 
appear that night. His standby had a very bad sore throat 
that made it impossible for him to take over. And we didn't 
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know it until nearly noon. We phoned the New York manage-
ment and they said, "We will get our New York standby, David 
Atkinson, on the 8:00 plane, and with the three-hour time lag 
he will arrive in Los Angeles at 7:30 and be ready to take 
over tonight's performance." It was then 3:00 P.M. in New 
York. They called us back a few minutes later to confirm 
it and of course we'd have a car at the airport to rush him 
to the theater. We checked the progress of that plane every 
thirty minutes. Weather conditions were reported fine and 
the plane would arrive on schedule. The only flaw was that 
Atkinson had missed the plane. We found that out at about 
7:00 our time. We were now faced with the fact that we weren't 
going to give a performance, to a sold-out house in a sold-out 
engagement. We couldn't offer exchanges. It was too late 
to notify these people, the bulk of whom were subscribers. 
We called in our staff heads and the first suggestion was 
to post notices in front of the theater and refund their money. 
I said, "That will make us no friends. Let the audience come. 
I am perfectly willing to face them and tell them the story 
and dramatize it. So let's find the ways to make them happy." 
I won't tell you all of the processes, but after getting our 
heads together, this is what actually took place. Without 
letting anyone know that there was not going to be a show, 
except those of us on the inside, the doormen were instructed 
to say to people as they took their tickets, "Please hold on 
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to your stubs"; the ushers were seating people as usual and 
the audience was buzzing normally, waiting for the show to 
start. A few minutes late, I stepped out on the stage and 
explained the situation to them. Then I said, "Obviously, 
we feel a very deep obligation to you and this is what we 
have done. First of all, your parking tickets will be re-
deemed as you leave, so that there will be no charge for 
parking. We have arranged to have an extra performance for 
you a week from Sunday evening. Mark this date on your seat 
stubs. They will be honored for admission on Sunday [and I 
named the date]. If that date is unsatisfactory, you can get 
a refund now at the box office or by mailing in your stubs. 
The box-office staff is at your service now to exchange your 
stubs if they can find anything that will satisfy you in the 
few scattered seats remaining for other performances. And 
as long as you're here, we are inviting you all to stay and 
have a drink on us. The ushers will pass chits along to you 
in each row, and each chit will be good for a drink at any 
of the Music Center bars as the Civic Light Opera's guests 
for this evening." By the time I got through, the audience 
was in very good humor, applauded the pains we had taken to 
make them happy, waited for their chits, and went out cheer-
fully. There were very few grumblings. We had to have a lot 
of cash ready so that we could take care of refunds if they 
chose. We had only a few. 
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RICHARDSON: You really did take care of your patrons. 
LESTER: There's a sequel to the story. That night the Music 
Center bars broke all records for serving champagne cocktails. 
RICHARDSON: That must have cost you plenty. 
LESTER: Only a few thousand dollars—great public relations 
and part of the $100,000 difference that it cost us to change 
our original booking of Man of La Mancha. It gave CTG an 
extra four months to prepare for the opening of their first 
season, which they did in a blaze of glory. And they appre-
ciated our help—for a few minutes. When the Music Center 
project was set up, the three major tenants had an unwritten 
agreement that to avoid any conflict we would each stick to 
our own functions—the Symphony for concert, grand opera, and 
ballet; the Civic Light Opera for operetta, musical comedy, 
and other musical theater attractions; the Center Theatre 
Group for drama, comedy, and other spoken theater. Imagine 
our surprise when I went East to arrange for Cabaret for our 
19 6 8 sixteen-week attraction at the Ahmanson and found that 
CTG's general director at the time, Elliot Martin, had already 
started negotiations for it for their own season. Obviously, 
it stirred up a hornet's nest, which resulted in a meeting 
between the managements and executive boards of LACLOA and 
CTG to thrash it out. It was a thorough discussion and it 
all ended amicably with their reassurance that they would 
not play musicals. We presented Cabaret as planned. In 
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December of 19 68, David Merrick produced a new musical comedy 
on Broadway which was an immediate hit. We were in the midst 
of working on a very difficult 19 69 program, and since Merrick's 
show had just opened, I would get to see it in New York after 
the holidays and discuss it with him as an attraction for our 
19 70 season. Suddenly I learned that CTG's director had already 
completed a deal with Merrick to play the show in their 1969-70 
season, and they were already preparing to announce it. I was 
furious. Because I was sure the booking had been sanctioned by 
CTG's higher-ups, this was no time for meetings. I headed for 
New York, presuming from my history with Merrick there would 
as yet be no signed contracts or written commitment from him. 
David nonchalantly advised me of that fact and I started dis-
cussing terms with him. He felt no compunction in taking ad-
vantage of the fact that two organizations in the Music Center 
were now in competition. Since I was dealing with two parties 
who were unprincipled, I saw no reason for me being a white 
knight. To make a long story short, I came away with a written 
contract for the show for our 19 70 season. I left it to Merrick 
to advise Elliot Martin, while I carried on with my other duties 
in New York. 
RICHARDSON: What happened when you got back to Los Angeles? 
LESTER: Nothing. There was never any acknowledgment or dis-
cussion. I had no idea what the behind-the-scenes reaction 
was at CTG, but as far as I was concerned they had had their 
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lesson and no more meetings were necessary. By a singular 
coincidence, the name of the show was Promises, Promises. 
We played the show in 19 70 for our sixteen weeks at the Ahman-
son and it made a lot of money; I'll give you three guesses 
who got most of it. [laughter] 
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TAPE NUMBER: IX, SIDE TWO 

LESTER: Nineteen sixty-nine was eventful for us in several 
ways. For one thing, over the previous few years all the 
local critics, music and drama, who had watched us grow up 
and had helped us with publicity space were now retired. In 
addition, the policy with big-city papers through the country 
had also changed. In the earlier years, a press agent could 
take a bevy of attractive singing and dancing girls out to 
the beach and snap a lot of pictures or he could photograph 
the arrival of a traveling company at the railroad station 
or stars at the airport and could get a sizable spread in 
the news section of a major newspaper. That circus-minded 
press agentry for the theater is extinct. Space is avail-
able now only in the drama section for news or by-line pieces. 
Pictures, interviews, or stories about a show or the perfor-
mers are virtually impossible to get run now, once a show 
has opened. And when the newspaper's critic has panned the 
show, it is hopeless to get that paper to do anything there-
after that could help the show succeed. When a show that 
the critic praised is not doing business, publicity boosts 
might be printed that would help the show catch on only to 
justify the critic's having recommended it. In reverse, 
some critics continue to hammer when a show they have knocked 
is still alive and gaining public favor despite the critic's 
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opinion. In Los Angeles, where other nonprofit organizations 
were finding it necessary to continually pass the hat, we 
alone were self-sustaining, and had to pay some of the pen-
alties for being prosperous. The Times's then-drama critic 
referred to us as "the fat cat." There was a shake-up later, 
and when Charles Charaplin was engaged by the Times to head 
the theater department, we were delighted. An established 
and highly respected critic—experienced, objective, and con-
structive, who does not have to resort to proving how clever 
he is by concentrating on fault-finding and sarcasms—his 
criticisms, pro or con, would have been welcome. But un-
fortunately for us, he elected to confine his attention to 
motion pictures. The shake-up in the department included 
the acquisition of a young drama critic who had been a second-
string critic on the New York Times and had been successful 
in retaining that status there while changes 
were made by his paper in selecting a new first-string critic. 
The Los Angeles Times job was a big opportunity for him to 
develop a reader following because of the Times's tremendous 
circulation and influence in Southern California. The Civic 
Light Opera was fair game. He had a worthy ambition to build 
up theatergoing here by devoting time and space to the little 
theaters that were struggling for recognition, and I think 
he accomplished a good deal in that area. But he never 
seemed to recognize the difference between little shows, 
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playing to audiences of a couple of hundred people in very 
intimate surroundings, as against shows designed, as ours 
had to be, to entertain an audience of three thousand. The 
first show of ours that he reviewed was My Fair Lady, which 
opened our season in 19 69. We had presented the excellent 
national company in 1957 and repeated it in '59. This time 
we made our own production and it was really a very good one 
with a carefully selected cast. 
RICHARDSON: Who did you have? 
LESTER: Douglas Fairbanks, Jr.; Margot Moser, who had played 
Eliza in the fourth and fifth years of the original Broadway 
run; Douglas Campbell, who turned out to be an inspired 
choice for Doolittle—he was not only an excellent actor and 
great for the role but he sang and danced amazingly well; 
Reginald Gardiner, an outstanding film personality, was a 
perfect Colonel Pickering; I had lovely Cathleen Nesbitt of 
the original company as Mrs. Higgins; an exceptional young 
singer-actor, Terence Monk, as Freddie; and all the small 
parts were carefully cast, along with our usual quality of 
singing and dancing ensembles. Oliver Smith improved on 
his original designs. We made a deal with Warner Brothers 
for costumes for the picture that had cost a fortune, and 
we had engaged Cecil Beaton to design new costumes for our 
principals and for the big dance numbers, which were the 
only major changes in which we knew we could improve on the 
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original. We had excellent stage and musical direction by-
Edward Greenberg and Ross Reimueller respectively. I was 
very proud of it, particularly when I received genuinely 
congratulatory telegrams from both Alan Lerner and Fritz 
Loewe, who attended. In fact, Fritz called it the best 
production of My Fair Lady that he had ever seen. Despite 
a highly enthusiastic opening night audience, most of whom 
had seen My Fair Lady several times, we were surprised and 
not a little shocked when the new young Times critic, writing 
his first Civic Light Opera review, found all kinds of fault 
with the show and stated how much more he had enjoyed it 
done by some little-theater company, using two pianos in-
stead of an orchestra. I don't know what revolutionizing he 
expected us to make in a classic that had months of thought 
behind its original preparation by craftsmen like Lerner and 
Loewe and Moss Hart. On the opening night, we had a very 
minor mishap with a small piece of scenery that on one occasion 
didn't move in its tracks as it was supposed to. He said 
that this was an indication that the show had been "under-
rehearsed." Any qualified critic would know that this kind 
of thing can happen for the first time in the fiftieth per-
formance of a show as easily as it can on an opening night. 

For our second show, we had Joel Grey in George M!, which 
was the only fresh Broadway show available to us that year. 
Because this was anything but a classic and had been produced 
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originally very cheaply, our contract with the producer and 
director called for certain changes. The very first one on 
which we were all in agreement was the elimination of a very 
crummy setting in the Brevoort Hotel. The substitution for 
it was a major improvement. The only fault that the new 
critic, who had seen it on Broadway, could find was that for 
some reason we had eliminated the very attractive Brevoort 
Hotel setting. Our third show was 1491, a new musical by 
Meredith Willson which was quite short of perfection—always 
a hazard with a new work which has not had the benefit of 
several weeks of out-of-town fixing. Meredith had an inter-
esting premise that Isabella fell in love with Columbus and 
because her love wasn't returned by him, she finally let him 
go on his voyage, knowing that he didn't have a chance to 
survive it. It was a dramatic idea, and Willson had done 
intensive research to justify it although never claiming it 
to be the truth; in fact, he finally called it "A romantic 
speculation." He had a complete score, most of which was 
exciting and had the right flavor. He had worked diligently 
on it for several years, doing book, lyrics, and music as 
he had for Music Man. The book needed re-doing, and when I 
took an option on it in 1966, he agreed to accept a collabor-
ator. But he first wanted the chance to re-do it himself. 
That took months with little progress. We invited Mamoulian 
to have Willson audition it for him. Mamoulian liked the 
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project and agreed to direct. But when he found that Mere-
dith expected him to collaborate on the book with neither 
credit nor a share of authorship royalty, he very rightly 
backed away. Originally Meredith had a commitment from Ser-
gio Franchi to play Columbus. But he got tired of waiting 
and he backed off. This was once where my patience was a 
liability, but we desperately needed new works; Broadway was 
sick and there was a limit to the number of revivals we could 
present in any one season. 
RICHARDSON: How many revivals were you doing in a season? 
LESTER: I had been holding it down to one for several years. 
When Willson finally realized he had to have a collaborator, 
more months passed looking for the right one. We tried a 
couple of them who solved nothing. Then Richard Morris, 
who had done The Unsinkable Molly Brown with Meredith, came 
into the picture and really had something to offer as writer 
and director. He'd been directing Loretta Young's TV series 
for years, but he wanted to give Meredith a hand. It was 
late in '68 and I only had those first two shows set for '69, 
with nothing else on the horizon. Morris was a delight and 
I was satisfied that we could come up with a good show even 
if not a great one. The premiere of a new musical by Mere-
dith Willson was a good attraction, and we announced it for 
the 1969 season. Meredith was in heaven—after five years 
of creation and sweat, his fondest dream was coming true. 
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What we hadn't figured on was that Meredith had worked so 
long on 1491 that he was written out on it. He left it to 
Dick and me and took long-postponed vacation trips. He was 
willing to give us what we needed in music and lyrics, but 
all that we got new from him was one charming little song 
and sixteen bars of alteration on another, and he of course 
was our only source of supply. The big marching song, which 
he does so well, didn't work because the situation it was 
written for didn't work. But we gave 1491 the deluxe treat-
ment from the production standpoint. Oliver Smith designed 
the scenery and it was one of his best jobs. Miles White 
created the costumes and they were stunning. Irwin Kostal, 
who is very choosy about the things he accepts, loved the 
score and did the orchestrating. We had a first-class cast: 
John Cullum as Columbus, Jean Fenn as Isabella, and Chita 
Rivera as Columbus's mistress; we couldn't have cast better 
at any price. Danny Daniels choreographed and turned in a 
corking job, and Dick Morris's direction was excellent. The 
show had such a patina of distinction that had we opened it 
in Boston, Philadelphia, or Washington, where they are used 
to pre-New York openings, I am confident we would have gotten 
favorable notices indicating great promise for a Broadway 
success. The musical sound, the performances of the artists, 
the pictorial beauty, effective staging, interesting plot, 
romance and adventure, made it a show from which audiences 
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were already getting a very good money's worth. We had four 
previews, all of which got enthusiastic public reaction. 
Opening night in Los Angeles the feeling in the air was that 
we would be a hit. And two additional performances, before 
the notices appeared, were excellently received. But this 
did not fool Morris or me. Meredith was delighted and 
deluded—until the notices appeared. The only one of any 
importance was the Los Angeles Times's and here our young 
man had a Roman holiday. I am sure that this was the first 
big musical show he had ever had a chance to review in its 
premiere. He ignored entirely or dismissed all of the good 
elements in the show and concentrated on the weaknesses. 
Not content with that, he devoted his next two Sunday by-line 
pages to more full-fledged slams, either because he was ob-
sessed or couldn't think of anything else to write about— 
probably both. For the first time, and only in the third 
piece, did he admit that the cast was first-rate. 
RICHARDSON: What about the other critics? 
LESTER; They were not generally favorable but they recognized 
some virtues. Their principal reaction was disappointment 
with the score—but that is almost history with a new mu-
sical by a composer who has had hit songs previously. 
RICHARDSON: How much damage could that one review do? 
LESTER: We were sold out about 75 percent by subscription. 
With a brand new show, a damning review in the Times could 
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cut heavily into extra revenue—worse still was that it 
could undercut the enjoyment of those who had already 
bought tickets. Fortunately our subscribers were very loyal, 
because over the years they'd had little occasion to be dis-
appointed, and 1491 arrested audience interest immediately, 
so that while it had faults in its development, we certainly 
had nothing to be ashamed of. We had relatively few letters 
of complaint and just as many expressing their indignation 
with the Times's critique. The major damage was that be-
cause it was the Times it was quoted extensively in other 
cities, which put a damper on the show having any future 
after California. It was not important to Meredith finan-
cially, but he was so deeply hurt that we could not expect 
him to do the necessary work to justify the extra cost in 
making 1491 worth a try for Broadway. 
RICHARDSON: The Civic Light Opera must have lost a lot of 
money on that production. 
LESTER: We did, but in that same season we tried something 
new. There was no show available strong enough to fill our 
sixteen weeks at the Ahmanson, and since Man of La Mancha, 
which had sold out there in 196 7, and Fiddler on the Roof, 
which had done the same at the Pavilion in '66, were both 
still flourishing on the road, I made a deal for them for 
return engagements of eight weeks each at the Ahmanson. We 
cut our regular subscription to the three shows at the 
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Pavilion and offered the other two—one or both—optional 
to our subscribers at their customary discounts. 
RICHARDSON: How did it work? 
LESTER: Perfectly. Our three-show subscription made the 
total 25 percent less than normal, and we "kept the faith" 
in not asking our regulars to buy a repeat unless they chose 
to. About a third of them bought both the optionals and 
another third took one or the other. Added to by public 
buying, both shows were completely sold out. It was exceed-
ingly profitable for the shows and for us. In fact, these 
two and our profits from My Fair Lady and George MI offset 
the high costs of 1491, so once again we ended the season in 
good shape. 
RICHARDSON: Getting back to 1491 and the adverse criticism, 
is there any way a show can protect itself against it? 
LESTER: In our operation and in many others across the coun-
try, subscription is the ideal protection, so that maintaining 
that goodwill is the key to existence. But in New York, 
which is the fountainhead of theater, there are just two 
ways I know of in which a musical show can offset negative 
or nebulous notices, provided that it's something audiences 
like: either have a superstar—and there are only a scattered 
few whom the public will pay to see even if the show is so-so--
or have financial resources sufficient to keep the show run-
ning until the word-of-mouth builds an audience. That means 
being prepared to spend a fortune on television advertising. 
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In fact, nowadays almost every musical being readied for 
Broadway is budgeting at least $100,0 00 for pre-opening TV 
advertising and continuing the TV splurge after the opening 
if the first impact with critics is not electric. 
RICHARDSON: I've often wondered what qualifications a man 
or woman has to have to be a critic. 
LESTER: The most important one is a job. [laughter] But 
don't get me wrong. Knowledgeable criticism, even if it's 
adverse, can be very valuable in arousing public interest 
and curiosity in the theater in general. A show is not a 
commodity that people can examine and appraise before they 
buy it. They have to either use their own judgment as to 
what they want to attend or trust the judgment of friends or 
critics. The danger is when the critic is prejudiced or 
imposes his own peculiarities in his critique rather than 
considering the degree to which a show can entertain the 
public at which it is aimed, or when the critic is motivated 
by his job security, or his ego and desire to show his readers 
how smart he can be. On that last point, don't forget that 
when a critic says nice things about a show, he is far more 
limited in vocabulary and ideas than when he pans something 
and can say caustic or snide things that his readers will 
be amused by and quote to their friends who missed the review. 
Thus the self-serving critic can do far more damage than the 
good critic can do good. One of the sad things is that a 
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really fine critic on a small paper is of little consequence 

as compared to a commonplace or destructive critic on a paper 

with big circulation. 
RICHARDSON: Is there anything you can do about it to pro-
tect yourselves? 
LESTER: On two or three occasions I've been angry enough to 
fight back, but you can't win. The newspaper has the last 
word and no one is more conscious of the power of the press 
than the press itself. No one in any line of business that 
I know of is as unwilling to admit a mistake as a newspaper. 
Have you noticed that when a paper retracts something, how 
little space goes to the retraction as compared to the promi-
nence given to the misstatement. But let's not take any 
more time chopping down the newspapers. Television has done 
a much better job of it. Where were we? 
RICHARDSON: You had just finished the 1969 season. 
LESTER: I've covered what I think were the most interesting 
items from then to 19 74. But there was one more very impor-
tant thing that started in 1969. While I was as active as 
ever and felt no physical or mental change, I had been con-
scious always that I should find someone capable of replacing 
me on short notice-^but the one producer-director I wanted 
had preferred his varied career in pictures, TV, and the 
theater. I had found no young man whom I felt could be 
groomed. But because of my calendar age, it was becoming 
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increasingly important that I protect the organization in 
terms of finding a successor. I had reminded the executive 
committee of my board on several occasions that I wanted 
them to be very frank with me at any time that they felt a 
successor must be secured. They were not concerned. My 
continuation was taken for granted and they just presumed 
that I would go on forever. But in the late sixties, Glenn 
Jordan, who was a musical stage director who knew the pro-
duction problems, had become head of production at the St. 
Louis Municipal Opera and had displayed excellent business 
ability in a not-easy job. I had known him for some time 
and when I talked to him about the California prospect, he 
was excited about it. He was in his early fifties, person-
able, and well balanced. I brought him out to meet our 
executive committee in 1969. They were properly impressed 
that he could be good for our organization. After that 
meeting, when Jordan had left, one of the committee members, 
used to corporate thinking and knowing little about show 
business, said to me, kidding but meaning it, "So you've de-
cided you're not immortal." I answered, "So far, there's no 
evidence to the contrary." [laughter] I worked out a five-
year contract with Jordan, giving him time to become indoc-
trinated before taking on full responsibilities. Eleanor 
Pinkham had developed an excellent assistant, Len Bedsow, 
experienced and also in his early fifties. The line of 
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succession as I visualized it would be a triumverate, with 
Pinkham as general director, Bedsow as general manager, and 
Jordan responsible for repertoire and merchandising as exec-
utive director when Pinkham retired. I would produce one show 
a year. Jordan gave St. Louis a year's notice and joined us 
in 19 70. After his first year with us, he took on one pro-
duction, then more and more involvement in production and 
long-range planning, so that by 19 73 I put the triumverate 
plan into effect. But despite all pressures, Miss Pinkham 
was determined to retire at sixty-five, which would be after 
the '74 season. So it was deemed necessary that I become 
executive vice president and continue overall responsibility 
as long as I felt up to it. 
RICHARDSON: What were the eventful things in the years be-
tween 19 72 and '74? 
LESTER: 'Seventy-two was a bonanza year: three of the events 
were The Rothschilds, Lauren Bacall in Applause, and the 
opening of the national company of No, No, Nanette with June 
Allyson in the Ruby Keeler spot—all very profitable. But 
we got into trouble with show number four. Glenn Jordan had 
come up with an excellent idea for a rewrite of MGM's An 
American in Paris, changing the Oscar Levant role to star 
Victor Borge. We found Borge very receptive to it. Glenn 
arranged for the rights with MGM and with the Gershwin agent, 
giving us broad access to other Gershwin material. We engaged 



Jerry Chodorov for the book, and he did a rough outline in 
which Borge's starring role was a Russian nobleman emigrated 
to Paris in the twenties and now operating his own very popu-
lar cafe there during the Gershwin period. His partner in 
the cafe was to be a prototype of Josephine Baker. The young 
American painter would be the singing and dancing juvenile. 
RICHARDSON: Sounds like fun. 
LESTER: Borge was wildly enthusiastic about the concept and 
the whole project. Contracts were signed immediately. The 
agreement gave Borge no script approval since this was to be 
written as a vehicle for him which would be valueless for 
anyone else. We had his okay in time for our season brochure 
and we felt it was a strong attraction with subsequent Broad-
way possibilities. Jerry's script developed very quickly 
and very well, working with Glenn and me on the integration 
of the music and songs we wanted to use. The show had every-
thing a hit Gershwin musical should have, plus the novelty 
of Borge. Jerry had made the ingenue a girl with a crush on 
the middle--aged celebrity, but the young romance was between 
her and the American painter, with Borge carrying on as the 
always charming ladies' man. We had a very good first draft 
ready in a few weeks so that Glenn and Jerry flew down to 
Borge at his home in the Virgin Islands to go over the script 
with him and get any ideas that he might have to contribute. 
He was delighted with what he read, except a great first-act 
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finale involving a light romantic scene for him and the 
girl as he woos her while playing a portion of the "Rhapsody 
in Blue," with dialogue interspersed. A gentle caress from 
her leads to an exciting ending of the last few bars of 
the "Rhapsody" when he thinks he has it made. Borge said 
he wouldn't play that scene because he didn't get the girl 
in the end of the play. He couldn't be talked out of that. 
Glenn kept in touch with me over the phone several times 
during their three-day session with Borge where they were 
doing everything they could to make him happy. The thing 
that worried them most was his warning to Jerry not to give 
him too much dialogue to learn because he wasn't used to it. 
By the time they got back, they were a bit shaky about his 
ability to do a book show. But in a short time we sent him 
a corrected script, giving him what he had asked for. About 
a week later he phoned me and wanted to know when rehearsals 
started. I told him the date, which was still many weeks 
away. He said, somewhat scared, "Have we enough time to do 
this? I don't know if I can learn all of this in such a 
short time." A lot of things flashed through my mind: he 
had been so used to doing his own shtick, and always much 
the same act over the years, that he was suddenly terrified 
by the realization that he had to learn how to play a part 
in a book show. If he was questioning his ability to learn 
the basic role in all the weeks he now had, what would we 
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run into making the usual changes during rehearsal? Al-
though he looked forty-five at that time, he was probably 
over sixty and not a young dog capable of learning new 
tricks. Fortunately we hadn't started on scenery and cos-
tumes, nor made any other casting commitments, and we'd 
better get out of this commitment before it was too late. 
A lot more quickly than I described my thought processes, 
I answered his question: "Victor we could postpone, but 
it would have to be indefinitely." He was relieved. At 
the end of the conversation, I called his attorney and ex-
plained the situation. He and the agent were show-wise 
and understood that "indefinitely" probably meant "never." 
I don't know whether they quoted that definition to Borge, 
but by the end of the day the "postponement" was a fait 
accompli. 
RICHARDSON: Weren't you in position to demand that he 
carry out his contract or pay you a lot of money? 
LESTER: I made no try for a penalty for fear that if he 
were faced with it or any part of it, he would elect to 
fulfill his engagement as scheduled, and that was a risk 
I didn't want to take. 
RICHARDSON: Did you have any show to put in its place? 
LESTER: No worthwhile show had hit Broadway since our 19 72 
season had been planned. But anticipating that An American 
in Paris might collapse, I had set up all the preliminaries 
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to bring Ron Moody over from London to star in a revival of 
Oliverl, which we hadn't played since its American premiere 
here in 1962. I was ready to proceed with it when Miss Pink-
ham suggested, "We haven't done Sound of Music since we pre-
sented it originally in 1961. I think our subscribers would 
like it." My first comment was that the picture had had so 
much exposure that the show would feel old-hat; also we had 
sold them a star, and we knew of no star of name stature 
whom we could get for Sound of Music. This was only the 
third time in thirty-five years that we weren't going to de-
liver what we had promised. But we had little time left for 
production and could do a good job of casting, designing, 
and building it well quickly, so Sound of Music it was. And 
an exceedingly good production it turned out to be—with Sally 
Ann Howes a really lovely Maria; and Bob Wright, one of our 
most popular leading men and the best Captain von Trapp 
I ever saw or expect to see. The rest of the cast was highly 
distinguished too. No big superstar salary, but [there were] 
several people in the lesser-star class, like Werner Klemperer, 
fresh from his "Hogan's Heroes" TV series. He was a perfect 
Max. And Patricia Morison brought distinction to Elsa, 
which has always been a weak role. Another Rodgers and Ham-
merstein perennial which has become one of the surest-fire 
items in the repertoire, it was a perfect topper for a 
banner season. It was especially gratifying because we were 
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now facing extra competition from the new Shubert, opening 
in a blaze of glory, naturally getting a lot of newspaper 
space. It brought us a few nasty letters from people who 
didn't like us, telling us we were now going to take the 
beating we had long deserved, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. 
None of them came from long-time subscribers. 
RICHARDSON: Did you answer them? 
LESTER: Of course. And very pleasantly. I told them we 
regretted that they were unhappy with us, that Los Angeles 
was a big city that could easily support more theatergoing, 
and that with each show having a run of so many weeks here 
there was ample time for lovers of the theater to see every-
thing that interested them without too much pressure on the 
family budget. We hoped that they would enjoy the attractions 
at the Shubert. 
RICHARDSON: Did the Shubert competition actually hurt you? 
LESTER: In only one way—product. As I've told you before, 
the Broadway crop of shows each year that were worth touring 
or otherwise bringing out here from New York was getting 
thinner all the time and was affecting theaters all over the 
country. But we had one big edge on the Shuberts or anyone 
else: we were equipped in every way to produce our own 
shows. It was more expensive than importing finished pro-
ductions, but we had been used to the four-musicals-per-year 
grind so that we could always deliver a very respectable 
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program to our subscribers. By this time we could count on 
a million-dollar advance subscription sale in Los Angeles 
for each show we presented, which no one else we know of has 
ever come close to. And those griping letters I mentioned 
came either from nonsubscribers or someone who had not been 
with us more than a year or two and probably had poor seat 
locations. Nineteen seventy-three was the Gigi year. As a 
hangover from the previous year's negotiations, we brought 
Ron Moody and a top British designer, John Bury, over from 
London for Oliver!. It did well enough, but nothing compar-
able to what Sound of Music had done the year before. We 
played the New York production of Two Gentlemen of Verona 
and found out that many of our subscribers were not yet ready 
for miscegenation, even in the light and farcical manner of 
that show. Against the better judgment of both Miss Pinkham 
and myself, at Jordan's urging we imported the musical ver-
sion of Gone With the Wind that had been a phenomenal suc-
cess in Japan and had subsequently run a year in London where 
Glenn had seen it and thought that with a few changes it would 
be successful in America. Washington and Atlanta also wanted 
it. Pinkham went to London to see it and was very dubious 
about its chances. But we agreed that Jordan should be given 
his wings, right or wrong, in the interests of building him 
for the future. He had been promised certain changes that 
he felt were necessary. Unfortunately they were not made, 

529 



and while the title was an attraction, the show was not 
good enough and lost money. That year, for the first time 
in twenty years, we made a deficit call on our guarantors. 
It was 70 percent and we wondered what the reaction would 
be. We were amazed at and delighted with the response. We 
collected over 9 8 percent, with very few complaints. We 
were equally surprised that the dropout for the following 
season was only a little more than the norm of about 5 per-
cent usually occasioned mostly by a death or illness in the 
family or people moving to another city. There were always 
more replacements than dropouts. 
RICHARDSON: How was the Shubert doing by now? 
LESTER: Nowhere close to what they had hoped for, and trying 
desperately to unload. In '74 they outbid us on one Broadway 
hit after we had had a verbal agreement with the show's very 
dependable general manager. But before contracts were signed, 
there was a change of general managers. 
RICHARDSON: What show was that? 
LESTER: Debbie Reynolds in Irene. But despite the competition— 
and proving that Los Angeles could easily support much more 
theater--1974 was a very good season for us financially as 
well as artistically, again because we were able to produce. 
We brought back Sally Ann Howes, who had made such a fine 
impression in Sound of Music. This time it was The King and I_. 
And on one of the rare occasions where I have repeated a 
star in the same role which he had played for us previously, 
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Ricardo Montalban was the King. He was better than ever 
and still is one of my great personal favorites, 
both as an actor and a gentleman. The supporting cast was 
excellent and Joe Hardy directed. I made a deal with David 
Merrick for the premiere here of Mack and Mabel. I knew 
the original property and its potential and I was entranced 
by Jerry Herman's score. The show had Robert Preston and 
Bernadette Peters as its stars, and Gower Champion directed. 
It opened very effectively and was very well liked here. 
Merrick had spent a lot of money on it, and when it left 
California it had all the makings of a Broadway hit. But 
the book needed a lot of work. Unfortunately, in the process 
of "fixing," the show suffered rather than gained. It stayed 
on the road for several weeks after it left here and was not 
as good by the time it reached New York. It failed on 
Broadway and it should not have. Competitively, we used 
the three-show subscription bargain again and put two optional 
attractions at the Ahmanson: a conventional production of 
Fiddler on the Roof, this time with Robert Merrill of the 
Met as the star. He was excellent. As usual, Fiddler sold 
out. Dividing the time with it was Porgy and Bess, which 
did disappointing business, but we were very proud of it 
artistically. I think I mentioned it before, but for our 
alternating Besses I had picked two young ladies who have 
since gone on to major careers in concert and opera—Clamma 
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Dale and Leona Mitchell. We closed the season with "Sugar," 
which I've told you about, and ended the season with every-
body happy on all counts. But 19 75 was to be one of immense 
import. With Eleanor Pinkham1s retirement imminent, the 
political pot had begun to boil with our two younger execu-
tives, Jordan and Bedsow, vying for the role of overall 
boss. Presumably without my knowledge, they were each 
finding excuses for making separate contact with some of 
the officers of the board in order to establish their fit-
ness. Both were in accord on only one thing--that I should 
abdicate completely. 
RICHARDSON: That must have been unpleasant for you. 
LESTER: Not at all. It was natural. I knew exactly what 
was going on and I was amused by it. When the right moment 
came, I knew--and so did my board--that they could depend 
on me to recommend the best decision available. There was 
never any doubt in my mind that the head man must be the 
one responsible for the repertoire and the merchandising 
of it. Consultation with his general manager was invaluable, 
but the welter of detail is meaningless if the shows aren't 
right. Glenn Jordan was learning by his mistakes and was 
about ready, but he still needed guiding. For the 19 75 
season, there was again nothing to bring out from Broadway. 
Glenn found a deal cooking for Yul Brynner starring in a 
new play, Odyssey, by the author of Love Story, which had 
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brought him enormous recognition. The score was by the 
composer of Man of La Mancha. Odyssey was being produced 
by Kennedy Center in Washington and we made a deal to play 
it here ahead of Broadway. We had two repeats: How To 
Succeed in Business Without Really Trying and Camelot, 
neither of which we had played in the past twelve years; 
and Wonderful Town, which we had never played. Since 
How To Succeed and Wonderful Town had to open the Los 
Angeles and San Francisco seasons, respectively, on the 
same date and they had to be produced and rehearsed at 
the same time, I took responsibility for Wonderful Townf 
Jordan to do the others. We consulted on major casting, 
direction, and designing on both assignments and on Camelot, 
which was closing the season. Odyssey was being produced 
in the East by Roger Stevens and directed by Albert Marre. 
It looked like a good bet for the Ahmanson. For How To 
Succeed, Jordan had Bobby Morse, its original star, to play 
in and also direct the revival, and it needed little change. 
For Wonderful Town I had very good luck in having Jerry 
Chodorov, an author of the original, to direct the book, 
and he and I were in accord on the things that needed cutting 
or changing. I got and paid for necessary new material from 
Comden and Green and from Leonard Bernstein. Danny Daniels 
did a superlative job on the dances and musical numbers; 
Bob Randolph on the scenery. The casting was a lot of fun 
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because the people all had to be distinctive personalities. 
And we had them, including a star who was much my reason 
for picking the show in the first place. And here I have 
to take time to pay tribute to one of the truly great per-
formers whom I've ever known, Nanette Fabray, who played 
the role originally written for Rosalind Russell. Nanette 
can do it all—sing, dance, act, play comedy-_and she set 
an example for the excellent people around her: George 
Gaynes, Marti Rolph, Jack Kruschen, Mary Wickes, Lee Roy 
Reams, Joe Ross; in fact, everybody down to the smallest 
bit part and a carefully chosen ensemble. We had a dis-
tinct hit and I'm talking about it at such great length 
because I figured it might well be my last production. How-
ever, while I was working on it, Jordan was having trouble 
with his hip and was ordered to the hospital. Since I was 
immersed in Wonderful Town, Miss Pinkham, who even though 
retired had been elected to the board and maintained a 
very avid interest in what was going on, suggested that I 
ask Cy Feuer of Feuer and Martin, the original producers 
of How To Succeed, to come out and give Glenn a hand on it. 
Cy came out for the final rehearsals and left shortly after 
the show opened. Jordan's illness was diagnosed as cancer-
terminal—but he did not yet know that. One of my touchiest 
jobs during a period when he felt he was making progress was 
to tell him not to worry, that I would take over his respon-
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sibilities until he was ready to come back on the job, He 
was greatly relieved, and I kept in touch with him regularly 
to keep him apprised of what was going on. I remember one 
incident particularly. He had made an arrangement to have 
the costumes for Camelot built by a well-established costume 
house in New York to effect an economy of several thousand 
dollars. The designer flew out with his costumer boss to 
show me his sketches; they were terrible. I told the boss 
that they wouldn't do and we must start from the beginning 
with another designer. He asked if he could show them to 
Glenn in the hospital. I called Glenn and we made an appoint-
ment for him to see them that evening. Meanwhile, I called 
one of my pet designers, Frank Thompson, who had done several 
shows for me, including Wonderful Town. He was on an assign-
ment with Paramount but would be through in time to help me 
out. I engaged him immediately. I then phoned Glenn and 
told him how bad I thought the designs were but not to have a 
relapse when he saw them—that if he agreed with my reaction, 
I had Frank Thompson standing by. At about 8:00 P.M. he 
called me back to say he was probably worse behaved than I 
in expressing his opinion and was of course relieved that he 
didn't have to worry about it. 
RICHARDSON: You were very considerate in letting him think 
he would be getting back. 
LESTER: Any other course would have been cruel. He died not 
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long after. In any case, I had all four shows on ray hands. 
The work that had to be done on Wonderful Town was in ship-
shape by the end of the first week. How To Succeed had 
opened smoothly, but later there were internal problems 
with Morse in his dual role of star and director. So papa 
had to check that out from time to time. Odyssey had opened 
in the East, quite unready. I had to fly back East three 
times for a couple of days each, trying to help get the show 
in respectable shape for its California engagement, all this 
while completing all the preliminary arrangements for Camelot. 
We had engaged Robert Goulet and Carol Lawrence (Mrs. Goulet) 
to star in Camelot. Producing it was very intricate for 
many reasons. Douglas Campbell, whom Goulet had wanted, 
was to direct it, but he would not be available until re-
hearsal time which meant that casting all but the stars, 
okaying scenery, costumes and such, had to be done before 
Campbell's arrival. Fortunately we had worked together be-
fore, and he knew I would consult him by phone on anything 
about which I was the least bit uncertain. 
RICHARDSON: That was a lot of work being suddenly piled on 
you. 
LESTER: It didn't bother me. After all, I was only eighty. 
RICHARDSON: Oh well, that's different. 
LESTER: It was stimulating and it had one great advantage 
over old times. I didn't have to worry about money. Quality 
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was the only thing that counted. When Camelot was finally 
on the stage I thought I could relax until the move to San 
Francisco, for which I would have to put three new stars 
in the show: Edward Mulhare, Anne Rogers, and Gale Gordon. 
The Goulets were available only for the Los Angeles engage-
ment. It was a managerial headache except for the box 
office. That was sensational—sold out clean and turnaways 
every performance, the biggest business we had ever done for 
a revival. Goulet had been off the stage for several years 
and had become a big star in nightclubs and TV; he was very 
badly spoiled. He had taken on the Richard Burton role with 
great enthusiasm, knowing that he would be subject to compari-
son. But he had been a constant problem-child during re-
hearsals for Campbell, who was an unusually strong as well 
as a first-class director. Carol Lawrence, on the other 
hand, was a Rock of Gibraltar. An excellent actress, she 
was a model of discipline, totally dependable, in complete 
contrast to her husband who was a model of bad behavior. 
Alcohol made a marked contribution. Irritated by his wife's 
solidity in her performances, he went out of his way to 
make things more difficult for her on stage. She took the 
beating stoically and refused to let it throw her. By 
prearrangement, Campbell had to leave three days after the 
show opened, and the major burden of keeping the show re-
spectable fell entirely on me. With constant disciplining and 
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some fathering, along with the presence of an excellent 
standby as a threat, Goulet finally settled down, and after 
two or three weeks he began giving very good performances 
albeit still inconsistent. His earlier capers would not 
have been tolerated at all, except for his "draw." Although 
Goulet was never disrespectful to his director, Campbell 
said to me after the third performance, "Fire him!" I said, 
"Have you seen those lines at the box office?" Campbell 
said, "Then hire him back again." I said to Doug, "I 
wouldn't dare take the chance. This is an overgrown boy, 
and if he were fired it would be a perfect excuse for him 
to take off on a trip somewhere on his boat." When he fin-
ally settled down and was on the beam, Goulet was really 
exciting as King Arthur. Working later with Mulhare, Rogers, 
and Gordon was a pleasure. We had a very smooth San Francisco 
opening and a fine engagement there—good reviews, good busi-
ness, and no problems. 
RICHARDSON: It must have been a relief after all the excite-
ment in Los Angeles. 
LESTER: It brought the '75 season to a successful ending. 
But the passing of Jordan pointed up the necessity for finding 
a replacement immediately. Several people were considered 
and found wanting. Once again, Eleanor had a suggestion: 
"What about Feuer and Martin? Cy enjoyed his visit with us 
during How To Succeed. They don't seem to be much interested 
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in doing the kind of show that's been popular in New York 
the last few years, and in spite of their success with 
Cabaret [the film] they're not too crazy about the motion 
picture business." I expressed doubt that they'd want to 
pull up stakes and come out here, but we could lose nothing 
by trying, so I phoned them and was pleasantly surprised 
when I got a favorable reaction. I invited them out to 
talk it over. They were enthusiastic about the possibil-
ities. They were familiar in a general way with our oper-
ation because we had imported several of their shows over 
the years and the relationship was always friendly. When 
we got together, they had to be influenced by the fact that 
we had built our Continuance Fund to $2.5 million in cash 
and bonds, plus our subscription lists, goodwill, and other 
assets like scenery, props, costumes, electrical and tech-
nical equipment, and our own shop, on which the book values 
were a dollar each. They asked their attorney to fly out 
to talk over terms. Eleanor and I reached an accord with 
him and them, and set up a luncheon for them to meet with 
seven or eight members of our board. The impression was 
excellent both ways, and contracts were signed for Feuer 
and Martin to become our managing directors. They were to 
spend a few months of indoctrination and work with me on the 
19 76 season, taking over full responsibility thereafter. I 
would produce one show a year at my own discretion and be 
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available to them as a consultant. 
RICHARDSON: Then you were not really retiring. 
LESTER: I wouldn't have known how. But I took myself 
off the payroll except for those occasions in which I would 
be producing a show. I felt greatly relieved and pleased that 
we had major-league replacement and a fresh viewpoint with a 
success record. 
RICHARDSON: How is it working? 
LESTER: We get along extremely well. I've been very care-
ful not to be a mother-in-law. [laughter] 
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TAPE NUMBER: X, SIDE ONE 

RICHARDSON: I've been accumulating several questions that 
I want to ask you on various subjects, including some on 
your personal life. 
LESTER: Fire away. 
RICHARDSON: In your opinion, what is the most difficult 
part of the job in producing a show? 
LESTER: Producing a show is relatively easy. The biggest 
job is to decide what show you're going to produce. Once 
that decision has been made—and getting the star for the 
show is almost always a part of the decision—the rest is 
routine; securing the best directorial and creative people 
available, the best cast that you can, et cetera. But, in 
the last analysis, if that number-one decision isn't right, 
nothing else makes much difference. 
RICHARDSON: What are the principal things that make one 
producer more successful than another? 
LESTER: Judgment and taste. But don't overlook the fact 
that a producer or presenter with a good success record 
has a big advantage over someone else whose judgment and 
taste may be as good or better than his. THfe best-estab-
lished producer or presenter, particularly one whose ability 
to raise the money is never in question, is almost sure to 
get first crack at the leading writers and the most sought-
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after stars. 
RICHARDSON: Is there anything else that you can add that 
you haven't told us already? 
LESTER: One observation. As a general rule, the shows 
that are done quickly have a better chance than those that 
have involved several drafts, long delays in going into 
rehearsal, and require a lot of fixing before they're ready 
for their key premiere. Of course there are exceptions-
like Chorus Line that was in rehearsal for many months and 
was actually being constructed during the rehearsal period. 
It has proven to be the biggest money-maker of all time. 
But generally you'll find that the good shows have been 
good from the beginning. When a show gives early evidence 
of being indigenously "right," the work of cleaning up mis-
takes, improving the performances of the actors, and making 
changes as may be necessary in all departments is done with 
an enthusiasm that stimulates everybody connected with the 
show into doing his best work. When the trouble is deep 
and there is breast-beating, doubt, and trepidation among 
the creators and the actors, it is a contagious disease 
from which the patient is unlikely to really recover. Next 
question. 
RICHARDSON: You told about your experience with Borge and 
having to call off the show. You mentioned earlier what a 
large percentage of musicals are prepared for Broadway and 
for one reason or another are never produced. Did you have 
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many such experiences in your general directorship of the 
Civic Light Opera? 
LESTER: The Borge venture was the only new work in which 
we had gone so far as to engage a star and then cancel. 
We were constantly buying options to convert to the musical 
theater certain books, plays, and motion pictures that 
looked like they had potential. Some of those fell by the 
wayside early when qualified writers who undertook to de-
velop them couldn't come up with anything that gave promise 
of becoming worthy of production. By dropping them early, 
I wasted as little time and money as possible. The cost 
on a promptly discarded work probably averaged a loss of 
only a few thousand dollars paid for options and advances. 
Those same costs today would be fifteen to twenty thousand 
dollars. But the ones I still believed in and stuck with 
involved a lot more expense for extended options and added 
advances, not to mention my own time for working with writers. 
This is usually a chore for a director, but we almost never 
engaged a director until we had a property we planned to 
produce. 
RICHARDSON: Would you tell us about some of those on which 
you spent large amounts of time and money and never produced? 
LESTER: Well, over a long period there were several of them. 
Back in the late forties, I fell in love with a score by 
Vernon Duke which he had composed in Paris, collaborating 
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with two French librettists in a work called Monsieur 
L'Arsouille. It had been commissioned by the Prince of 
Monte Carlo for premiere there. It never materialized 
because the book was inferior. Vernon handed me an Eng-
lish translation of it. It was no good. I sent it, along 
with the original French, to Henry Myers, whose French was 
very fluent, and I asked him to read it to see if it had 
any possibilities. His report was, "Whoever did the English 
translation had already improved considerably on the orig-
inal French." That score was too good to leave unused. 
For a very small amount, I bought off the French author 
and lyricist and paid Duke an advance for an option on the 
score and to write whatever additional music might be needed. 
We recorded the songs (the French lyrics) with Jean Fenn, 
Claude Dauphin, and Vernon at the piano also participating 
in a bit of the singing. It was an excellent sampling, and 
everyone who heard the recordings could understand my affec-
tion for the score. It was a period piece, and I had seen a 
very successful French picture titled Children of Paradise 
made during the German occupation of Paris. Sam and Bella 
Spewack, whose many authorship credits included Kiss Me, 
Kate, were crazy about the score and the way it could be 
used to fit that picture. They were ready to undertake 
writing the book for the stage musical. I set about to 
buy the option to convert Children of Paradise, but the rights 
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were so peculiarly muddled that after months of trying, 
we could find no one with whom we could make a deal and de-
pend on the clearance. The Spewacks had no other idea for 
it, so now both Vernon and I were on the search for lib-
rettists. I paid an advance to a screenwriter Vernon was 
hopped up about. Result: nil. I discussed it in New York 
with the very erudite Maurice Valency who visualized a 
story about John Paul Jones when he was an idol in Paris. 
Another advance. Again months and a negative result. The 
fruitless search went on. Vernon found a promising young 
lyricist whose French was very good, and for a modest ad-
vance translated four of the songs. Vernon came to demon-
strate them for me and I got a shock: with the translation 
of the lyrics into English, the music suddenly lost its 
charm. Three years, a lot of time and effort and money 
had been expended since my first option, and I had to tell 
Vernon very reluctantly that I was giving up on it. By now 
he had received several thousand dollars in extended options 
and while the last one had not expired, he was free to find 
another producer. 
RICHARDSON: Did he find anyone else? 
LESTER: Not to my knowledge. 
RICHARDSON: It must have been a great disappointment to him 
and to you. 
LESTER: It was. But a few weeks later I found some sub-
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stantial endorsement of my reaction to the translated lyrics. 
Rouben Mamoulian had a well-financed project with Maxwell 
Anderson to translate popular grand operas into English for 
an American grand opera company. Anderson, who was a fine 
linguist and poet, was well on his way with Traviata and 
Barber of Seville, but was completely stymied on Carmen, 
because most music composed to the French language lost too 
much in the translation. He explained it to me, but my 
knowledge of French was too little to really understand. 
RICHARDSON: What about Carmen Jones? 
LESTER: Oscar Hammerstein1s work was not a translation— 
it was a broad adaptation with an idiom of its own. 
RICHARDSON: Were there others that you particularly remem-
ber? 
LESTER: My most expensive unproduced effort was one on 
which I spent about ten years and couldn't lick. In 19 59, 
while I was in Vienna, I cleared the rights to The Count 
of Luxembourg, which Lehar composed as a successor to The 
Merry Widow. It enjoyed a vogue in Vienna where it is 
still part of the regular repertory of the Volksoper. It 
was a success in London also, but had only mild appeal in 
New York, although with a very inept adaptation. The orig-
inal score is loaded with lovely melodies and ensembles. 
Its weakness lay in a serious book imbalance—a great first 
act and then steadily downhill in the second and third acts. 
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My plan was to add facets to the original play, making 
it into two acts, lengthening the first act to lead to what 
has always been a fabulous finale. My option on it included 
the right to interpolate some excellent numbers from other 
Lehar scores which are little known in America. I engaged 
Sid Kuller, who is a very original lyricist with a great 
sense of comedy. He did some very good work on it but con-
struction was still not as good as it needed to be. Never 
losing sight of Sid's contribution, over a period of years 
I had seven different writers on that book, five of them 
highly experienced in musical theater and all of them fascin-
ated with the project. Several came up with some good ideas, 
but no one could lick it as a whole. Forman Brown, mean-
while, did some collaborating with Kuller and I have enough 
very clever lyrics to be assured about that department. I 
venture to say that I personally spent hundreds of hours on 
it--some of them very promising and some very frustrating. 
In the meantime, renewals of my first two-year option with 
the Lehar interests were piling up along with thousands of 
dollars in advances to the various writers. And as time 
went on, the popularity of light opera was rapidly dimming, 
and in the absence of perfection I still felt that our music-
minded audiences in California would love it, but that alone 
would not justify the very high production cost. I dropped 
the project in the late sixties after having spent close to 
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$40,000 in trying to develop it. 
RICHARDSON: What made you stay with it that long? 
LESTER: The fact that The Merry Widow is still very popular, 
but it's been done so much that the musical audience would 
welcome something unhackneyed yet nostalgic and with what 
could be a better score than The Merry Widow. 
RICHARDSON: Having already spent so much time and money 
on it, I would imagine you would have wanted to see it 
through. 
LESTER: Betty, the biggest items in a production budget are 
scenery, costumes, orchestrations, and rehearsal costs. 
What I had already spent was relatively trifling in compari-
son and contributed nothing to the cost of those four main 
items which represent 90 percent of the total cost of pro-
ducing a big musical show. I was no longer prepared to ask 
either the Civic Light Opera or anyone else to invest in 
that enterprise. But no one could say we weren't constantly 
trying to do something "different." In the late sixties, I 
spent quite a bit on the property which we called Me and 
Mabel. I had Leonard Spigelgass, a highly qualified writer, 
working on the musical based on an original biography of 
Mack Sennett by Gene Fowler. Jerry Herman was writing music 
and lyrics. I was already having considerable misgivings 
about it when along came a Broadway producer who was willing 
to take it off our hands, reimburse us for our costs, and 
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give us a small percentage of the profit. I accepted. 
That producer later turned it over to David Merrick. I 
mentioned earlier my arrangement with Merrick for the 
premiere in California. Despite the work of many ex-
cellent talents, the show must have ultimately cost and 
lost something in the neighborhood of a million dollars. 
I subsequently employed Spigelgass on what looked like 
a hell of a project—a musical version of Life With 
Father, this time putting the emphasis on mother under 
the title Vinnie. This was written as a vehicle for Mary 
Martin's comeback to the musical stage. Again, many hours 
for me of conferences with Spigelgass, and of course some 
with Mary. Again a substantial investment for the option 
on the original and for advances to the author. Spigel-
gass had some good inventive angles in his drafts but no 
matter how we tried, it was impossible to shift the em-
phasis to mother to make it a suitable vehicle for Miss 
Martin. The central character just had to be father. 
He had practically all the laughs. After many months of 
work on it during which theater managers all over the 
country were clamoring for it, we were in accord that 
what we set out to do could not be accomplished with this 
property. 
RICHARDSON: Wh&t a shame. It seems like a great idea. 
LESTER: They all do when you first start working oh them. 
But if they don't develop up to their promise, the odds 
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against you are too long to invite disaster by proceeding. 
The danger is great enough when you think you're right; the 
risk of failure is stupid when you yourself have doubts. 
But with our four-musicals-a-year commitment, we had to be 
constantly trying to create. In 1976, Forraan Brown made a 
literal translation for me of La Vie Parisienne by Offen-
bach; it was one of the big hits of his career. The original 
had a very fresh idea which I felt would be novel for today's 
audiences. I put Jerry Chodorov on the book, and by the end 
of a few months he had come up with a very good foundation 
for a new musical based on the original score, but with the 
need for at least 50 percent interpolation of other Offen-
bach music and extensive adaptation of it as well as what we 
used of the original. Offenbach's operettas have never been 
successful in this country but he had two outstanding assets 
that had made him so popular in the Paris of his time: won-
derful melodies and bright sparkling tempo. But the melodies 
were fragmentary and needed extension and adaptation for the 
now audience. Chodorov's treatment of the La Vie idea in-
trigued Wright and Forrest, and they agreed to work on the 
project with Chodorov, Forman Brown, and me. With the custom-
ary advances, I brought Wright and Forrest from Miami and 
Jerry from New York to Los Angeles for the collaboration. 
Wright and Forrest had done their usual homework before they 
arrived, while Jerry continued to work on the book. We were 

550 



all very enthusiastic, but as the whole work progressed it 
was obvious that the show had to have a continental-type 
male star who could play romantic comedy and sing well; for 
example, a young Charles Boyer who could sing. 
RICHARDSON: That's not asking for much. 
LESTER: Without that kind of star, I would not have dared 
to produce a musical which was going to be extremely expen-
sive, and might have only limited appeal. While the collab-
oration was working, I was also combing the field for a star. 
With no one on the horizon who was right, and time fleeting, 
we recognized that we could not possibly have this show 
ready for the following season. LACLOA was already heavily 
involved in advances and living expenses for my imported 
collaborators; and having learned by experience that if 
these things do not fall into place in a reasonable length 
of time, it's in the best interests of everybody not to pro-
long the agony. 
RICHARDSON: When you have had to call off shows like those 
you've described, how do the authors take it? I mean, have 
you made enemies by those decisions? 
LESTER: I've been very fortunate on that score, largely be-
cause in each case I've worked very closely with the authors 
and they understand that I'm as much or more disappointed 
than they. They have had royalty advances, and if they're 
pros, they know the percentage of unproduced works and the 
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gamble that's involved even when you think you're right. 
Considering the number of completed productions, my aver-
age was high enough. The only real bitterness I can re-
call was from Vernon Duke, but underneath his disappoint-
ments he knew I respected his talents and he could never 
hate me for that. 
RICHARDSON: You've told us a lot about authors and com-
posers, actors, and choreographer-directors. What about 
people in the other creative fields of musical theater-
like designers, technicians, and directors who are not 
choreographers? 
LESTER: There's a lot to be said on the subject of directors. 
More of them have been hired and fired than in any of the 
other creative branches of the profession. When a producer 
hires a choreographer-director, he has abdicated his own 
authority. He turns over total responsibility for the show-
casting, scenery, costumes—everything except signing the 
contracts and paying the bills. And once the authors have 
okayed the hiring of that director, they, too, surrender 
their prerogatives; at best, they are asked to rewrite a 
scene or furnish a new scene or song where the dictator re-
quires it. It has not been unusual for an annoyed chore-
ographer-director to tell a producer and/or an author, to 
leave the theater during rehearsal. 
RICHARDSON: What if they don't leave? 
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LESTER: Rehearsal is stopped until they do. There are one 
or two nonchoreographer directors whose past record begets 
them the same kind of authority. But for the rest, directors, 
even well-established ones, know that if a show doesn't work 
in its out-of-town break-in, a change in director is the 
first order of business. 
RICHARDSON: And they can be fired—just like that? 
LESTER: Their contracts are usually valid financially. The 
new director is an extra expense for the production. And 
almost invariably when a show gets into that kind of trouble, 
it's not going to succeed anyway. It may be improved, it may 
be made more respectable, but it's usually something that's 
indigenously wrong. 
RICHARDSON: Why does the director have to take the blame? 
LESTER: He shouldn't. The fault lies mainly with the pro-
ducer—if he's chosen the wrong property or he and the 
authors have agreed on the wrong director in the first place. 
I remember that when we were preparing Kismet, the first 
director we went after was Moss Hart, who was too submerged 
to even read the script. When we phoned him, trying to 
convince him this directorial assignment would not take 
too much of his time, he laughed and said, "The real work 
of a director is done before a show goes into rehearsal. 
If the book is right and the actors are good, once it goes 
into rehearsal the director is only a traffic cop." While 
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that's reasonably true of a play, it's a bit different in 
the musical theater because good musical direction, good 
choreography, and lighting all have their innings; the 
director is expected to pull all those elements together. 
But one thing I've never been able to understand: a show 
rehearses for a few weeks. If a mistake has been made in 
a choice of director, it should be fairly obvious in a week 
or ten days and the change should be made then. It would 
be many times more efficient, less embarrassing, more eco-
nomical. If there is no worthwhile directorial substitute 
available at the moment, that's when a producer should be 
able to carry on, with the cooperation of the other pro-
fessionals around him. He'll get it if he knows his business. 
RICHARDSON: How many times have you had to take over? 
LESTER: Only twice have I had to replace (I hate the word 
fire) a director. I've often lent a hand when a star and a 
director were having differences or when a director was ill 
or otherwise unavailable for a few days. One incident that 
I remember is typical of what often happens and leads to 
totally unfair treatment of a director. When we did Jolly-
anna in 1952 starring Mitzi Gaynor and Bobby Clark, our 
director was Jack Donohue, an excellent director for musical 
comedy in every way. The authors, Yip Harburg and Fred Saidy— 
both highly talented professionals—were very late in the 
rewriting of their original script, and Donohue had to go 
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into rehearsal with a quite unfinished book. With his tact 
and humor as commander-in-chief, he did a miraculous job in 
keeping his cast interested and busy, kidding them into be-
lieving they had a great show. The last few rewritten pages 
were handed to him by the authors the day before we left for 
final onstage rehearsals in San Francisco. En route to San 
Francisco he was hit with a bad case of flu and was unable 
to leave his bed until the actual day of the opening. This 
was one of those occasions where it was up to me to jump in 
and get the show on. We had a very smooth and successful 
opening night. Harburg and Saidy were much impressed with 
the way I functioned. It was the kind of thing in which I 
was thoroughly experienced, and I was only "cleaning up" as 
Donohue would have had he been available. It was a relatively 
new show and there were several spots that needed improvement, 
and Donohue took over rehearsals the day after we opened. 
The authors were very insistent that the last scene was not 
being properly directed. It was light comedy and it got 
gentle laughs where they felt it should be getting belly 
laughs. They made their suggestions to Donohue, but nothing 
that he could do satisfied them. They were now off on a 
typical tirade that the direction of the show was inadequate. 
And they were demanding of me that I take over. I didn't 
pull any punches in telling them how indebted we all were to 
Donohue and that I would not remove him under any circum-
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stances. They kept harping on the misdirection of the last 
scene. They described to me what should be happening. I 
said, "I'm sure that Jack won't have the slightest objection 
to your redirecting the scene, and we'll call a rehearsal 
for tomorrow and turn over the afternoon to you to work on 
the scene." They were elated; Yip was rarin' to go. I 
talked to Jack about it and he agreed at once. Before the 
show that evening we posted a notice on the bulletin board 
for rehearsal the following afternoon at 2:00 for everyone 
involved in the last scene. Harburg and Saidy checked the 
show very carefully that evening, and as the final curtain 
fell Yip came to me and said, "We decided that we don't want 
that rehearsal tomorrow." There was just time for us to 
let the cast know that it was called off. I had no more com-
plaints on the direction. 
RICHARDSON: And the show was all right after that? 
LESTER: We changed choreographers twice and kept working. 
It served its purpose by being a novel and good entertain-
ment for our audiences, but because it was based on a show 
that hadn't clicked in a short run on Broadway, it wasn't 
great enough to warrant the risk of taking it back there 
despite the new stars and the improvements otherwise. A 
new director was certainly not the answer. And before we 
leave that subject, Betty, let me add this: on a new show, 
legitimate or musical, critics have almost nothing upon 
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which to base an opinion of direction. Only the people on 
the inside know how much the author has contributed, how 
much the actors have done for themselves, what the working 
conditions were, time pressures, harmony, et cetera. This 
does not apply to classic revivals nor to choreographer-
directors who make their own rules. In musicals, there 
have been some spectacular directorial achievements like 
Robbins's West Side Story and Fiddler on the Roof, Champion's 
Hello, Dolly 1, Fosse's Pippin, and of course Bennett's A 
Chorus Line. In the "legit," the one that stands out for 
me as the perfect example of great direction, widely unappre-
ciated, was by Elia Kazan with Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Did 
you see the original production? 
RICHARDSON: No. 
LESTER: Well, the outstanding role of Big Daddy was played 
by Burl Ives. I had seen Ives many times as a folk singer-
very placid—strum a guitar and sing like other folk singers, 
a little better than most of them but nothing great—a big, 
easygoing, nice, fat man. I later saw him playing a good 
character role in Paint Your Wagon and bringing nothing to it— 
just himself—pleasant, phlegmatic, uninteresting. Big Daddy 
required a vicious, powerful, dominating tyrant who had every-
one around him scared to death. I knew a little about the 
property and when Kazan selected Burl Ives to play Big Daddy, 
I couldn't believe it. I'm sure that for that role, Ives 
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was a complete puppet of Kazan's. Once having done it, Burl 
found his own strength and, as you know, became an outstanding, 
much sought-after character actor, which he had never been be-
fore. In reviewing Ives as Big Daddy, the critics raved, but 
I don't recall any kudo to Kazan for selecting Ives and sens-
ing that he could get that kind of performance out of him. 
RICHARDSON: I had not realized that he had been in the stage 
production. I did see him in the movie. 
LESTER: Now you can't think of anybody else doing it. 
RICHARDSON: How many directors have worked for you on your 
own Civic Light Opera productions? 
LESTER: I never stopped to count. Not many in the first few 
years. There were so few men in the business who really knew 
how to direct a musical book show. In those first years, we 
were doing stock, and that called for directors who could 
work fast and get a big musical revival on stage with a week 
of rehearsal. The St. Louis Municipal Opera played ten shows 
in ten weeks outdoors in the summer. They used the same en-
semble throughout the season. The chorus usually had two 
or three preliminary weeks to get the feel of the repertoire, 
which was quite standard as in grand opera. The principals 
arrived knowing their parts, many of which they had played 
before. Two weeks of rehearsal was a luxury, sometimes 
accorded only the first show of the season; it was most 
important for a stock season to get off to a good start. 
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St. Louis always had the best director, and since there 
weren't a handful of regular companies anywhere, there were 
few directors, good or bad—most of them graduated from 
stage managers. In the early years I would have had no 
chance to get any one of the few first-class Broadway di-
rectors of musicals, like Joshua Logan or Rouben Mamoulian— 
they wouldn't have been interested in doing short-run re-
vivals for us even after we had grown to doing our shows for 
three weeks each in Los Angeles and San Francisco. And we 
couldn't afford their fees anyway. So you can understand 
why I had to learn quickly by observation and instinct to 
get more than "stock" into our Los Angeles and San Francisco 
productions. As an example of the dearth of experienced 
first-class directors for musicals, Rodgers and Hammerstein, 
as late as 1951 for The King and I_, had to gamble with John 
Van Druten who had never done a musical. When he protested 
his lack of knowledge of the idiom, Oscar reassured him with, 
"Don't worry, John. It's the same as directing a play except 
that the actors face front." 
RICHARDSON: Their gamble paid off. 
LESTER: They could take it because they knew they could 
rescue him wherever necessary. 
RICHARDSON: How long did it take you to learn everything? 
LESTER: I haven't lived that long. [laughter] I was lucky 
in finding capable, experienced people for my staff who were 
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knowledgeable in the departments I knew little or nothing 
about and who were open to suggestions or ideas if I wanted 
something done differently. We had a happy, loyal family 
and they didn't yes me if they disagreed. There was one 
rule from which I never deviated—I didn't want anyone 
around me who took himself too seriously. It's a hectic 
business and if you can't find something to laugh about from 
time to time, it can be torture. I've told you about my 
first director, Alonzo Price, who was rough and tough but a 
good craftsman. One quip of his that I'll always remember: 
Victor Herbert's Mile. Modiste had an excellent score with 
which I was very familiar but I didn't know the show. Her-
bert had written it in 1905 for the biggest musical star of 
that period, Fritzi Scheff, a soubrette prima donna. It 
was now 1935 and Fritzi was in her sixties, long since passe 
but still ready to perform if she was invited. Price and I 
were going over the catalog for repertoire and I asked him, 
"What about Mile. Modiste?" He answered, "It would be no 
good without Fritzi Scheff, and horrible with her." [laughter] 
Here's one from Zeke Colvan who followed Price as my resident 
director in 19 40--I mentioned I had hired him away from St. 
Louis. He was a small, quiet little general with a wry sense 
of humor. In 19 41 when we did Chocolate Soldier with John 
Charles Thomas, I engaged Irra Petina for the second feminine 
role of Mascha. This was Irra's operetta debut, but she had 
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acquired every trick possible to attract attention to her-
self—with things like a handkerchief, a fan, a banana, an 
apple. She had a collection of funny little moves and 
facial expressions that made her a standout in whatever she 
did. She brought her bag of tricks to The Chocolate Soldier. 
On closing night, all of the cast principals including Petina, 
John Charles, Irene Manning, and Billy Gilbert, Colvan and me, 
were at a round table having an after-show snack. The cast 
members were kidding Irra about her tricks and Eric Mattson, 
our tenor, said, "Every time I had a line to speak, I looked 
around first to see what Petina was doing." Now Irra, in 
the most innocent manner, turned to Colvan and said, "Was 
doing something wrong? This is my first operetta. Please 
tell me what should I do different?" Colvan said to her 
paternally, seriously, "You should learn to juggle." [laughter] 
Getting back to directors, because of the rewrites we were 
doing on all the older shows, no one director could do an 
entire season, and I had to create others here and there to 
take part of the load off Colvan. For those jobs, I pre-
ferred actors—almost all of them want to direct anyway— 
since my staff and I could always organize for them, leaving 
them to concentrate on blocking scenes and getting good per-
formances from the cast. I almost invariably chose comedians 
for those directorial assignments. Comedy required a special 
knack; romantic scenes were a cinch. 
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RICHARDSON: Did you have many green directors? 
LESTER: Over a period of time about a half-dozen. 
RICHARDSON: Did any of them become important? 
LESTER: I don't think so. Having had their fling, they 
went back to being actors where they could make more money 
with less responsibility. Sterling Holloway had by far the 
biggest potential—he was an intellectural, with fine taste 
and a glorious comedy sense; his only obstacle to becoming 
a great director would have been a lack of toughness. He 
wouldn't have wanted the headaches and he didn't need them. 
Colvan retired in 1945. By then, with our imports having 
their own directors, we didn't need a resident director and 
could afford the best men available for our own shows, en-
gaging them one show at a time as we needed them. But there 
were still only a few that I'd have, and often I hadn't cast 
a director for a show until after the cast was set and the 
scenery and costumes were already in work. 
RICHARDSON: Wasn't that risky? 
LESTER: Not as risky as getting a director I didn't want. 
For example, when we did our first Carousel in 1953, Mamoulian 
was between pictures and willing to stage it for us but wasn't 
sure he could be in the clear. He finally said yes just two 
weeks before we went into rehearsal. But he was worth waiting 
for, and fortunately he was in accord with what we had already 
done except for a few costume designs he wanted different. 
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RICHARDSON: Was Mamoulian your first director with a big 
name? 
LESTER: Yes. But except for Broadway, where a name director 
adds some confidence when they're selling advance theater 
parties, the value of a director's name at the box office 
is only a trifle less nebulous than the name of the producer. 
The box office value of a director comes from how good a 
show he turns out—oh, and there's a big value in his abil-
ity to attract stars. Almost invariably, when you are ne-
gotiating with a star one of the first questions is, "Who 
is going to direct?" If the director is someone the star 
doesn't like, the producer has to forego one or the other 
right now. If the director is someone the star knows and 
likes, or if he has a successful reputation, an important 
bridge has been crossed. If he's someone the star doesn't 
know, it is often necessary that you arrange a meeting of 
the star and director to get the star's okay. Sometimes 
there are embarrassing results. On the other hand, some-
times a director, through personal friendship or his ability 
to inspire confidence, can get a star for you. Frequently 
a star (usually feminine) names her director, whom you 
accept whether you like it or not. The two stick together 
and the producer finds himself stymied when he is dissatis-
fied with something the director does or wants. Where no 
specific director has been demanded, I have been able to 
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get stars to trust me that they will have the benefit of 
first-class direction, and it's always worked out okay. 
Stars who are secure about themselves want good direction 
only as it affects the show as a whole; they know how to 
take care of their own performances. The smart director 
benefits by the leadership example of a theaterwise star 
who knows how to take direction and how and when to make 
suggestions or express a difference of opinion. 
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TAPE NUMBER: X, SIDE TWO 

RICHARDSON: Did you as a producer have any particular 
technique for handling stars? 
LESTER: I wouldn't call it a technique. I tried to be on 
as friendly terms as possible with them so that if they 
were unhappy about anything, they didn't have to gripe or 
fight to get what they wanted; they knew they could come to 
me and be treated sympathetically. If they were unreasonable 
I could disagree with them as a friend, sometimes find a 
workable substitute. But if what they wanted was too costly 
or otherwise impossible, I could say, "Gee, I'm sorry, but 
it just can't be done"—always sympathetically. It took 
patience, but fine performers were worth it. They were the 
ones that had to face that audience every night. 
RICHARDSON: What was your relationship with directors? 
LESTER: Before I engaged an experienced director, I always 
explained that I was more active around a show than most 
producers, that I had strong opinions on scripts and music, 
casting, scenery, costumes, and everything else that went 
into a show, that I was not a director but a pretty good edi-
tor and an incurable nitpicker. I assured him that I would 
never express any difference of opinion or make suggestions 
at a time or in a way that could embarrass a director or 
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undercut his authority. I wanted him to regard me as an ally. 
RICHARDSON: Were you always able to convince them? 
LESTER: I don't remember anyone ever turning me down or, 
having worked for us, not being happy to do it again. 
RICHARDSON: Who were some of your directors? 
LESTER: Among those about whom I haven't said much were: 
George Schaefer, who had a wonderful disposition for this 
hectic business and was the fastest thinker and worker I've 
ever known. Joseph Anthony was a polished and thorough all-
round director. During Dumas and Son rehearsals, I'll never 
know how he controlled his temper with Hermione Gingold, who 
was a perfect bitch and made life miserable for him. Joe 
Hardy was a cool one—well organized, knowledgeable, clever, 
and with a real understanding of music. I've talked about 
Douglas Campbell and how great he was on Camelot, but I 
didn't mention that in the last few days of rehearsal when 
he was directing from out front in the big Pavilion, he 
wouldn't dream of using a microphone and he certainly didn't 
need it. His speaking voice was an inspiration for the people 
on stage to project. Albert Marre came back to us after Kismet 
to do about ten more shows. He interspersed them with sev-
eral Broadway assignments which varied between some solid 
hits and some dismal flops. But despite a career that has 
been peculiarly spotted with highs and lows; Marre is one of 
the most talented directors I have ever known—highly cultured— 
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speaks several languages fluently—has excellent taste, is 
extremely inventive, knows music and musical staging. He 
also has a faculty for selling himself to stars. He had a 
weakness in rehearsal for spending time creating new pieces 
of business for his good actors rather than trying to im-
prove on the performances of those who were less apt. How-
ever, with the exception of the Paul Muni opus, the shows 
Marre directed for us were all very successful. He and I 
had a friendly relationship and a thorough understanding of 
each other. The director whom I know best is Edward Green-
berg. He was ideal for us. Everybody on our staff liked 
him and respected him for his ability as well as his person-
ality. The people in his companies loved him and "never was 
heard a disparaging word." He wasted no time, yet had great 
patience in working with his casts, especially those who 
needed it most. He had that special gift for comedy, both 
in invention and direction. His code was accent on the ac-
tors, not the director. In recent years, he has been too 
busy for us. He is executive producer for the St. Louis 
Muny1s summer seasons and head of the theater arts depart-
ment at Queens College. Well, we've spent a lot of time on 
directors for musical shows, considering that they're now 
almost a lost breed since the choreographers took over. 
RICHARDSON: With almost all the good choreographers becoming 
directors, what did you do when you only wanted choreography? 
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LESTER: Fortunately, while they were capable of directing 
and liked to do it, many choreographers weren't so badly 
bitten by the director bug that they wouldn't accept a good 
dance-staging job. And don't forget that the double-duty 
epidemic didn't develop until many years after we'd started 
operating. Jerry Robbins was one of the very earliest and 
is still probably the most sought after—but in the theater, 
his Peter Pan for Mary Martin was, I think, his first sig-
nificant success in overall responsibility. 
RICHARDSON: As we went through your own productions, was he 
the only one you ever gave the double assignment to? 
LESTER: Right. But we still had first-class dance direction 
most of the time. 
RICHARDSON: Who were some of your other choreographers? 
LESTER: From our beginnings, I had put a high valuation 
on dancing as a vital change of pace as well as an extra 
touch of feminine grace and beauty in what were originally 
singing and story shows. We'd always find places where we 
could interpolate dancing. In our rewriting of revivals, 
we'd often create small roles for principal dancers to give 
us an extra excuse for suddenly surrounding them with dancers— 
girls as a rule. Our first choreographer, Aida Broadbent, 
whom I mentioned earlier, must have choreographed at least 
twenty shows for me. Over the years, we also employed vari-
ous male stagers for vocal ensembles. It saved rehearsal 
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time and expedited early put-together of the whole show— 
and our shows were much bigger in those days. Meaningful 
choreography for musical shows didn't really exist until 
Agnes de Mille showed how important it could be with Okla-
homa I From then on, when we revived shows that had orig-
inal choreography on which such artists as de Mille, Robbins, 
Champion, Fosse, Kidd, or Bennett had worked weeks in devel-
oping, it would have been idiocy for us to do anything but 
duplicate it. If we weren't able to get the original chore-
ographer, we would employ his or her original assistant for 
the job. Often the creator would come out for a couple of 
days of polishing. They also did that very frequently with 
shows that we were importing. After all, this was Los An-
geles and they wanted their work to look good to Hollywood. 
Aside from them, I engaged for our own productions about 
everybody of stature in the business, many for several shows: 
Balanchine, Eugene Loring, Onna White, Danny Daniels, Donald 
Saddler, Lee Theodore, Tony Charmoli, Jack Cole, plus a few 
experiments, including two young men to whom I gave their 
first important creative jobs—Ernest Flatt who went from 
us to become choreographer for "The Hit Parade," where he 
remained for several years; this was one of the most demanding 
of all staging assignments. He has been constantly busy ever 
since. The other was Michael Smuin, who has since achieved 
national recognition as the head of the San Francisco Ballet. 
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I've probably overlooked several others; one or two on pur-
pose. The choreographers and I got along very nicely to-
gether; I was unable to tell them how to do anything. How-
ever, I had enough critical judgment to point out the spots 
where cuts should be made or sections in a routine I thought 
they could improve on . . . usually spots that the chore-
ographers were doubtful about, themselves. My comment was 
all they needed was to dig in and redo. But the most inter-
esting and certainly the most unpredictable of them all was 
the late Jack Cole who did several shows for us. An unques-
tioned genius, a truly great dancer himself in every phase 
of the art, he created an idiom of his own by combining the 
authentic Oriental with American jazz. A majority of our 
present-day stage choreographers voluntarily acknowledge 
their indebtedness to Cole. Personally he was charm itself, 
with a brilliant mind and a sharp wit, ruthless but funny. 
Having lived in a world full of temperaments, I have to rate 
Jack number one by a big margin. I must tell you a typical 
Jack Cole incident. When we were playing either Magdalena 
or Kismet--!'ve forgotten which—at the Ziegfeld, there was 
a Sunday night dance concert in which each of ten or twelve 
celebrated choreographers performed. Jack Cole had a running 
feud with conductors who could never get his tempi to suit 
him. So, taking no chances on a personal appearance like 
this one, he preferred to dance to certain orchestral recor-
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dings he knew he could trust implicitly. For this occasion 
he chose one of his favorites—as I remember, it was a 
Scheherazade recording. Cole did his exceptional solo 
accompanied by his own record on his portable player ampli-
fied by the loud-speakers. He was accorded a stirring ova-
tion. He accepted it rather ungraciously and left the stage 
as fast as he could. He was in a lather because the musical 
tempo hadn't suited him. He leapt at his player, lifted the 
platter off of it, and smashed it across his knee, tossed 
the pieces into the nearest trash container and left the 
theater as quickly as possible, not to be heard from any 
further that evening. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] That was really temperament. 
LESTER: We're talking about the champion. And before we 
leave the choreographers, I want to make one observation on 
something that has always amused me. When they became 
choreographer-directors, naturally an assistant was neces-
sary. You would imagine that they would select as an assis-
tant someone who had been a director or had had directorial 
experience. But almost invariably the assistant is another 
choreographer who is often credited with the staging of the 
dances, while the man who has made his reputation in that 
field makes it completely secondary as he wears the direc-
torial crown. But I suppose that's a facet of human nature, 
just as in opera some great sopranos have shortened their 
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careers because they wanted to sing Carmen. 
RICHARDSON: What about the designers? With so many pro-
ductions you must have worked with a lot of them. 
LESTER: I have. And because I was totally incapable of 
designing anything myself, my principal asset in getting 
what I liked was that by showing genuine enthusiasm about 
their work that I admired, it was easy for me to turn down 
a design I didn't like or suggest changes without arousing 
antagonisms. Sometimes I would get grudging consent, but 
most of the time I found creative people responsive and 
willing to make changes I asked for. By 19 45, we were in 
a position to hire the best people in the profession. In 
my last thirty years, almost every scenic designer who was 
somebody worked for us. Our shop had a national reputation 
for quality building, and Phil Raiguel, our head painter, 
was a scenic artist who designers trusted implicitly. He 
was one of the reasons why we were able to get Oliver Smith 
to do eleven shows for us. Oliver was the designer most in 
demand. He enjoyed his dominance, and because he could 
work fast he often took on more jobs than he could do jus-
tice to. His true love was the American Ballet Theater, of 
which he was codirector. That commanded his first atten-
tion, and if a producer couldn't tell the difference between 
Oliver at his best or something less, Mr. Smith could be 
quite cavalier. There were a few producers or directors who 
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would stick right with him and challenge him until we got 
what we wanted. I can say that every job he did for me 
turned out stunningly. He was a distinguished painter; in-
cidentally, during the Kennedy era he was Jackie's teacher. 
Boris Aronson, also a distinguished painter and designer, 
was meticulously conscientious and accepted very limited 
assignments. But he was the champion worrier I have ever 
known; consequently didn't have the fun to which his accom-
plishments entitled him. Then there was Lemuel Ayers, whom 
I've told you about—one of the theater's most brilliant 
artists. He died of leukemia while he was still young. The 
late Jo Mielziner did only one show for me although we played 
many others he designed. He was the dean of his profession 
for many years. He was the best for plays, but in my opinion 
a bit drab for musicals. George Jenkins, a Mielziner dis-
ciple and another fine painter, did several shows for us. 
He was always a joy artistically and cooperatively. Howard 
Bay, another top-drawer designer, did at least a half-dozen 
of our shows. Bay was very venturesome and more experimental 
with new ideas and materials than most of his contemporaries. 
He and I had a few friendly tiffs on color and on the prac-
ticalities of some of his ideas, which could be great when 
they were right but awfully expensive when they were wrong. 
Bob Randolph, another with a long list of Broadway credits, 
designed many shows for us. He was probably the most practical 
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technically of all those I ever worked with. Painting was 
not his biggest asset but he compensated for it with inven-
tion, flexibility, and adaptability. He was adept also in 
lighting, and in a show's creative menage (it might be called 
a menagerie), Randolph was one of the few who kept his temper, 
smiled, and carried on constructively and quickly no matter 
how much panic was going on around him. Among other excellent 
designers who did outstanding jobs for us were Rouben Ter-
Arutunian, very talented and clever but no model of flexi-
bility; Harry Horner was another. He first won renown with 
Lady in the Dark, but his major interest was in directing 
shows along with designing them; Robert O'Hearn, a very 
gifted Ayers disciple, was excellent for us but at his best 
in some spectacular jobs for the Metropolitan Opera. For 
special shows, we imported two top-ranking designers from 
London: John Bury and the late Sean Kenny. Bury was a fine 
artist. Kenny, who won international acclaim for Oliver, 
had a genius talent for architectural and technical tricks, 
but somewhat less ability as a painter. Peter Larkin, who 
designed Peter Pan for us, was a peculiarly creative designer 
who had difficulty rendering what was clear in his mind, but 
came up with fascinating concepts that depended upon the 
expertise of our shop to execute them. 
RICHARDSON: You had to deal with a lot of temperaments. 
LESTER: There were a lot of others of less repute in the 
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days when we couldn't afford the best. Now there is a crop 
that has been developing in recent years who are creating 
some slick new techniques for the theater. Many of them 
are first-class designers but they've all had the advantage 
of learning from what's been done before. In my opinion, the 
most difficult thing to design well for the stage—and the 
most expensive to do right—are the exteriors: trees and 
foliage that don't look like painted scenery; stylization is 
the easy way out; some of the stylists are lost when reality 
is needed. 
RICHARDSON: What is the average cost of scenery for a mu-
sical show? 
LESTER: There is no average—some shows can be stylized and 
done very economically—others have to be lavish and real. 
Any big musical must cost a minimum of $150,000 plus whatever 
a director or designer dreams up when money is no object. 
Some promising shows have never been produced because of the 
excessive cost of scenery and costumes. 
RICHARDSON: You haven't listed your costume designers. 
LESTER: I've told you how much we relied on Western's stock 
and some other rentals from motion picture studios. We often 
got things that no theater enterprise could afford. But 
when we did new shows, and also with many of our revivals, 
we built from scratch; and even in our poor days, regardless 
of stock clothes, we made new costumes for our stars and for 
most of our principal players--it was important for their 
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morale. John Harkrider told me that Ziegfeld always insisted 
that his showgirls must have gorgeous underwear even though 
it was never seen by the audience; it made the girls feel 
more elegant and consequently look more beautiful. Unlike 
scenery, in which there is a vast difference between the 
requirements for the screen and the techniques for the stage, 
costumes were costumes, and some of the world's best designers 
were employed by the motion picture studios. Many of them 
were delighted to do something for the theater, especially 
for our shows because glamour was a "thing" with us. One 
big advantage was our warm relationship with Western Costume. 
The two ranking experts there, Al Nickel and Lily Fonda, were 
personally devoted to us and gave us the benefit of their 
knowledge of the relative merits of virtually every designer 
in Hollywood. They would also let us know what desirable 
film designers would be available when we needed one. After 
a while, I developed my own pets, but we never failed to 
heed Al's or Lily's advice; they knew from experience. 
RICHARDSON: Who were your favorite designers? 
LESTER: I've mentioned the late Rene Hubert, designer of 
Forever Amber, whom I had met when we asked him to design 
the extra costumes for The Three Musketeers. We became 
very close friends, and he did several beautiful shows for 
me over a period of years. And there was the indomitable 
Irene Sharaff, a fabulous talent with an ego to match. You 
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took what she gave you whether you liked it or not. 
RICHARDSON: Did she ever admit she was wrong? 
LESTER: How could she? She was always right. One of my 
dependables was Dorothy Jeakins, very active in films but 
almost always able to find time to do shows for us. She 
was an especial favorite with Mary Martin, who wanted 
Dorothy for all her period and character clothes. This 
had the endorsement of Mainbocher, who for many years did 
all of Mary's modern costumes, no matter who the designer 
on the rest of the show might be. In case I haven't said 
it before, Mary later became a smart-dress designer on her 
own and had a swank boutique in Brazil. Miles White did 
some beautiful jobs for us. He was my first import from 
Broadway. He was rated always as a top designer but went 
through some periods of undependability that hurt what was 
a fine career. However, we had no problems with him in 
five shows, in which his work was outstanding. Among his 
credits was the annual Ringling Circus, a plum assignment. 
Freddy Wittop was another first-ranking Broadway designer 
whom we brought out here on the strong recommendation of 
Oliver Smith. I was always grateful to Oliver for Freddy, 
who did two more shows for us—and they were handsome. Wittop 
elected to retire to a home he had built in Ibiza but prom-
ised to come out of retirement anytime we wanted him for a 
show. The late Frank Thompson was a Lem Ayers protege 
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whose first job for us was Kismet. He did at least a half-
dozen other shows for us. He had great versatility for 
period or modern and an ease for creating that made him very 
quick in adjusting to emergency situations. He was one of 
the few first-class designers who considered costs and knew 
where to cut corners without hurting the look. He died 
young of cancer but especially proud of his last show, which 
was The Nutcracker for Baryshnikov. I should mention at this 
point one of the unique characters in our history, Walter 
Israel, a famous Hollywood costurner who had sold his busi-
ness to Western but came out of a rich retirement just to 
supervise costume execution for us: shopping, fittings, 
and on-time delivery. He was a demon, checking on Western's 
workrooms to keep costs down. He was a dedicated tyrant. 
He would call our stage manager and say, "I want Miss So-
and-so at Western tomorrow at 10:00 A.M. for costume fit-
tings." The stage manager would come back and report, "The 
director can't spare her from rehearsal tomorrow." The 
answer was, "Tell the director it'll do him no good to re-
hearse her if she has no costumes to wear opening night. 
Have her here at ten tomorrow morning 1" 
RICHARDSON: Who won? 
LESTER: Walter Israel usually. But he never won a popularity 
contest. In his official capacity he constantly needled de-
signers, showing them where they could economize. He crusaded 
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for efficiency like a religious zealot. When I had to play 
the bishop who told him he was getting too crotchety and 
must cool it, he was deeply hurt that his devotion was not 
appreciated by me of all people; I had deserted him; he 
quit. The congregation was delighted. But he was actually 
a lovable guy. Miss Pinkham took over the supervision of 
costumes and in her own quiet way put first things first 
while still saving us many thousands of dollars and keeping 
everybody happy, including the retired Walter. In the pro-
cess, she acquired a critical expertise that was invaluable. 
One of our most memorable experiences was when through his 
friendship with Luther Davis, author of our musical Grand 
Hotel, Adrian, Metro's and the film industry's foremost de-
signer, agreed to do the costumes for us. They were wonder-
ful; and, aside from the sheer excitement of what he turned 
out, he was a personal delight, flexible, and cooperative. 
He gave us the most beautifully dressed modern show that I 
have ever seen. Incidentally, my ego got a real lift when 
I had the temerity to suggest some changes that met with 
Adrian's approval. Oliver Messel's designs for Gigi were 
everything that you would expect from that great artist. 
But practicality was never a consideration with him. If a 
design called for a certain kind of material that was not 
in existence, the material had to be made to order. He 
hadn't finished his designing and was so preoccupied with 
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fine detail in execution that it was getting him into serious 
trouble timewise. Miss Pinkham sensed early that Messel would 
not have the show ready on time. She got in touch with Frank 
Thompson, who was doing a film for Paramount, and asked him 
if he could give Messel a hand. When he agreed, she talked 
to Messel, reminded him that our opening date was not subject 
to postponement, and "wondered" if maybe he would like an ex-
perienced designer, if she could get one, to help him. Mes-
sel 1 s relief at the suggestion opened the way, and a couple 
of days later Thompson and Messel were introduced to each 
other. It was heaven for Messel, and Thompson was a lifesaver 
for the show. He wanted no credit and never discussed a fee, 
leaving that entirely to our sense of fairness when the work 
was done. As a matter of fact, over a period of years, 
writers and many others working for us on special assignments 
left it entirely to us to determine compensation after the 
work was done. As far as we knew, no one was ever unhappy 
with our decisions. I think it's worth noting that in cos-
tume design and lighting, two of the fields of the theater 
in which women have been particularly active and successful, 
I invariably found women creative artists much more reluctant 
than men to accept criticism or suggestion. It's easy to 
understand: the instinctive reaction of a woman competing 
in a man's world is to defend her work against any implication 
that it could be done better. 
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RICHARDSON: Before we leave scenery and costumes, what be-
comes of them when you're through with them? 
LESTER: The usual procedure in musicals is to have costumes 
made to order on a rental-purchase basis. It reduces the 
initial cost to the producer and is advantageous to the cos-
tumer in subsequent rentals he gets, particularly on period 
clothes. As for scenery, we learned fairly early that it 
didn't pay to store it. If we were going to do the same show 
again several years later, we would want a new design anyway 
so we usually sold our scenery at a bargain price, or if 
there were no buyers, we'd give it to a school or college 
which would absorb the cost of picking up the scenery at the 
theater and hauling it away. Props are kept because they 
take no storage space and can be re-used in many shows. 
RICHARDSON: Now have you anything to say about your musical 
directors? 
LESTER: Only that this was always one of our strongest de-
partments. We had many good conductors, but I'll name only 
a few. I have told you about Arthur Kay. He may well have 
been the best all-round musician and conductor that the musi-
cal theater ever knew. When we took him to New York with 
Song of Norway and Gypsy Lady, both of which he had also or-
chestrated, the New York musicians were literally bowled 
over. As a mark of their respect for him and the affection 
that he engendered, they threw lavish parties for him on the 
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closing nights of both shows. He was in his twenties when 
he was imported to be the assistant conductor of the Boston 
Symphony, when it was unchallenged as the best orchestra in 
America. Incidentally, he was one of Arthur Fiedler's pre-
decessors with the Boston Pops. Perhaps I've mentioned that 
it was Victor Herbert who wooed him away from Boston to the 
theater. I had a raft of other conductors who did two or 
three shows for us, and a few of them have gone on to have 
their own symphony orchestras. One of my stalwarts for many 
years was Louis Adrian. A marvel of consistency, he was our 
conductor for Kismet and Peter Pan on Broadway and was a 
"must" for Mary Martin, who wanted him not only in the pit 
but for her TV specs of Peter Pan and Annie Get Your Gun. 
He was so well organized that we early made him our orches-
tra manager for all shows, a position he still occupies. 
In recent years my favorite was Ross Reimueller, an excellent 
conductor, hyper-conscientious and efficient. He was appointed 
administrator for the New York City Opera and now is in a 
similar capacity with the Los Angeles Philharmonic. John 
Green is another with whom I have enjoyed a close friendship, 
but he was available to us only for short periods, with the 
Album and Cavalcade engagements. Johnny is an all-fields 
composer-conductor-orchestrator-showman, quite in a class 
by himself. Edward Ward--remember the Red Mill incident?— 
often passed up more lucrative film work to do many musical 
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comedies for us in the 19 40-50 era. A very clever orches-
tra tor, he had the best talent for choreographic composition 
of any musician I've known. Eddie also had a brilliant idea 
for the economical production of new musicals for Broadway: 
no scenery or costumes before opening night in New York. If 
the show is a hit, then you go ahead with the expense of pro-
duction. 
RICHARDSON: That's a conductor using his head. 
LESTER: It's the kind of suggestion that could have come 
from Korngold, whose sense of humor added to my idolatry of 
him, the prime musical figure in my professional experience. 
RICHARDSON: Apparently you got along well with all of them. 
LESTER: We never engaged a conductor we didn't respect and 
like, so it wasn't difficult for me to get what I wanted when 
I had definite convictions of my own on tempi and particularly 
on the interpretation of songs. But I have to tell you about 
one putdown that it always amuses me to recall. When we were 
doing the "Adohr Opera of the Air" radio series, my conductor 
for the grand opera programs was Pietro Cimini, a delightful 
man in his sixties, who had been for many years the Italian 
conductor of the Chicago Opera in its heyday during the Galli-
Curci and Mary Garden period. At dress rehearsal of one of 
our Adohr shows titled "Memories of La Scala," I was in the 
control booth when the sextette from Lucia was performed. 
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It was beautiful, but slow for my taste and for radio. When 
the number was over, I spoke from the booth: "Maestro, our 
program is running a bit long and we'd like to save seconds 
wherever we can. Could we have the sextette a little bit 
faster?" The answer, in a very matter-of-fact voice: "You 
can—with another conductor." We became close friends. He, 
too, had a great sense of humor and told me priceless stories 
about opera singers in Italy. 
RICHARDSON: Singing has been such an important thing in your 
life that it would be interesting if you'd spend a few minutes 
talking on that subject. 
LESTER: I could spend a few days talking on it. It's the 
one thing that I know the most about. But I'll try to just 
hit a few high spots. Beautiful voices are a dime a dozen. 
Fine singers are one in a million. It's what singers have 
to say that counts. Frank Sinatra never had more than a nice 
voice, but when he sang a song it meant something to him and 
to you. It still does, even though the voice itself is only 
a remnant of what it was. I cite him particularly because 
when a new chorus of mine would go into rehearsal, I used to 
tell them in their first day, "You're here because you have 
beautiful voices. Now forget all that bel canto training 
and be singers." I used Sinatra as the example, even though 
the music of our shows was more operatic in its demands. 
Enunciating lyrics is not all of it by any means. Musicality 
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is a vital thing and it can only be taught to a certain degree. 
But if the singer has voice, rausicality, and a feeling for 
lyrics, personality is almost sure to come along. And with 
that combination, there are the makings of a star. The degree 
of personality then determines the degree of the star. 
RICHARDSON: Would you name some of your favorite stars? 
LESTER: I can name one who has everything--Beverly Sills. 
The voice, the way she phrases with the feathery little glis-
sandos she uses so excitingly, the faultless pitch, her versa-
tility, and of course, the personality. She simply has it all. 
There may be and probably are people with better voices than 
Sills, but I don't think we have had any better communicator 
to an audience. The indigenous technical facility and the 
instrument help, but her singing comes under the head of su-
perlative music-making. I've done a good deal of accompanying, 
often impromptu, with someone who came to the office for a 
visit or an interview. In a phrase or two, you know whether 
a singer is truly musical and you go along enjoying listening 
and making music. Then there are those with lovely voices, 
but the accompanist finds himself doing the leading, hoping 
that he can inspire a singer who doesn't have that little 
spark that gets under your skin. 

RICHARDSON: What do you call that little spark? Is that 
something God-given? 
LESTER: Call it "God-given"—or "natural," if you're an 
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atheist. You can coach people to do all kinds of things, 
like enunciating properly, maintaining a smooth line, using 
dynamics effectively, knowing where to hang on and let go, 
to accelerate and ritard, using the audible breath at a 
certain point to make the audience gasp with you, et cetera. 
These are some of the facets of interpretation which can be 
taught, song by song, to those who are intelligent even if 
they do not have innate musicality. But they can be robots 
and there have been a lot of them, particularly in grand 
opera. These are the dummies with great voices, who have 
made tin gods of grand opera conductors. But where the singer 
is truly musical, he takes the ideas and makes them his 
own, then applies them as his musicality dictates. Those 
are the artists. 

RICHARDSON: You often use the word musicality. How does 
that differ from musicianship? 
LESTER: I have used the differential a great deal. I'll 
tell you of the first time that I was ever asked to explain 
it. We were playing Song of Norway in Boston with a good 
touring company. I had gone East to check up on it and was 
being interviewed by Elliot Norton, who was the dean of the 
East Coast theater critics. I was talking about our young 
leading lady, who had unusual musicality. Norton asked, 
"What do you mean by musicality?" I answered, "It's a word 
I use as a distinction from musicianship. When I say 'musician,' 
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I am talking about those academically trained so that they 
can do the things technically demanded of them with their in-
struments, can read music aptly, and are generally knowledge-
able musically. Singers can also be good musicians, able to 
read well and sing correctly and yet not have that certain 
something that gets to you. There are a lot of excellent 
singers who are notoriously bad musicians but who have a 
feeling for music that makes them special. That feeling is 
what I call musicality.11 Norton said, "Give me an example." 
I thought a moment about some opera singers who fall into 
that category but to my own surprise I answered, "Bing Cros-
by. He takes all kinds of liberties when he sings but what-
ever he does emerges in peculiarly good taste and all you 
know is that you like it. Whether Bing Crosby could even 
read a piece of music, I don't know. I only know that his 
appeal isn't musicianship; it's musicality." When I finished 
my explanation, I think Norton knew better than I what I 
was talking about. 
RICHARDSON: Crosby was certainly an odd answer for you. 
Your natural preference was for legitimate voices. 
LESTER: I'd like to make a few points that might help worth-
while young singers. These are observations out of my own 
experience: almost everybody wants to sing; with very little 
encouragement, a lot of people are willing to pay for voice 
lessons. Naturally, there are also a lot of people willing 
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to accept the money for teaching. A few of them know what 
they're doing; the majority don't. The few will be honest 
enough to give the student a fair appraisal of his potential. 
Among the majority are several clever charlatans who surround 
their teaching with complicated hocus-pocus methods that im-
press students into continued trying when they're never going 
anywhere—but worse, teachers can damage some voices that 
might have a chance under decent supervision. I am speaking 
now of legitimate voices, not pop. The moment that the 
vocal student feels any strain in singing, it's time to 
change teachers. All teachers, even the good ones, are not 
good for all voices. The intelligence of the singer in know-
ing when he or she is singing properly is largely a matter 
of singing comfortably and being conscious of progress. When 
a voice student is having to manufacture tone, he is likely 
to be on the wrong track. On the cards which had to be 
filled out by our vocal auditionees, we always provided space 
for the name of the teacher. It was a good guide for us to 
know who the good teachers were. And when you've auditioned 
as many singers as I have, you learn a lot too. People who 
sing off pitch should stop trying. It has also been my ex-
perience that voices which have an annoying vibrato—either 
too slow or too fast—are not going to be cured of it; it is 
indigenous, no matter how good the voice may be otherwise. 
I have observed that the great natural voices which have not 
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been subjected to any kind of synthetic vocal training out-
last those which have been subjected to one or another method 
that is presumably the "right way to sing." If the natural 
voice has good quality, it seems to me that it should be 
treated athletically, just starting from the natural gift 
and exercised to improve its strength and length. I want 
to pass along to singers one idea which, to my knowledge, 
is not in general use. In learning to sing a song, it can 
be valuable to first read the lyrics aloud, as if the singer 
were performing only the lyrics. Then when he does them 
with music, they will have complete meaning as to what the 
song is to convey when sung. If the words aren't worth that 
effort, the song isn't worth the singing. Before leaving 
this subject, I must mention a thrilling experience I had 
very recently. At a banquet honoring Dorothy Kirsten, she 
sang—a light popular number--then acted as well as sang 
two big operatic arias. Kirsten, who must be well into her 
sixties, sounded like a thirty-five-year-old diva at the top 
of her career. It was effortless—every note, every word, 
every phrase faultless--and looking young at the same time. 
It was a perfect example of good health, happiness, and a 
voice never misused. 
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TAPE NUMBER: XI, SIDE ONE 

RICHARDSON: You've covered a lot of ground on the art of 
singing. But earlier in your advice to young people aspir-
ing to the musical theater, you indicated that learning how 
to be a really first-class legitimate singer was no longer 
necessary. 
LESTER: Commercially I wouldn't change that advice except 
for those who have that extra something that they can capi-
talize on. 
RICHARDSON: In today's musical theater where could they use 
it except in grand opera? 
LESTER: Don't write off grand opera too casually. While 
everything else has been changing, it happens to be the one 
form of music theater entertainment that has held its ground 
over the years and is more popular today than ever before. 
Aside from the many grand opera companies and their regular 
seasons in almost every major city in this country, there 
are innumerable towns of 150,000 population or more that 
have their little seasons, using only American singers. So 
there are opportunities now for more than a chosen few. 
RICHARDSON: That brings me to a big question and it's basic-
ally to do with your philosophy about musical theater today. 
Your life has, Mr. Lester, spanned an enormous part of the 
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musical theater in America. It's gone from the operetta 
style with large choruses, dancing ensembles, naive plots 
and the emphasis on romance, to musical comedies in much the 
same vein—and later the message-type of musicals, the bitter 
ones and the vulgar ones, even though you didn't play them. 
In your opinion, where is the musical theater headed? 
LESTER: It's very hard to say, Betty. The older I get, 
the more I've learned not to prophesy. If someone had asked 
me fifteen years ago where rock was headed, I would have 
said it's a passing fad and it can't possibly last. That 
has taught me not to play Isaiah. But you've asked only 
for an opinion. I don't really have one. But I can rational-
ize a conclusion on which I'm prejudiced. Let's see where 
we are now. Added to the types of theater you have men-
tioned, don't forget the vogue of the choreographer-director 
which has made dancing a very dominant factor in our musical 
fare. The newest category is based on spectacle. Entertain-
mentwise, there will always be a place for that, although ex-
cessive costs may make it difficult to finance. Inflation 
becomes exaggerated where the theater is concerned, because 
theater is not a necessity, and with the high prices neces-
sary for tickets the public is only attending the shows which 
are compulsive. To make them compulsive, star personalities 
are almost a must. With the consciousness of the demand for 
their services, star salaries have gone up so high that it 
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is imperative that the show itself be entertaining too. In 
the musical theater, what form can the show take? Vulgarity, 
which was novel and daring after so many years of repression, 
has run out of ammunition. The risque will still be welcome 
if its funny and/or appropos—but vulgarity for vulgarity's 
sake has become a bore. 
RICHARDSON: As cycles go, what do you think the next one 
might be? 
LESTER: Operetta, perhaps. Why? With grand opera constantly 
more popular despite the fact that much of it is in a foreign 
language and that grand opera companies have to live almost 
entirely on continued repetition of the standard repertoire, 
great singing of accessible music, preferably nostalgic, still 
remains the most consistently exciting form of musical theater. 
Operetta is also built on the same values, albeit lighter in 
texture. Add the advantages of our language and the oppor-
tunity for dancing and comedy. At the beginning, we would 
have to depend on revivals, but certainly not verbatim; the 
musical theater has advanced much too far for that. But with-
out modernizing the various periods involved, the books and 
lyrics of the better works can certainly be revised and re-
written to satisfy the modern audience. Quite a bit of the 
original music would also need to be discarded but could al-
ways be substituted for by using music by the same composer 
with minor alteration to fit it to the revised libretto. 
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The total purpose would be to achieve freshness without 
losing the value of nostalgia. We've proved all that. There 
is another indication which may further sustain my feeling 
that operetta can do a comeback. It had been quite dead 
prior to the middle 1940s, when the Rodgers and Hammerstein 
era gave musical theater its biggest boom. With it came 
the development of new talents in both the creative and per-
forming functions. Almost overnight, the "Melody Circus" 
syndrome sprang up in the form of summer-musical tents 
throughout the country, along with the resuscitation of 
proscenium theaters playing the same repertoire. That popu-
larity continued until the late sixties, when there was no 
longer any new Rodgers and Hammerstein and almost nothing 
similar. By the way, while Rodgers and Hammerstein called 
their shows "musical plays," they made sure that there would 
be plenty of good singing in each opus, and this same policy 
was followed by most other composers during that era. But 
when the repertoire started to become thin and Broadway 
started moving in a different direction, the tents began 
folding or switching their fare to recording artists and 
one-man or one-woman shows put together by motion picture 
and TV stars. Suddenly that wave began collapsing, princi-
pally because of exorbitant demands by the stars. The last 
two years have marked quite a comeback to the book-musicals, 
indicating that there is a market for the nostalgic shows 
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themselves. Where big-name star talent is not available 
for these shows, it is notable that competent semi-names 
still do excellent business. 
RICHARDSON: Well, then, you see the musical theater perhaps 
swinging back to a more serious type of musical form? 
LESTER: Let's say not more serious, but more musical— 
vocally and instrumentally. There may be something new and 
different come along that will delay the return of operetta. 
But because we do have a proven form of entertainment which 
has been in and out of vogue over a long period of years, I 
must believe that the operetta cycle will make itself felt 
again—and with it, a viable market for good singers. 
RICHARDSON: Why do so many stars who are not singers want 
to go into musicals? 
LESTER: Remember—I told you almost everybody wants to sing. 
Of all those who have tried, there are only a few who could 
really be called singers. 
RICHARDSON: Who are they? 
LESTER: Richard Burton, for one; a Welshman, he had that 
natural feeling for music that has been characteristic of 
the Welsh. You could amost spot it with Burton because of 
his speaking voice. Angela Lansbury has done a pretty good 
job. Jean Simmons is another. 
RICHARDSON: What about Rex Harrison? 
LESTER: He got by because his role in M^ Fair Lady was 
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written with him in mind. He had a few notes and a very 
good sense of musical rhythm, but I think we would do him 
an injustice if we called him a singer. Oddly, there have 
been some actors with good singing voices who hid the fact 
for fear they would lose their status as actors. Walter 
Pidgeon, for example, was a singer originally and side-
stepped it for practical reasons once he had established him-
self as an actor. One of the really good singers who, to my 
knowledge, never exhibited it in the theater was Greer Gar-
son; again the musical speaking-voice is a tipoff. There 
are several well-known TV and movie personalities who could 
and would come to the musical theater if the economics could 
be trusted. 

RICHARDSON: In what way do you mean? 
LESTER: Presuming that there is reasonably steady demand for 
their services in pictures so that they are as busy as they 
want to be, here's the hazard if they elect to come into 
the theater: they must commit themselves to the show for at 
least a year and must be available for rheearsal at a certain 
date. They can't take any assignment that may overlap. Then 
they come in and rehearse for five for six weeks, the show 
opens and it isn't a hit, sometimes closing out of town or 
perhaps lasting through a few weeks in New York. Based on 
what's been happening on Broadway in the last couple of 
years, that failure will occur in about four out of five 
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shows. Unless the star is very lucky, he or she is now in 
limbo, as most films are planned months in advance. In addi-
tion to the blot on the star's escutcheon, he or she will be 
out of work for many months after earning only a few weeks' 
salary. I know of no theater producer on Broadway who will 
gamble a long-term salary guarantee to anyone in the theater, 
and the actors don't expect it. The Equity contract guaran-
tees only a two-week minimum, and very few arrangements with 
stars go much beyond that. The risk to the producer and/or 
his investors is already ridiculous enough without compounding 

RICHARDSON: You spoke of excessive costs. How high are 
they? 
LESTER: There have been a couple of musicals recently that 
have gone to the $2 million mark. One million is an absolute 
minimum. For the possible return as an investment, no busi-
nessman would give it a moment's consideration. But the 
glamour of show business has an irresistible lure for a lot 
of people. Right now there are several hundreds of them in-
vested in Broadway shows for amounts ranging from a thousand 
dollars apiece on up to a million. 
RICHARDSON: I always thought that the number of investors 
in a show was usually very small. 
LESTER: In the early days a producer or producing firm fi-
nanced their shows with their own money. There were a few 
independent producers, like Ziegfeld, who each had a single 

596 



backer--or angel—was investing into six figures, his name 
never appeared in a program or in any publicity. It was 
very hush-hush. Being a responsible man of means, his con-
nection with the theater, especially musicals with a lot of 
girls, was not good for his image. And the suspicions sur-
rounding such backers were usually justified. But as those 
angels began to fly away, financing shows presented real prob-
lems for independent producers. A scattered few of them had 
enough money of their own to finance a show, but knew better 
than to take the risk. At this point—and I would guess that 
it dates back sixty years or more—the limited partnership 
idea became the solution and has been used almost entirely 
ever since. 
RICHARDSON: Will you explain how it works? 
LESTER: Let's say a show is budgeted at $1 million. A 
$10,000 investment (it's called "contribution") by a limited 
partner is 1 percent of the cost of the show. As the show 
recoups its costs, the investors are paid back pro rata. 
After full recoupment, the producer shares the profits fifty-
fifty with the limited partners. 
RICHARDSON: Actually the 1 percent limited partner gets only 
half of 1 percent of the profit. 
LESTER: That's the standard procedure. But there are all 
kinds of deviations from the fifty-fifty split of the profit. 
Sometimes, with a very promising project, the limited partners 
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come in at 40 percent of the profit. On the other side of 
the coin, a producer who is having trouble raising money will 
agree to give away a substantial portion of his share of the 
profit in order to bring in some major investor. Often, 
money raising entails the producer's sharing his "presents" 
credit. When you see in an ad or on a program "in association 
with," nine times out of ten it means "additional money from." 
But that wouldn't look pretty nor be as prestigious as being 
an associate producer. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] That's quite a bit different from 
angels who didn't want their names to appear. 
LESTER: Times have changed. Nowadays, in the scratching 
for financing, and producers inviting limited partners to 
come in for as low as a $1,000 investment, those "little 
people" get a big thrill out of being "in show business" 
and can boast to their friends that they are investors with-
out disclosing that their "ownership" may be a tiny fraction 
of 1 percent. Also, if the show's a hit, it gives them a 
slight inside preference on buying tickets that are hard 
to get. I forgot to mention, too, that the word limited 
means that the limited partner cannot under any condition 
lose more than he has invested. Oh, yes--there .is a pro-
vision in most limited partnership contracts for an "over-
call"—usually 20 percent of his investment—if and when 
the overcall is needed. The "if and when" can be counted 
on 95 percent of the time, even with shows that subsequently 
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click. The producer is the general partner and is person-
ally responsible for any losses in excess of the limited part-
nership contributions. However, because of that responsi-
bility, the general partner or partners are the only inves-
tors who have any voice in the management of the show. Pro-
ducers can defend this drive for small investors on the 
grounds that 100 enthusiastic "rooting" partners at $1,000 
apiece can do the show a lot more good than one investor 
at $100,000. That makes sense. Up to a few years ago, a 
record company was a principal source of financing. If the 
show had a good score and reasonable promise of success, it 
could get a goodly limited partnership investment in return 
for the exclusive right to record the original cast album. 
There are very few such deals anymore because the record 
album business for shows is nothing compared to what it was. 
The albums that are selling now are the pop things: rock, 
country music, et cetera. Nashville has become the center 
of the record industry, where twenty years ago Nashville was 
just a small city in Tennessee. 

RICHARDSON: You said to me off the record that there are 
a few producers who make money while their partners are 
losing. Can you tell us, without mentioning names, some 
of the angles used from time to time? 
LESTER: Aside from reasonably legitimate expenses, there 
are kickbacks from suppliers like a costurner, firms which 
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deal with lighting or sound equipment, a publisher of sou-
venir programs, paying bills for items that are not being 
used by the particular show they are being charged to, all 
kinds of things--not forgetting "ice." 
RICHARDSON: What is "ice"? 
LESTER: It's a show business expression that's easier to 
describe than define. But let me try for a definition. 
It's the money in excess of the printed price of the tickets, 
collected under the table by someone who had legitimate 
access to the tickets. That someone is primarily the box 
office treasurer, who is directly accountable for all the 
tickets including the regular per-performance quotas assigned 
to legitimate brokers; and house seats, which are choice lo-
cations set aside for the theater owner for purchase by 
friends of management or VIPs, for the producer for his own 
use and for discharging his obligations to stars, director, 
and authors who are contractually entitled to them. House 
seats must be paid for twenty-four hours in advance. If not, 
they become an excellent source of "ice" for the box office 
treasurer in addition to his unofficial self-assigned quota 
for icing purposes. 

RICHARDSON: Does the ice amount to much? 
LESTER: With a hit musical, it can be plenty. There have 
been a lot of shows where a fifty-dollar premium on a ticket 
has been not at all unusual. That leaves a lot of room for 
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a broker or speculator to pay well for ice. The box office 
man salves his conscience easily: the theater owner and the 
producer are getting the full price of their tickets; the 
speculator makes a nice profit, and the ultimate purchaser 
gets to see the show he wanted to see—so everybody's happy. 
Among other beneficiaries are hotel porters and bellmen who 
tell their inquiring guests that they will try to "help you 
get tickets, but they're very scarce and you'll probably 
have to pay scalper's prices." The guest says okay. The 
bellmen functions, collects from the scalper—or maybe from 
the treasurer direct, gets a generous tip from the guest 
who is delighted with the excellent service at the hotel. 
What more can you ask in spreading happiness? But pity the 
poor little treasurer who doesn't have it all his own way. 
If the theater owner or his manager, or the producer or his 
manager are not above petty larceny, the ice gets split 
several ways and almost melts in the process. The whole 
thing is the least dishonest form of dishonesty I know of, 
and all the participants would be deeply offended if their 
honesty were questioned. But it has to be galling to the 
legitimate producer—this parasiting on the fruits of his 
efforts; those extra bonuses being paid for tickets right-
fully belong to the show and its investors. Many years ago, 
the big brokers, the important ones, were an asset to theater 
on Broadway. They would buy and pay for large blocks of 
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tickets in advance—often before a show went into rehearsal, 
gambling on their judgment of a show's potential: the pro-
ducer, the star, the property. If the show clicked, they 
could make a killing and no one begrudged it to them because 
if they guessed wrong, they were stuck with tickets they 
couldn't sell or return and could lose a lot of money. Now 
the New York law limits the amount of brokerage they can 
charge, and it doesn't pay them to gamble. The hits are 
far fewer, and any time they get a hit attraction, they 
have to carefully cover up on any overcharge or subterfuge. 
Another element of ice which is hazardous is the IRS. 
Since ice is illegal, it can't be reported as income. That 
has its advantages—if the fellas are careful. 
RICHARDSON: One more question: Why do they call it "ice"? 
LESTER: That's a $65,000 question, Betty. I've asked many 
people in show business who have also asked it of others, 
and nobody seems to have the answer. There was a lot of con-
jecturing about whether it referred to diamonds or to the 
ice that comes to the top when water starts to freeze. We 
finally looked it up in the Dictionary of Slang, and that 
seems to provide the most logical answer. Years ago in 
political campaigns, in accounting for monies pocketed or 
spent for things that could not be itemized, the politicians 
used as a general term, "Incidental Campaign Expenses." 
The first letters of the three words in that item, I.C.E., 
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formed the word ice. Apparently that was later applied 
to show business. On the basis of some recent events, it 
wouldn't be surprising if the word isn't still in good use 
in politics. 
RICHARDSON: Have you had to contend with it here? 
LESTER: Big-scale ice in the theater is applicable mostly 
to New York. The constant stream of visitors on expense 
accounts and buyers who are being entertained make tickets 
for the hits a necessity regardless of cost. But there are 
a lot of other ways that a dishonest box office staff can 
cash in. In our very first season, by sheer luck I caught 
our treasurer's assistant in a manipulation with a broker. 
It was just enough to make me explore further, and I found 
ample reason to get rid of our box office staff. I hated 
to do it because I liked the treasurer. He was a crack sales-
man with great charm; he handled the public exceedingly well 
in their interests and ours—but also in his. We were very 
fortunate to get a highly experienced and thorough operator 
named John Moss to take over our ticket department. He gave 
us a scrupulously honest as well as efficient operation for 
thirty-five years. Another of our important moves was to 
set aside no quotas for brokers. They were able to buy 
some subscription seats by mail under other names, but for 
them that was only a drop in the bucket. What we accom-
plished was that brokers were unable to offer ticket-buyers 
better locations than they could get from us at regular 

603 



box office prices. In our forty years of operation in Los 
Angeles, we have never had anything resembling a ticket 
scandal. We were not able to be so rigid in San Francisco. 
There we were operating in the Curran Theatre, which had 
a normal relationship with brokers. But we still managed 
to maintain a fairly hard line. 
RICHARDSON: You mean that in Los Angeles you had nothing to 
do with brokers? 
LESTER: On the contrary, if a legitimate broker phoned in 
and said, "I need four seats for tonight for a customer," 
the broker would get the best seats we had available at the 
time he called. But if we caught a broker putting "diggers" 
in line at the box office on the opening day of a ticket 
sale, the broker went on our blacklist and got no service 
from our box office thereafter. Once we had convinced the 
selective buyers that they couldn't get good locations for 
the one or two shows they particularly wanted, they decided 
they'd better become subscribers. 
RICHARDSON: Subscription seems to have been your first 
consideration. 
LESTER: Why not? We were producing shows, to be sure, but 
everything we did was based on building our subscription to 
insure our continuing to produce shows. Does that sound 
silly? 
RICHARDSON: It's just a matter of deciding which was the 
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tail and which was the dog. You've told us a lot about the 
shows and only a little about your subscription. To build 
that to several million dollars a season, did you have some 
secret formula? 
LESTER: Not at all. We just did things that seemed to be 
obvious as we went along. 
RICHARDSON: What made you decide that your subscription 
would be for just four shows? 
LESTER: Originally the slogan "four shows for the price of 
three" struck me as a good merchandising idea. We were a 
new venture with unknown management in a bad theater town, 
doing revivals without big stars—we didn't yet have Thomas--
so a bargain price was an inducement. As were growing and 
giving them more than they ever expected, we cut the dis-
count each year until it got down to 10 or 12 percent, which 
I believe is proper for subscribers who are buying the whole 
package. With the increased demand, and by the time we were 
doing three weeks per show, some of our board members felt 
that we should do more than four shows a season. I convinced 
them that even with imports we would soon run out of worth-
while repertoire and our quality would be impaired. Since 
the four-show formula was working well, it was good business 
to stick with it and get as many weeks as possible out of our 
four productions. Over a forty-year period we have found 
no reason to change. Experience has proved that a season of 
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four quality shows is tough enough to maintain. I think we 
were among the first to have a different price for the first 
four nights of the week than for Friday and Saturday. We 
used every incentive with lower prices and a better choice 
of seats for the early part of the week so that we could 
get the word-of-mouth started in time to boost the weekend. 
RICHARDSON: Did you have any special tactics selling sub-
scription? 
LESTER: I doubt it. One could write a manual on the sub-
ject of subscription but most of it would be cliche. The 
answer is in what you have to sell arid the way you do it. 
RICHARDSON: What do you think your special assets were? 
LESTER: Dependability, for one thing. We were very sin-
cere in our obligation to our subscribers. Even though our 
"advance notice to subscribers" and order blanks had to go 
out many months in advance of the opening of our season, 
only three times in forty years—160 shows—did we fail to 
deliver a show we promised on the date promised, and the 
substitutions were always as good or better. We were very 
careful not to oversell any of our shows. Because we 
didn't quote local critics, our season brochure and news-
paper advertising before and after we opened our shows con-
centrated on the things which we felt were their principal 
virtues. In the choice of adjectives like great, brilliant, 
magnificent, beautiful, stunning, et cetera—and with four 
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shows to sell at one time—the thesaurus got a helluva work-
out. We were in essence our own critics. When we used su-
perlatives in our ads, we were prepared to defend them. 
Fortunately, my own likes and dislikes were a fair guideline 
to the tastes of our audiences. After we had been operating 
five or six years, if the time came when we had to send out 
our mail-order blanks before we had completed our repertoire 
for the season, we could mail to our subscribers naming only 
two or three shows with the rest "to be announced," and we 
would get our customary renewal. And a few times we announced 
only one of our four shows, and our subscriber renewal was 
ample. 
RICHARDSON: What was your customary renewal? 
LESTER: From 9 3 to 96 percent of our previous year, repre-
senting 70 to 80 percent of our theater capacity. The annual 
loss in renewal would be attributable to death or illness, 
moving out of town, dissatisfaction with seat locations, un-
happiness with the prior season. (That last type of dropout 
never came from the longer-time subscribers.) The growth 
came from new members each year—either people who had at-
tended individual shows or from advertising and selling a par-
ticularly attractive repertoire. Naturally we didn't over-
look any opportunity to make friends of our subscribers. 
The institution always came ahead of squeezing for the last 
dollar of profit in our relationships with the public. We 
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tried always to be fair to the artists and suppliers with 
whom we did business; we required the same from them. Be-
cause subscription was of so much importance to us, we were 
careful to grow only as fast as we could be sure that tickets 
to individual shows would be hard to get. I've described 
to you how we handled the occasional major hit shows that 
could sell out many weeks beyond our subscription season. 
For example, the demand for South Pacific was so strong 
that in order to get seats for it, several thousand people 
would have been glad to buy an entire subscription season— 
but taking advantage of it could have been very unhealthy 
for us. 
RICHARDSON: I should think that those extra subscribers 
would have been very valuable to you. 
LESTER: They were, but we didn't push it to the maximum 
extent. The big majority of those "hit" buyers were not 
regular theatergoers.. Looking ahead, if there were no 
strong attractions in sight for the following season, we 
didn't want our subscription to fall back to where we'd 
have thousands of seats suddenly available. I think I 
described that policy in one of our earlier sessions. 
RICHARDSON: You certainly concentrated on building your 
subscription business. 
LESTER: Another big advantage of it was the family feeling 
among our subscribers. Our season would end, we'll say in 
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October, and begin again in May. When people come to the 
theater for the first show in May, they see other people 
that they've been sitting near or chatting with for several 
years yet never see between seasons. It becomes very much 
of a party atmosphere and that adds to the enjoyment of the 
show. They exchange opinions, there are friendly differ-
ences in tastes, but they feel a proprietary interest. If 
a show happens to be a little below par, it's all a part of 
the package and they look forward to the next one or remember 
how much they liked the last one. It does wonders for word-
of-mouth and the pleasures of theatergoing. Sometimes a 
show we've given them to fill out the package turns out to 
be the best-liked show of the season. Typical in recent 
years was our re-production of The Rothschilds that turned 
out to be a great big hit here after an inexplicable failure 
in New York. If we hadn't had the necessity for presenting 
four shows, it probably wouldn't have been in our repertoire. 
Where this family feeling was especially valuable was on 
opening nights. No matter how big the star or how strong 
the attraction, we never put a premium price on an opening 
night ticket. We were well sold by subscription and we kept 
it that way by holding out the minimum number of house seats 
to take care of critics and the reasonable requirements of 
cast, authors, et cetera. This meant having to turn down 
a good many Hollywood VIPs, leaving us with our customary 
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opening-night subscriber audience. Now I have a terrible 
confession to make. Because the church had their regular 
Sunday night service in the auditorium, Sundays were not 
available to us until 10:00 P.M. for rehearsal. And be-
cause in our first seasons we were playing a new show each 
week and couldn't afford the rent for an extra week between 
shows, we got used to opening on a Monday without even an 
invited dress rehearsal or preview. Very often the dress 
rehearsal went from 10:00 to 1:00 on Sunday night and con-
tinued Monday afternoon at 1:00. Our "stock" directors of 
the first years were used to it, and oddly enough our stars 
did not object. Having cultivated the habit of opening ice 
cold, when we later could afford an open week for final 
rehearsals and even in San Francisco where there was no 
church on Sunday, we continued playing to our first aud-
ience on opening night and did the same thing for twenty 
years. We were no longer using stock directors and had 
presented a lot of seasoned stars, but because I took it 
so matter-of-factly, they all fell in line with it and I 
don't remember it being discussed. As I look back on it, 
it seems utterly crazy, and the only reason we got away with 
it was those friendly subscription audiences—and under-
standing critics, most of whom had gotten into the habit 
with us and made proper allowances for mishaps, which were 
surprisingly few. 
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RICHARDSON: Did that include shows like Song of Norway and 
Kismet? 
LESTER: Yes, ma'am. And while we had ample dress rehearsal 
time I'm quite sure that we didn't play an invited audience 
preview even for Mary Martin in Peter Pan. Our first audi-
ence preview was in 1958 for the Paul Muni musical. We have 
done one ever since. Paid previews never had any place in 
our business. Theater-party benefits, which are such a big 
source of income on Broadway, were no good for us. Although 
we had great demand for such performances, they didn't fit 
in with our operation. There are some organizations which 
start their subscription sale of individual shows at the 
same time. That defeats the real subscription principle. 
Virtually every season "package," depending on the number 
of shows contained in it, will have one or two "leaders." 
Why should anyone buy the whole package if he doesn't have 
to, in order to see the particular show or shows he especially 
wants? Our policy has been that no ticket for any single 
show is available for purchase sooner than two weeks ahead 
of its opening date. With the subscription sale starting 
months in advance of the season, a goodly percentage of 
those single-show buyers will begin to be scared that 
they'll lose out on the one or two shows they really care 
about unless they subscribe to the whole season. You could 
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call it blackmail. But it's good, legitimate merchandising. 
The theater cannot live on hits alone. If people through 
the country want good theater, they can't just wait for A 
Chorus Line or Fiddler on the Roof or some comparable biggie 
that's coming to town. Those are the rarities that happen 
on an average of one every few years. Then there are the 
flops, many of them so bad that you can't believe people 
could have put money into them in the first place. In be-
tween are shows that are successful but not compelling, 
either because they didn't have a star name or a sensational 
reception or that certain something that makes the show a 
must-see. On their own, these in-betweens could not afford 
to undertake a road tour, except as part of an established 
subscription package. They can be just as good entertain-
ment as the highly touted shows, so that along with what 
the local organization may produce, the habit of theater-
going is maintained. There have been periods where, in 
cities that didn't have subscription, a lack of product 
caused a loss of interest in theatergoing, and many fine 
theaters were torn down so that the real estate could be 
put to better use. 

RICHARDSON: Next to your own, what city would you say has 
the strongest subscription? 
LESTER: Probably Washington. It was in the doldrums until 
Kennedy Center was built. The right people got behind it 
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and made it a plum spot for subscription. And because of 
the number of shows that have been originated there, Wash-
ington has now become a real factor in the Broadway scene. 
One other asset of subscription which I don't think I've 
mentioned: when you have put together a package in which 
there are one or two well-known shows, the other two or 
three with which the public is not familiar gain prestige 
by association. It is very important that the operator 
doesn't take advantage of his subscribers by including 
anything of inferior quality. It's also important that when 
you make use of a star name as a box office lure, you must 
be confident that the star will deliver. The disappoint-
ment in anything is always proportionate to the expectancy. 
RICHARDSON: Aside from the box office draw, I've often won-
dered, what does a star contribute to a show when someone 
else could give just as good a performance of the role? 
LESTER: That's a good question, Betty. When people are 
attracted to the theater by an established star, the star 
creates a point of focus. There is an advance excitement. 
The audience has come to see someone who has pleased them 
before or about whom they have heard great things; when that 
someone makes his first entrance there is a storm of applause 
that puts electricity in the air that you couldn't possibly 
get with an unknown. And every time that star comes on 
the stage, there is, as I said, that point of focus that 
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engages an audience's interest. If a nonstar in the same 
role has given a brilliant performance, the reception to 
him or her at the end of the show may be as good as the 
star would have received. If so, we may have another star 
in the making. But that rule should not be applied to an 
understudy or last-minute substitute performer, where the 
audience, having gotten rid of its original disappointment, 
is inclined to overappreciate and overdemonstrate its 
approval. That's why I said earlier, I believe in good 
young understudies rather than experienced standbys. 
RICHARDSON: From the director's standpoint, wouldn't the 
inexperienced young people make his job more difficult? 
LESTER: Hardly at all. Understudies are rehearsed by the 
stage manager. Since most stage managers are either disap-
pointed or hope-to-be directors, the understudy rehearsals 
give them a chance to show off with the semi-amateurs. 
Standbys are pros who are quickly prepared to give carbon-
copy performances of whomever they're covering—no fun for 
the good stage manager who can often get a little something 
special from the young performer and usually prefers that 
the director mind his own business. 
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TAPE NUMBER: XI, SIDE TWO 

RICHARDSON: I'd like to digress to the kind of subject 
that people discuss more openly now than they used to. In 
your opinion, to what degree is the theater dominated by 
homosexuals? 
LESTER: They don't dominate it, but they certainly have a 
vital influence in it. By nature, homosexuals gravitate 
to the artistic professions, and the theater offers the 
most opportunities. Since our major requirement is talent 
for the artistic—whether it's for writing, designing, 
directing, choreographing, lighting, or whatnot—it's what 
a person contributes that counts, not what his private life 
or habits may be, unless he is an alcoholic or a drug addict 
that makes his dependability dubious. With actors, the 
measurement is what comes across the footlights. If he 
has effeminate mannerisms or maybe just a lisp, it makes 
no difference whether he's homo or hetero, he can't be cast 
in he-man roles any more than you'd cast an extreme masculine 
in a role that called for effeteness. There are a lot of 
excellent actors very proud of their heterosexuality who 
would jump all over me for the statement that they couldn't 
play effete—but that's not what I was referring to when 
I said, "extreme masculine." Let me take a minute to explain 
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as it was illustrated to me years ago by a psychiatrist 
friend (I was not a patient); he took a pencil, grasped 
it in the middle, held it up horizontally and said, "Regard 
this pencil as the range of the genes with which people are 
born. On one end is the extreme masculine and on the other 
end, the extreme feminine, with their respective traits. 
As you move from either end toward the center, each sex 
takes on more of the characteristics of the other--more 
sensitivity on the male side, more strength on the female. 
Since the female's is the gentler and more artistic world, 
the further the male's genes move toward the middle, the 
more artistic he is likely to be, but he may still be all 
man in his sex life. As we get to the balancing point, or 
past it, he may be sexually neuter or homo." Between the 
neuter and the homo there are the bisexuals-—slangily re-
ferred to as "AC-DC," although I prefer "ambidextrous." 
Anyway, in the world of the theater none of it makes any 
difference. People in the theatrical profession have al-
ways been noted for their lack of prejudice on almost any 
subject. If there had ever been prejudices on the sex life 
of the creative talents, a lot of the greatest accomplish-
ments in the theater would never have taken place. Fortun-
ately, most people in all walks of life are living in an 
age of frankness and less hypocrisy where nature is concerned. 
Before we leave this subject, I am reminded of a coincidence. 
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Do you recall the recent successful campaign in Dade County, 
Florida, discriminating against the gays? 
RICHARDSON: I sure do. 
LESTER: Some years ago I was preparing a production of Show 
Boat. In looking for someone to play Julie, which as you 
know is a very sympathetic role, I auditioned a young lady--
a very attractive trim brunette, who sang exceedingly well. 
She was, typewise, excellent for the role, but I decided not 
to use her. My musical director asked me why I didn't take 
her. I answered, "She's just not right for Julie. She's 
too cold." Her name was Anita Bryant. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] That is_ a coincidence. Some time back 
I asked you if you would make up a list of what you consider 
the fifteen greatest musical shows of all time. Have you 
thought about it? 
LESTER: I have. A great deal depends on the viewpoint. To 
list the biggest hits, it would be rather simple to check 
the archives for the shows that ran the longest. But many 
shows that enjoyed immediate long-run popularity became dated 
or were so "special" that they don't seem to belong with the 
others. My approach would be that immediate impact or popu-
larity is only a partial criterion. Musical theater is just 
enough of an art form that in the long view, shows should be 
measured as entertainment literature and their lasting quality 
gauged by their strength in revival. Internationally, the 
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American musical theater has so out-distanced that of foreign 
countries that my list is top-heavily American, most of it 
from 19 4 3 to 19 60. I won't try to name shows in any order 
of importance. So let's start with the three European shows 
that I think must be included in any list: Johann Strauss's 
Die Fledermaus, already over 100 years old, is still surely 
the best operetta score of all time, the music great enough 
to offset its unbelievable book. Gilbert and Sullivan's 
The Mikado is a must, of course, as is Lehar's The Merry 
Widow. Now we move to the American works and we have a 
rather amazing situation in that we must include five works 
by Rodgers and Hammerstein: Oklahoma I, Carousel, South 
Pacific, The King and !E, and The Sound of Music. Every list 
must include Lerner and Loewe's My. Fair Lady, not forgetting 
a pretty good contribution to it by a man named Shaw. Another 
classic is Kern and Hammerstein's Show Boat, and so is Bock 
and Harnick's Fiddler on the Roof. Musical comedy provides 
two more works for my top list: Cole Porter's Kiss Me, Kate, 
and Irving Berlin's Annie Get Your Gun. That makes thir-
teen, and they all have universality and a kind of permanence 
for an audience any time, anywhere. I'll defend those 
choices to the limit. From that point, I can understand a 
lot of differences of opinion. We can't consider Gershwin's 
Porgy and Bess because it is essentially an opera. But as 
my thirteen list is increased, I could argue with myself 
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and be easily influenced by other opinions that I respect. 
If you try to confine yourself to fifteen, what do you do 
with Frank Loesser's Guys and Dolls, West Side Story with 
Bernstein's magnificent score and Sondheim's lyrics, and 
Mitch Leigh's Man of La Mancha with its universality? 
And one might certainly include the Wright and Forrest-
Borodin Kismet. I am prejudiced, as I am also for Song of 
Norway. Even though both works are adapted, it doesn't 
make them less classic musical-theater entertainment. Lerner 
and Loewe's Brigadoon is another, weakened only by a pale 
attempt at comedy. And their Camelot could have been one 
of the greats had it been cut more thoroughly. Were we to 
stretch the list to twenty or twenty-five, we would soon 
find no breaking-off point. And there are Music Man and 
Hello, Dolly!, both of which may well be revivable many 
years from now. It is tragic not to include Victor Herbert 
and Friml and more of the Viennese works and some excellent 
scores by Romberg. From all of them came some immortal 
songs. But all their book shows had weaknesses which keep them 
out of my select few. I've probably overlooked other works 
of great merit--but when you said fifteen, I could only 
arrive at thirteen that I'd fight for. 
RICHARDSON: You mention five Rodgers and Hammerstein's 
but only one Gilbert and Sullivan. Do you feel there is 
that much difference in their respective outputs? 
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LESTER: Gilbert and Sullivan specialized in satire and 
formula with little exception—and reached their highest 
point in the musical and comedy perfection of The Mikado. 
With Rodgers and Hammerstein, each of their big five were 
dissimilar in every way. Also, they specialized in emotion, 
particularly romance, which when tied in with singing, dan-
cing, and comedy are consistently the best ingredients for 
lasting musical theater. 
RICHARDSON: You left out A Chorus Line. 
LESTER: Quite deliberately, considering that it is unques-
tionably one of the outstandingly great shows of our time. 
But what is it going to be remembered for? Its score? Its 
book? Hardly. If novelty and brilliant invention and 
craftsmanship qualify a show as a classic, A Chorus Line 
would have to have a category of its own. 
RICHARDSON: Thanks for the list. You certainly gave it 
plenty of thought and it's extremely illuminating. I'd 
like to be around fifty years from now to see how close you 
came. 
LESTER: I'd like to be around fifty years from now on general 
principles. 
RICHARDSON: From all those musicals that you mentioned, 
do you have any one favorite? 
LESTER: No. And as a producer, my favorites would naturally 
be for things I had done myself because I would get a vicarious 
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kick out of the pleasure it was giving other people. A 
child is always more attractive to its parents than to any-
one else. 
RICHARDSON: Now we'd like to know a little more about you 
as an individual. We have a good idea of your strong 
points. What do you consider your weaknesses? 
LESTER: All kinds. But the one I have always deplored 
the most is that I was never studious—in school or since. 
If a subject didn't interest me, I just couldn't be bothered. 
Another one was editing. It still is almost a mania with 
me. It can be useful but it can also be too finicky and 
time-consuming. I remedy it partially by virtue of having 
an exceptional secretary—Joan Gilmore—for thirty years. 
I dictate and forget it. I never see anything but contracts 
and other dictation which needs careful checking. Other-
wise she signs my letters and gets them out without my 
seeing them again unless she finds something that needs 
clarifying or correction. Another weakness, almost part 
of the same editing complex, is that it's very difficult 
for me to go from A to B until A is right. In preparing 
a show, I found it hard to concentrate on later scenes 
knowing that something behind them remained to be solved. 
Those are the most serious faults that I've never cured. 
But I'm sure you could get a lot of extra answers from 
people of my acquaintance. Again I'm reminded of a story. 
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When we presented the musical 1776, Miss Pinkham and her 
then assistant, Mary Cunningham, embarked on a search to 
buy parchment copies of the Declaration of Independence to 
present to the press. Surprisingly, it was not an easy 
search—no luck at book stores, through the Birch Society, 
or the D.A.R. They finally found them—where else? In 
Orange County at Knotts Berry Farm. I knew nothing about 
it until Mrs. Cunningham proudly brought one, rolled and 
tied with a red satin ribbon, into my office and handed 
it to me, explaining it was for the press. I opened it. 
It was very impressive. Fascinated, I started to read it. 
Mrs. Cunningham watched me for a moment, then reached for 
the parchment and said, "Let me take that before you start 
to edit it." 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] Now another personal question. How 
did you regard yourself as a stage director? 
LESTER: That's a tough one, Betty. My value was in supple-
menting directors whom I hired because they were better 
directors than I. 
RICHARDSON: But when you had to really do the direction, 
how did you honestly rate yourself? 
LESTER: I was certainly not brilliant nor innovative—but 
articulate. Everybody understood exactly what we were after 
and why. I considered good readings and characterization 
necessary right from the start of rehearsals. It is much 
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easier to cultivate good habits than correct bad ones. That 
applied also to the way musical numbers were to be performed. 
I believe that the rehearsal hall is the place to polish and 
energize the performers and to make every cut possible before 
the company gets on the stage. Once there, the first couple 
of days should be spent in coordinating the actors and the 
technical departments—stage crew, props, lighting, costumes— 
and finally the orchestra. Then you're ready to do complete 
run-throughs and know where your strengths and weaknesses 
are, and hopefully eliminate coughing moments before the 
show ever faces an audience. I was wide open to suggestions 
at any time; when I didn't think they were good, it didn't 
take long to politely say so. I was never concerned with 
getting any compliments on my direction. Of course, Betty, 
I had one big advantage as a director: I got along excep-
tionally well with my producer. In both capacities, I was 
a stickler that the audience hear and see what's going on. 
If something isn't worth their hearing, why say it? Many 
directors, in the interests of reality, use crossovers and 
pantomimic conversing groups in the background while an 
important scene is being played between two or three actors 
downstage. The audience couldn't care less about the so-
called realism and it becomes a distraction. Remember, I'm 
talking strictly about big musicals, which are artificial 
by nature--the presence of the pit orchestra to conveniently 
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participate, the arbitrary conversion of ideas into songs 
when dialogue could do it much more quickly and intelligibly 
and all sorts of scenery changes while dialogue or song are 
uninterrupted. It's all a part of the musical theater medium, 
and experience has proved that audiences adjust to it happily. 
Where I believe we have to be careful is not to overtax cred-
ibility. There have been a few very successful fantasies, 
but very few. I would never have dreamed of producing 
Peter Pan, except that I believed it would be such a great 
vehicle for Mary Martin. 
RICHARDSON: Don't you consider Kismet a kind of fantasy? 
LESTER: Not at all. It's an unusual and highly imaginative 
story, but there's nothing in it which couldn't actually 
have happened. Incidentally, getting back to direction, 
we had an interesting experience with Kismet. After thou-
sands of performances of it, including my own four produc-
tions in Los Angeles, in 19 76 with Albie Marre directing, 
we suddenly found flaws which no one had noticed. Re-
producing it for San Francisco in 19 77, we made major cuts 
and a rearrangement of certain scenes which effected an 
almost unbelievable improvement. That was by far the best 
Kismet which had ever been done. 
RICHARDSON: It must have given you wonderful satisfaction. 
LESTER: Yes—but what an ego killer for a producer, director, 
and authors to finally discover the perfect format twenty-four 
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years late. 
RICHARDSON: It could have been worse—some other producer 
or director might have discovered it. 
LESTER: Betty, what a revolting thought. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] Let's get back to our subject—to 
learn more about you personally. 
LESTER: Like what? 
RICHARDSON: Your hobbies, for instance? I'm sure you have 
some. 
LESTER: I guess my number-one hobby is the discovery and 
development of young singers. Pegging the right ingredients 
of talent, personality, ambition, and intelligence, working 
to develop them and then seeing them happen—that's a great 
satisfaction. As a personal hobby, I've always loved clothes— 
having a lot of them and wearing the right things with them. 
I note them on others too; I think the way people dress is 
a tipoff on their taste in general. 
RICHARDSON: Do you apply the same principle to both men and 
women? 
LESTER: Naturally. And one thing I'm particularly pleased 
to note is that women have become far less enslaved by style 
than they used to be. They're sticking to hairdos, skirt 
lengths, waistlines, and styles in general that are most be-
coming to them, regardless of the dictates of Paris and 
others whose livelihood depends on making what you have "out 
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of style." And being well dressed is not necessarily a mat-
ter of how much one spends but rather how wisely it's spent. 
RICHARDSON: Clothes really are a hobby with you. Name some 
others. 
LESTER: Spectator sports—especially baseball, about which 
I know a great deal, and football, about which I know rela-
tively little. Watching a tight game is not only fun but one 
of the few things that can take one's mind off business and 
other problems. 
RICHARDSON: What about competitive sports? Tennis? Golf? 
LESTER: I played games as a kid, loved the competition, but 
I just wasn't good enough at them to be a winner. Odd, too, 
because my father was a great natural athlete—games, boxing, 
swimming, horseback riding, a crack billiard player: the 
whole bit—but I didn't inherit an ounce of it. He found 
it impossible to believe that a son of his could be so lack-
ing in athletic talent. 
RICHARDSON: I understand that you play an excellent game of 
bridge. 
LESTER: That depends on whether you're an ordinary player 
looking up or a world master looking down. Bridge was a 
real hobby and we used to have a regular Saturday and Sunday 
afternoon game in which I had the opportunity of playing 
with many world-famous players. It was a not too costly 
experience and the only way to learn. But recently my 
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concentration has been off and I got so annoyed with myself 
that I've quit--for a while at least. 
RICHARDSON: What a pity. Any substitute hobbies? 
LESTER: Not that I'm conscious of. 
RICHARDSON: Do you have any particular hates? 
LESTER: Two that come to mind quickly—garlic and cocktail 
parties. 
RICHARDSON: You don't drink. 
LESTER: No—but that doesn't bother me. I have plenty of 
friends who do. It's just the meaninglessness of the noise, 
meeting people you don't know and promptly forgetting their 
names, being waylaid by a bore, or waylaying someone to whom 
I'm a bore. At best, finding someone with whom there is 
mutual interest and isolating yourselves so that the party 
isn't a total loss, finally getting the hell out as soon as 
you can find your hostess and hypocritically express your 
thanks. And such sore feet! 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] And what about garlic? 
LESTER: It speaks for itself. And I have a clause in my 
will which says no funeral and no mourning, but if any of 
my friends want to pay their respects or demonstrate their 
affection they should go without garlic for three days after 
my death and as many days before as possible. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] Continuing our "getting to know you" 
questions: What is your philosophy on those two rarely dis-
cussed subjects—religion and politics. 
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LESTER: With so many millions of viewpoints on both subjects, 
who cares what I think? On religion, I'd be glad to give 
you an opinion on the hereafter if there were anyone I knew 
from whom I could get authentic information. Seriously, 
though, I do have one strong conviction on politics: TV 
should be used to change a lot of dated procedures—but one 
of its most important functions would be the election of a 
president so personally well-liked by the American people 
that he could admit his mistakes and not compound them by 
trying to cover them up. 
RICHARDSON: But presidents are not supposed to make mistakes. 
LESTER: All executives make mistakes. The good ones recog-
nize them and correct them as promptly as possible. 
RICHARDSON: Mr. Lester, you have recently been sculpted 
in bronze and the work mounted for permanent display in the 
lobby of the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion. This is an honor 
of which I presume you are very proud. 
LESTER: I'm sorry, Betty—but in complete honesty, I dis-
approved of the idea and I've never changed my mind. When 
I was first apprised of the plan by the then-president of 
the association, Paul Miller, he was amazed when I told him 
that while I appreciated the thought I felt that I wasn't 
the bronze type—that bronze in the performing arts was for 
people who had done something singularly distinguished: a 
writer, a composer, a singer, a dancer, perhaps a great con-
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ductor or musician. Miller explained that our board had 
already obtained the approval and cooperation of the Music 
Center administration, that a member of our board's committee, 
Sidney Brody—a past president of the board of the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art—had carefully recommended the right 
sculptor, and that since everyone else felt that I was de-
serving of the honor, I shouldn't be hesitant about it. He 
left it that I should think it over and let him know if I 
would sit for the sculptor. And if I was dissatisfied with 
the finished work, I could then reject its being displayed. 
I wrote him a letter the following day saying that I had 
thought it over and made up my mind that although I appre-
ciated it, I didn't want to have it done. But I was pushed 
into it. Bob Hastings, a member of the committee, one of 
our past presidents, an outstanding lawyer and a friend for 
whom I have especial fondness, called me, explained that 
my service in bringing years of joy to the community was 
ample reason for it, and because the directors themselves 
were paying for it and looking forward to it, it would be 
very ungracious of me not to accept. So I agreed to a 
meeting with the sculptor, Renzo Fenci. He is a charmer; 
we hit it off immediately. The sittings were easy and in-
frequent. Fenci and I had fun together and it was an edu-
cation for me. He, by the way, looks like a younger Pinza. 
RICHARDSON: Not bad. I've seen the bronze. It's a fine 
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piece of sculpture. 
LESTER: But I still can't get used to the idea and I'm still 
embarrassed by it. I have seen it only once since it was 
installed. 
RICHARDSON: It's a very good likeness. 
LESTER: That's another reason I'm embarrassed. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] You should be very proud of it. 
LESTER: When I was a performer, I enjoyed looking at pic-
tures of myself in a theater lobby. But that's natural— 
all actors do that, but to look at a bronze of yourself in 
public? Ouch! 
RICHARDSON: You're too modest. 
LESTER: Not at all. What would I do if someone saw me looking 
at it? 
RICHARDSON: I was told the sculptor thought you had inter-
esting facial qualities that came through. 
LESTER: Principally my nose. It's the first time it's been 
a pictorial asset. 
RICHARDSON: I understand that in your remarks at the un-
veiling, you said that with that nose, it was remarkable that 
you had been able to maintain such a low profile. 
LESTER: I just can't take the bronze seriously except in 
my appreciation to my board for their thought. 
RICHARDSON: You're too modest. 
LESTER: Not at all. I think I have a good sense of values. 
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RICHARDSON: Mr. Lester, I have no more questions to ask 
at the moment. But I know there must be several experiences 
in your career that we haven't covered and should be included 
before we wrap up this biography. 
LESTER: Two or three occurred to me that may be worth 
telling. 
RICHARDSON: Please. 
LESTER: When we were discussing my business experience 
prior to the creation of LACLOA, I did myself a gross in-
justice by omitting my first serious business venture at 
age eleven. We were what I would call an upper-class Amer-
ican Jewish family, not wealthy but comfortable and re-
spected. As a boy I never had to worry about anything nor-
mal, but on one occasion I wanted something that my mother 
considered an extravagance. My father's answer was, "You 
can have anything in the world you want if you earn the 
money to pay for it." So I was stimulated early to earn 
money. No paper route; no odd jobs. But my mother had often 
spoken in high praise of a soft sand soap she had come upon. 
It was used all over our house for rough cleaning. It was 
called Kuick Klean and came in small tin boxes at ten cents 
each. Mother deplored the fact that it wasn't advertised. 
I thought, "If it's that good, maybe I can sell some." The 
agent in Providence was a big hardware company which carried 
it but paid no attention to it. I bought a dozen cans for 
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a price of ninety cents, and carrying them in a little 
leather satchel, sold them house to house at the regular 
ten-cent price. I found it easy and enjoyable. By buying 
three dozen at a time, I got a price from the store of 
eighty cents a dozen. That way, I could sell them three-
for-a-quarter. When I'd go to replenish my stock, I knew 
by the hardware store's shelves that I was selling more 
Kuick Klean than they were. The factory's name was on 
the box (I remember it: F.E. FROST & CO., WORCESTER, 
MASS.), so I wrote them direct and got a price of sixty 
cents a dozen if I bought by the barrel—twenty dozen. 
My father financed the enterprise. 
RICHARDSON: I was going to ask—was there some special 
ingredient in it? 
LESTER: Don't ask me to remember my sales-pitch at this 
late date. I only know it was a good product and I had a 
lot of repeat business. And because I now had a wholesale 
cost, I could afford to have several other kids working 
for me. But I gave it up by the time I was twelve and in 
high school. You know why? A very pretty society girl 
about fourteen. I was smitten. She wasn't. But I didn't 
want her to think of me as a soap peddler. So after two 
barrels, I retired from a profitable business at the age 
of twelve—all because of a woman who didn't care. 
RICHARDSON: [laughter] Did your father criticize your 
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retirement? 
LESTER: No. The whole thing had amused him. Besides, by 
then I was earning money singing and playing piano, selling 
myself this time. My dad encouraged my independence. My 
mother thought it very premature and I think she was a little 
embarrassed by it. But they both treated me like a grown-up. 
They discussed things with me, advised, sometimes urged, 
but then let me make my own decisions. I doubt if they 
could have done much else. 
RICHARDSON: Apparently your parents recognized that you 
were going to be quite capable of taking care of yourself. 
LESTER: Now I want to tell you my favorite business story— 
but it's not about me. Remember my speaking of my several-
year association with Ben Piatt, the man from whom I learned 
big-scale merchandising? He had built Piatt Music Company 
from nothing to the foremost retail business of its kind 
in America. He was highly regarded, but in his early years— 
long before I knew him—he had to fight his way up. Pianos 
were then the heart of the business. Piatt had the agency 
for none of the well-known brand names and had to make do 
with good but not nationally advertised instruments. All 
dealers included classified as well as other advertising of 
used pianos in their campaigns to attract business, but 
Piatt was smarter at it than his.competitors. They were so 
jealous of his growing business that he was not accepted as 
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a member of the yeyy dignified Music Dealers Association. 
But Piatt always managed to have for sale slightly-used 
pianos of practically all the name brands. He advertised 
these freely, well underpriced. They were his "leaders," 
and you'd find them extremely hard to buy. His salesmen 
were trained to let the customer walk out unsold if they 
failed to switch him to a new or used piano from their own 
regular stock. Among those leaders was a slightly used 
Steinway grand priced at $795 at a time when it would have 
been a bargain at $1,000. At one of the music dealers 
meetings, this unbuyable Steinway Grand was cited as a typical 
example of Piatt's tactics. George J. Birkel, a cold fish 
who was the Steinway dealer in Los Angeles, and because of it 
considered himself very superior, said, "Gentlemen, I will 
put a stop to the Steinway matter immediately." So the next 
day he walked into the Piatt Music Company store. The 
salesman greeted him, didn't know him, and Birkel said, 
"You have a Steinway grand advertised at $795. I'd like to 
see it." The salesman took him to it and showed it to him. 
Without hesitation, Birkel said, "I'll take it." Now the 
salesman began throwing in all the usual reasons why it 
wasn't the best buy in the store: the sounding board was 
cracked (which is the way most piano sounding boards look 
because they're laminated), and the whole routine of how he 
could have a fine new piano for the same money, et cetera, 
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et cetera. Birkel cut him off sharply and said, "Never mind 
that. I'll take the Steinway." By that time the salesman 
was sweating blood and said, "Let me check up and be sure 
it hasn't been sold." With which he rushes back to Piatt's 
office and tells him, "I've got a customer out there who 
insists on buying that Steinway grand." Piatt came out to 
take over, and recognizing Birkel immeidately, greeted him 
with a smiling, "Hello, Mr. Birkel." Birkel, icy cold, said, 
"Listen, Piatt, you advertised a Steinway grand at $795. I 
am here to buy that Steinway grand now." Piatt said, "Well 
what's stopping you from buying it?" Birkel answered, "Your 
salesman won't sell it to me—all your usual tricks." Piatt 
said, "There are no tricks. If you want it, you can have 
it. Just write your check for $79 5 and tell me where you 
want it delivered." Birkel immediately wrote his personal 
check for $795, handed it to Piatt, and said peremptorily, 
"Send it over to my shop. Today!!" So Piatt delivered it. 
In the following Sunday's papers, a full-page Piatt Music 
Company ad appeared, highlighted by a photograph of the 
check signed by George J. Birkel, and the caption "Even the 
dealers buy from Piatt Music Company." 
RICHARDSON: What a great story. 
LESTER: Now let's switch back to show business. You'll 
recall my pride in the discovery and development of young 
talents. Somewhere back in the late fifties, Mrs. Lester 
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and I were entertaining a very clever young writer, Walter 
Marks, and his wife at Trader Vic's in New York when it 
was still in the Savoy Hotel. We were at a square table 
for four and I was facing the entrance, Marks to my right. 
We were discussing this subject of young artists when an 
exceedingly smart-looking group of about six people entered. 
They were elegantly dressed, definitely society. Outstanding 
in the group was a handsome young blonde matron. I remarked 
to my foursome, "A very attractive party just came in--
typically Park Avenue. Among them is a young woman, ob-
viously rich and very comfortably married. She could have 
been great for motion pictures if she'd ever tried. But 
obviously, she has everything in the world she wants without 
trying, so why bother with a career. I hate to see beauty 
like that wasted in the social whirl when our profession 
is so hungry for personalities." At this point, the party 
turned in another direction as they were being led to their 
table. They were now facing Walter Marks. He turned to me 
and said casually, "Mr. Lester, you have just discovered 
Grace Kelly." 

RICHARDSON: [laughter] It shows that you can be wrong and 
right at the same time. 
LESTER: I've always gotten a special kick out of a joke 
if it's on me. Some of my closest friends were deadly 
ribbers. 
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RICHARDSON: Mr. Lester, I need hardly tell you that you 
look and act very much younger than your years. Do you 
have a secret formula. 
LESTER: Yes. A refusal to grow old. 
RICHARDSON: Following in the footsteps of Peter Pan? 
LESTER: Not at all. I never liked being a young boy. 
But that's nothing compared to my dislike of becoming an 
old man. Fortunately, I've managed to avoid it so far. 
RICHARDSON: To what do you attribute your good health? 
LESTER: Nothing in particular. I imagine that it's in 
the genes. I've taken reasonably good care of myself and 
I enjoy my work. 
RICHARDSON: I've run into people who have known you for 
years, and they remark on the fact that you have looked 
the same as far back as they can remember. 
LESTER: Recently a couple whom I haven't seen in twenty-
five years looked at me in amazement and said, "You haven't 
changed!" I answered, "When you have perfection, why fool 
with it? [laughter] Well, Betty, when you started this 
biog, little did you realize how much punishment you were 
going to have to take. I appreciate your patience. 
RICHARDSON: I've enjoyed myself. 
LESTER: Let's wind it up with one little story that I 
think is very apropos. About a year ago, I had occasion 
to go to a podiatrist. This was a man I'd never been to 
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before. He was in his fifties and a very likable person-
ality. As I took off my sock, he said, "That's a very 
healthy looking foot." I answered, "For my age." His 
next question, "How old are you?" I said, "Guess--but 
make it honest; don't try to flatter me." He looked me 
over for a moment and said, "Sixty-two." I gestured with 
my hand for him to come up. He said, "Sixty-five." I 
shook my head. "Not seventy?" Again, I gave him the 
come-up signal. Now he began taking it two years at a 
time, with continued "up" signals from me. By the time 
he came to eighty and still wasn't high enough, he was 
really incredulous. Now he took it one year at a time 
until he got to eighty-three. I said, "That's it." His 
whole attitude now changed into one of great concern and 
he asked, "How do you feel?" I answered, "Lucky." 
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APPENDIX 

Civic Light Opera 
A Chronological Listing of Productions, Stars, 

and Performers through 19 76 

1938 
Blossom Time (2) 

Student Prince (*) 

New Moon (*) 

Roberta (*) 

John Charles Thomas, Francia 
White (4), Melville Cooper 
Stanley Morner (later Dennis 
Morgan), Delia Lind 
George Houston, Francia White, 
Sterling Holloway 
Bob Hope, Tamara, Ray Middleton, 
Donald Novis, Carole Landis (4) 

1939 
Cat and the Fiddle 

Desert Song (*) 

Show Boat 

H.M.S. Pinafore and 
Savoy Serenade (i) 

Helen Gahagan, George Houston, 
Odette Myrtil 

Sterling Holloway 
Waltz Dream (*) John Garrick, Francia White 
Gypsy Baron (3) Irene Manning, Billy Gilbert 
1940 

John Boles, Norma Terris, Paul 
Robeson, Guy Kibbee, Helen Morgan 
John Charles Thomas, Alice Gentle, 
Irene Manning, Melville Cooper, 
Eric Mattson, Jerome Hines (4) , 
John Raitt (4) 

(1) Civic Light Opera original 
(2) Extensively revised 
(3) American premiere 
(4) Professional debut 

(E) Extra event 
(*) Los Angeles Season only 
(**) San Francisco Season only 
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Merry Widow 

Red Mill (2) 

1941 
Rio Rita (2) 

Naughty Marietta (2) 

Chocolate Soldier (2) 

Cabin in the Sky 

1942 
Vagabond King (2) 

Bitter Sweet (2) 

Music in the Air (2) 

Hit the Deck (2) 

1943 
Porgy and Bess 
Gypsy Baron (2) 

Firefly (2) 

Jarmila Novotna, Walter Woolf 
King, Irene Manning, Melville 
Cooper 
Sterling Holloway, Dorothy Stone, 
Charles Collins, Natalie Hall, 
Gwen Verdon (4) 

Joe E. Brown, Peter Lind Hays (4) 
Walter Cassel, Mary Healy, Maria 
Tallchief (4), Roy Fitzell (4) 
Francia White, Wilbur Evans, 
Sterling Holloway 
John Charles Thomas, Irene Manning, 
Irra Petina, Billy Gilbert 
Ethel Waters, Todd Duncan, Katherine 
Dunham, Dooley Wilson 

Bob Lawrence, Dorothy Sandlin, 
John Carradine, Marthe Errolle, 
Felix Knight (4) 
Muriel Angelus, John Howard, Corrina 
Mura 
John Charles Thomas, Irra Petina, 
Francis Lederer, Jan Clayton, Al 
Shean, Fritz Leiber 
Eddie Foy, Jr., Joan Roberts, 
Frank Albertson, Jack Durant, 
Ruby Dandrige 

Todd Duncan, Etta Moten 
Irra Petina, John Tyers (4), Billy 
Gilbert, Sig Arno 
Francia White, John Tyers, Melville 
Cooper, Odette Myrtil, Al Shean, 
Rudolf Friml appeared as himself 

640 



Lady in the Dark Gertrude Lawrence, Eric Brotherson, 
Hugh Marlowe, Willard Parker, 
Richard Hale 

1944 

Show Boat 

New Moon 
Song of Norway (1) 

Sally (2) 

1945 

Desert Song (2) 

Red Mill (2) 

Carmen Jones 

Rose Marie (2) 
1946 

Vagabond King (2) 

Roberta (2) 

Bloomer Girl 

Gene Lockhart, Marthe Errolle, 
Lansing Hatfield, Carol Bruce, Todd 
Duncan 
Helena Bliss, Walter Cassel, Ster-
ling Holloway 
Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo with 
Danilova and Franklin, Irra Petina, 
Walter Cassel, Helena Bliss, 
Robert Shafer, Sig Arno, Walter 
Kingsford, Ivy Scott 
Jane Deering, Billy Gilbert, Sammy 
White, Vince Barnett 

Walter Cassel, Dorothy Sarnoff, 
Sterling Holloway, Clarissa, 
George London (4) 
Eddie Foy, Jr., Dorothy Stone, 
Charles Collins, Odette Myrtil, 
Lee Dixon, Vera Brynner 
Muriel Smith, Inez Matthews, Lavern 
Hutcherson, Napoleon Reed, Buck 
and Bubbles 
Irene Manning, Walter Cassel, Eddie 
Foy, Jr., Frances McCann (4) 

John Tyers, Dorothy Sarnoff, 
Marguerite Piazza, Eduardo Cianelli 
Luba Malina, George Britton, Nana 
Bryant, Gilbert Russell, Tom Ewell, 
Mitzi Gerber (Gaynor) 
Nanette Fabray, Dick Smart, Dooley 
Wilson 
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Gypsy Lady (1) 

1947 

Song of Norway 

Rosalinda 

Three Musketeers (2) 

Louisiana Purchase 

1948 

Annie Get Your Gun 
Naughty Marietta (2) 
Sweethearts 
Magdalena (1) 

1949 
Great Waltz (2) 

Brigadoon 

Kiss Me, Kate 

High Button Shoes 

Helena Bliss, John Tyers, Walter 
Catlett, Gene Lockhart 

Irra Petina, Lawrence Brooks, 
Robert Shafer, Nana Bryant, Sig 
Arno, Walter Kingsford 
Wilbur Evans, Irene Manning, Hugh 
Herbert, Rosemarie Brancato, Oscar 
Karlweis 
John Tyers, Polyna Stoska, Frances 
McCann, Marthe Errolle, Clarissa, 
Carol Haney (4) 
William Gaxton, Vera Zorina, Victor 
Moore, Irene Bordoni, Harold 
Mattox (4) 

Mary Martin, John Raitt 
Susanna Foster, Wilbur Evans, Edward 
Everett Horton, Mitzi Gerber (Gaynor) 
Bobby Clark 
Irra Petina, John Raitt, Dorothy 
Sarnoff, Hugo Haas, Jack Cole Dancers 

Walter Slezak, Dorothy Sarnoff, 
Melva Niles, Charles Fredericks, 
Mitzi Gerber (Gaynor), Sig Arno, 
Eric Brotherson, Ralph Morgan 
David Brooks, Priscilla Gillette, 
Pamela Britton, Robert Smith 
Anne Jeffreys, Keith Andes, Marc 
Piatt, Julie Wilson 
Eddie Foy, Jr., Jack Whiting, 
Audrey Meadows 
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Finian's Rainbow (E) (*) Joe Yule, Charles Davis 
1950 
Chocolate Soldier (2) 

South Pacific 

Rose Marie (2) 

Lost in the Stars 
Sadler's Wells 
Ballet (E) (*) 

1951 
Where's Charley? 
Merry Widow 

Three Wishes for 
Jamie (3) 

Guys and Dolls 

1952 
The Judy Garland 

Show (E) 
Song of Norway 

Call Me Madam 
South Pacific 

Jollyanna (2) 

Wilbur Evans, Marion Bell, Salva-
tore Baccalon, Hilda Kosta, Ralph 
Dumke, Eric Mattson 
Janet Blair, Richard Eastham, Ray 
Walston 
Patrice Munsel, Walter Cassel, 
Jack Goode, Ollie Franks, George 
Britton, Clarissa, Jean Fenn (4) 
Todd Duncan 
Margot Fonteyn, Moira Shearer, 
Robert Helpman 

Ray Bolger 
Paul Henreid, Carl Brisson, Jane 
Pickens, Robert Rounseville, Jean 
Fenn, Sig Arno, Ralph Dumke 
John Raitt, Marion Bell, Cecil 
Kellaway 
Allan Jones, Jan Clayton, Pamela 
Britton, Julie Oshins 

Judy Garland 

Helena Bliss, John Tyers, Jean 
Fenn, Sig Arno, Robert Rounseville, 
Walter Kingsford 
Elaine Stritch, Kent Smith 
Janet Blair, Webb Tilton, Irene 
Bordoni 
Bobby Clark, Mitzi Gaynor, John 
Beal, Bil Baird's Marionettes 
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Don Juan in Hell (E) (*) Charles Boyer, Charles Laughton, 
Cedric Hardwicke, Agnes Moorehead 

1953 

Carousel 

Great Waltz 

Carnival in Flanders 

Kismet (1) 

John Brown's Body (E) 

1954 
Brigadoon 

The King and 

Porgy and Bess 
Peter Pan (1) 

A Midsummer Night's 
Dream (E) 

1955 

Kiss Me, Kate 

The Pajama Game 

William Johnson, Jan Clayton, Betta 
St. John, Murvyn Vye, Eric Mattson, 
Claramae Turner 
Dorothy Kirsten, John Charles 
Thomas, Bill Shirley, Sig Arno, 
Florence Henderson, Eric Brotherson, 
Fred Essler, Ralph Morgan, Virginia 
Gibson, John Banner 
Dolores Gray, John Raitt, Matt 
Mattox, Pat Stanley 
Alfred Drake, Doretta Morrow, Joan 
Diener, Henry Calvin 
Tyrone Power, Anne Baxter, Raymond 
Massey 

William Johnson, Dorothy MacNeil, 
Pamela Britton, Robert Smith, 
Matt Mattox 
Yul Brynner, Patricia Morison, 
Terry Saunders 
Cab Calloway 
Mary Martin, Cyril Ritchard, Kathy 
Nolan 
Moira Shearer, Robert Helpmann, 
Stanley Holloway and Sadler's 
Wells Dancers 

Jean Fenn, Bob Wright, Harold Lang, 
Pat Crowley, Allen Jenkins 
Fran Warren, Larry Douglas, Buster 
West, Pat Stanley 
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Kismet William Johnson, Julie Wilson, 
Henry Calvin, Beatrice Kraft 

Plain and Fancy 

1956 
Rosalinda (2) 

Silk S tockings 

Damn Yankees 

The Boy Friend 

1957 
My Fair Lady 

South Pacific 

Annie Get Your Gun 
Fanny 

1958 

The King and I_ 

The Most Happy Fella 

At the Grand (1) 

The Music Man 

Alexis Smith, Craig Stevens, 
Barbara Cook 

Cyril Ritchard, The Wiere Brothers, 
Jean Fenn, Lois Hunt, Bob Wright, 
Sig Arno 
Don Ameche, Jan Sherwood, Gretchen 
Wyler, George Tobias 
Bobby Clark, Sherry O'Neil, Allen 
Case 
Jo Ann Bayless, John Hewer, Milli-
cent Martin 

Brian Aherne, Anne Rogers, Charles 
Victor, Hugh Dempster 
Mary Martin, Giorgio Tozzi, Myron 
McCormick, Richard Banke 
Mary Martin, John Raitt, Reta Shaw 
Italo Tajo, Claude Dauphin, 
Doretta Morrow, Sig Arno 

Gisele MacKenzie, Cameron Mitchell, 
Richard Banke 
Robert Weede, Jo Sullivan, Art 
Lund, Arthur Rubin 
Paul Muni, Joan Diener, Cesare 
Danova, Neile Adams, John Banner 
Forrest Tucker, Joan Weldon, 
Cliff Hall, Benny Baker 
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1959 
Bells Are Ringing 

My Fair Lady 

West Side Story 

Oklahoma I 

1960 
Redhead 

Flower Drum Song 

Show Boat (2) 

Destry Rides Again 

1961 
Merry Widow (2) 

Bye Bye Birdie 

Sound of Music 
Guys and Dolls (*) 

Gypsy (**) 

Judy Holliday, Hal Linden, Alice 
Pearce 
Michael Evans, Diane Todd, Charles 
Victor, Hugh Dempster 
Larry Kert, Sonya Wilde, Devra 
Korwin 
Jacquelyn McKeever, James Hurst, 
Bobby Van, Jules Munshin, Helen 
Gallagher, Murvyn Vye, Reta Shaw, 
Don Beddoe 

Gwen Verdon, Richard Kiley 
Elaine Dunn, Juanita Hall, Keye 
Luke, Ed Kenney, Jack Soo, Cely 
Carrillo 
Joe E. Brown, Andy Devine, Julie 
Wilson, Lawrence Winters, Eddie 
Foy, Jr., Jacquelyn McKeever, 
Richard Banke, Ruta Lee 
John Raitt, Anne Jeffreys, Tom 
Tully, Philip Reed 

Patrice Munsel, Bob Wright, Jean 
Fenn, Gale Gordon, Sig Arno 
Elaine Dunn, Bill Hayes, Joan 
Blondell 
Florence Henderson 
Dan Dailey, Janis Paige, Shelley 
Berman, Constance Towers, Allen 
Jenkins, Joey Faye, Maxie Rosen-
bloom 

Ethel Merman, Julienne Marie, 
Alfred Sander 
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1959 
Song of Norway 

Carnival 

Kismet 

Oliver! (3) 
1963 
Camelot 

Carousel 

How To Succeed in 
Business Without 
Really Trying 

Zenda (1) 

1964 
Kiss Me, Kate 

Little Me 
Here's Love 

110 in the Shade 

Patrice Munsel, John Reardon, 
Dorothy Coulter, Frank Porretta, 
Sig Arno, Jerome Cowan, Marilyn 
Niska 
Anna Maria Alberghetti, Ed Ames, 
James Mitchell, Jo Anne Worley, 
Johnny Haymer 
Alfred Drake, Lee Venora, Anne 
Jeffreys 
Georgia Brown, Clive Reville 

Kathryn Grayson, Louis Hayward, 
Arthur Treacher 
John Raitt, Jan Clayton, Claramae 
Turner, Frank Porretta 
Dick Kallman, Dyan Cannon, Willard 
Waterman 

Alfred Drake, Anne Rogers, Chita 
Rivera 

Patrice Munsel, Bob Wright, 
Elizabeth Allen, Allen Jenkins, 
Lennie Weinrib, Roy Fitzell, 
Lyle Talbot, Don Beddoe, Virginia 
Capers, Avon Long 
Sid Caeser 
John Payne, Lisa Kirk, Laurence 
Naismith 
Inga Swenson, Ray Danton, Stephen 
Douglas, Will Geer, Lesley Warren 
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1959 
The King and I 

Pickwick (3) 
Great Waltz (2) 

Hello, Dolly I 
1966 
Fiddler on the Roof 
Funny Girl 
Student Prince (2) 

Half a Sixpence 
1967 
Man of La Mancha 
Walking Happy 

Dumas and Son! (1) 

Show Boat 

Hello, Dolly! (E) 
1968 
Cabaret 

Mame 

Ricardo Montalban, Florence Hen-
derson, Lee Venora, Frank Porretta, 
Jean Sanders, Terence Monk (4) 
Harry Secombe, David Jones 
Giorgio Tozzi, Jean Fenn, Frank 
Porretta, Anita Gillette, Leo 
Fuchs, Wilbur Evans, Eric Brotherson 
Carol Channing 

Luther Adler 
Marilyn Michaels, Anthony George 
Frank Porretta, Eileen Christy, 
Hans Conried, Walter Cassell, 
Murray Matheson, Irra Petina 
Dick Kallman, Anne Rogers 

Richard Kiley, Joan Diener 
Norman Wisdom, Anne Rogers, George 
Rose 
Inia TeWiata, Frank Porretta, 
Constance Towers, Hermione Gin-
gold, Edward Everett Horton 
Pat O'Brien, Eddie Foy, Jr., 
Eileen Christy, John Tyers, 
Gale Sherwood, Audrey Christie 
Ginger Rogers, David Burns 

Signe Hasso, Leo Fuchs, Melissa 
Hart 
Angela Lansbury 
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Rosalinda (2) 

I Do_!_ I Pol 
1969 
My Fair Lady 

George Ml 
1941 (1) 

Fiddler on the Roof (E) 
Man of La Mancha (E) 
1970 
Zorba 

Promises, Promises 
1776 

Lovely Ladies, Kind 
Gentlemen 

Musical Theater 
Cavalcade (E) (*) 

1971 
Coco (*) 
Company 
Knickerbocker Holiday (2) 

Jean Fenn, Cyril Ritchard, Hans 
Conried, The Wiere Brothers, 
Barbara Meister 
Mary Martin, Robert Preston 

Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., Margot 
Moser, Douglas Campbell, Reginald 
Gardiner, Cathleen Nesbitt, 
Terence Monk 
Joel Grey 
John Cullum, Jean Fenn, Chita 
Rivera, Gino Conforti 
Harry Goz 
Jose Ferrer, Maura K. Wedge 

John Raitt, Barbara Baxley, Chita 
Rivera 
Anthony Roberts, Melissa Hart 
Patrick Bedford, Rex Everhart, 
Jon Cypher 
Kenneth Nelson, Ron Husmann, 
Bernie West, David Burns, 
Eleanor Calbes 
Juliet Prowse, Bob Wright, Jean 
Fenn, Frank Porretta, John Rear-
don, Gilbert Price, Joyce Bryant, 
William Friml, Sterling Holloway, 
John Green 

Katharine Hepburn 
George Chakiris, Elaine Stritch 
Burt Lancaster, David Holliday, 
Anita Gillette 
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Candide (2) 

Applause (**) 
1972 

Applause (*) 

No, No, Nanette 

Rothschilds 
Sound of Music 

Two Gentlemen of 
Verona (**) 

1973 
Oliver 1 

Two Gentlemen ojf 
Verona (*) 

Gigi (1) 

Gone With the Wind 

Lorelei (**) 
1974 

Good News (**) 

The King and I 

Frank Porretta, Mary Costa, 
Douglas Campbell 
Lauren Bacall 

Lauren Bacall, Don Chastain, 
Penny Fuller 
June Allyson, Dennis Day, Sandra 
Deel, Judy Canova, Jerry Antes 
Hal Linden, C. David Colson 
Sally Ann Howes, Bob Wright, 
Werner Klemperer, Patricia 
Morison, Jean Sanders 
Jonelle Allen, Clifton Davis, 
Edith Diaz, Larry Kert 

Ron Moody, Karen Morrow, David 
Jones, Colin Duffy, Jon Cypher 
Stockard Channing, Clifton Davis, 
Jonelle Allen, Larry Kert 
Alfred Drake, Agnes Moorehead, 
Maria Karnilova, Daniel Massey, 
Terese Stevens 
Lesley Ann Warren, Pernell Roberts, 
Terence Monk, Udana Power 
Carol Channing 

Alice Faye, John Payne, Stubby 
Kaye, Marti Rolph 
Ricardo Montalban, Sally Ann 
Howes, Emily Yancy, Helena Bliss, 
Jean Sanders, David Cryer 
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Porgy and Bess (E) (*) 

Mack & Mabel (*) 

Fiddler on the 
Roof (E) (*) 

"Sugar" 

A Little Night Music (**) 

Clamma Dale, Leona Mitchell, 
LaVerne Williams, Robert Mosley, 
Thomas Carey, Ralph Wilcox, 
Robert Monroe, James Randolph, 
Carol Brice, Ruby Jones 
Robert Preston, Bernadette Peters, 
Lisa Kirk, James Mitchell 
Robert Merrill, Peg Murray, 
Michael Kermoyan, Helen Verbit, 
Richard Balin, Larry Ross, Helena 
Grenot, Judy Kaye, Elizabeth Hale 
Robert Morse, Larry Kert, Gale 
Gordon, Steve Condos, Virginia 
Martin, Joe Ross 
Jean Simmons, Margaret Hamilton, 
George Lee Andrews 

1975 
How To Succeed in 
Business Without 
Really Trying 

Odyssey 

Robert Morse, Rudy Vallee, Penny 
Worth, John Myhers, Ruth Kobart, 
Mary Jo Catlett, Bill Mullikin 
Yul Brynner, Joan Diener, Russ 
Thacker, Diana Davila, Martin 
Vidnovic 

Wonderful Town 

Camelot 

Nanette Fabray, George Gaynes, 
Marti Rolph, Jack Kruschen, Mary 
Wickes 
Robert Goulet/Edward Mulhare, 
Carol Lawrence/Anne Rogers, Ron 
Husmann, Victor Buono/Gale Gordon 

1976 
A Chorus Line (**) 

The Baker's Wife (3) 

Donna McKechnie, Robert LuPone, 
Priscilla Lopez, Sammy Williams, 
Pamela Blair 
Topol, Carole Demas/Patti LuPone 
Keene Curtis, Kurt Peterson, 
David Rounds, Timothy Jerome 
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Ren Woods/Renee Harris, Ben 
Harney, Valentino, Ted Ross, 
Dee Dee Bridgewater 
John Reardon, Rhonda Fleming, 
Victoria Mallory, George Gaynes, 
Martin Vidnovic, Murray Matheson, 
David Eisler 

Mako, Soon-Teck Oh, Sab Shimono, 
Haruki Fujimoto/Kenneth S. Eiland 

52 



INDEX 

Aborn, Sargent, 26, 29 
Aborn Opera Company of 

Boston, 29 
Actors' Equity Associa-

tion, 20-21, 61, 
267-269, 476, 
483, 596 

Adamson, Merritt H., 3-5 
Adamson, Rhoda, 3-5 
Adohr Farms, 3-6 
"Adohr Opera of the Air" 

(radio program), 
3-6, 583-584 

Adrian, 579 
Adrian, Louis, 582 
Aherne, Brian, 331 
Ahmanson Theatre, Los 

Angeles, 32 3, 
384-385, 412, 
501-507, 518-
519, 531, 533 

Aida, 36 
Albee Stock Company, 30 
Alexander, Melanie, 387 
Allen, Elizabeth, 357 
Allen, Steve, 26 4 
Allyson, June, 523 
Alt Heidelberg, 466 
American Ballet Theater, 

572 
American Gilbert and Sul-

livan Company, 19 0 
American in Paris, An, 

523-526 
American Legion, 237-23 8, 

248-251 
American Piano Company, 40-

44 
American Society of Com-

posers and Pub-
lishers (ASCAP), 439 

Andersen, Hans Christian, 
111-112 

Anderson, Maxwell, 214, 
432, 546 

Andrews, Julie, 331 
Annie Get Your Gun, 582, 

618 
-(CLO, '48), 158, 180, 
278* 

-(CLO, '57), 332-333, 
335-339 

Anthony, Joseph, 36 6, 56 6 
Applause 

-(CLO, 172), 523 
Ari, 373 
Arlen, Harold, 434-435 
Arms,and the Man, 77 
Arno, Sig, 119, 125-126, 

136, 233, 256, 
321, 498 

Aronson, Boris, 139, 573 
Arroyo, Martina, 4 80 
At the Grand 

-(CLO, '58), 343-347, 579, 
611 

Atkinson, Brooks, 176-177, 
19 8 

Atkinson, David, 505 
Ayers, Lemuel, 120-121, 

125-126, 201-202, 
437, 573, 574, 577 

Bacall, Lauren, 523 
Baccoloni, Salvatore, 209-

210 
Baker, Josephine, 524 
Balanchine, George, 81, 116, 

118, 569 
Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, 

116, 118-119, 126 
Barber of Seville, The, 546 
Barrie,.James M. 279 
Bartlett, Ella Herbert, 26, 

132, 142, 181, 436 
Baryshnikov, Mikahail, 578 
Bay, Howard, 131, 167-168, 

573 
Beaton, Cecil, 512 
Becket, Welton, 385 

* Subentries that begin "(CLO...)" indicate references to a 
Los Angeles Civic Light Opera Association production and the 
year of its presentation. "(LOF...) indicates a Light Opera 
Festival production. 
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Beddoe, Don, 409 
Bedsow, Len, 522-523, 

532 
Beebe, Lucius, 77 
Beggar's Opera, The, 387 
Belcher, Marjory, 19 
Bennett, Michael, 305-306, 

371, 557, 569 
Benny, Jack, 299 
Berlin, Irving, 31, 67, 

154-155, 228, 435, 
618 

-Annie Get Your Gun, 
158, 180, 278, 332-333, 
335-339 

-Call Me Madam, 241-242 
-Louisiana Purchase, 153-
155 

Bernheimer, Martin, 321-324 
Bernstein, Leonard, 373, 

388, 462 
-Candide, 147, 427-431 
-Mass, 428 
-West Side Story, 369, 
402, 411-421, 414, 437, 
619 

-Wonderful Town, 533-536 
Beverly Hilton Hotel, Bev-

erly Hills, 405 
Bill of Divorcement, A, 41 
Biltmore Theatre, Los 

Angeles, 207 
Birkel, George J., 634-635 
Bittersweet, 312 
Bizet, Georges, 130 
Blackman's Piano Company, 

Kansas City, 43 
Blane, Ralph, 442 
Bliss, Helena, 119, 152 
Bliss, Herbert, 116 
Bloomer Girl, 434 
Blossom Time, 254 

-(CLO, '38), 11-22, 65 
Bock, Jerry, 434, 441, 618 
Boles, John, 6 2 
Bolger, Ray, 228 
Bordoni, Irene, 153 
Borge, Victor, 523-526, 

542-543 
Boris, Ruthanne, 116 

Borodin, Alexander, 619 
-Prince Igor, 245-246, 
251-252 

Boyer, Charles, 277 
Braden, Harry, 42-43 
Brainard, C. H., 205-206, 

240 
Braz-zi, Rossano, 335 
Breidan, Schultz, 195-196 
Brennan, Frederick Hazlitt, 

166, 174, 176 
Brigadoon, 150, 462, 619 

-(CLO, 149), 193, 196-198 
Brisson, Carl, 229-232 
Brisson, Cleo, 230-232 
Brisson, Freddie, 417 
Broadbent, Aida, 131, 133, 

568 
Brody, Sidney, 629 
Brooks, Larry, 117, 119, 

498-499 
Brotherson, Eric, 403 
Brown, Anne, 7 3 
Brown, Forman, 68, 78 

-Chocolate Soldier, The, 
209-210 

-Firefly, The, 100 
-Merry Widow, The, 230, 
547 

-Naughty Marietta, 157, 
181 

-Red Mill, The, 469-470 
-Rose Marie, 216 
-Student Prince, The, 466 
-Vie Parisienne, La, 550-
551 

Brown, Joe E., 407, 472 
Browne, Coral, 451-452 
Bryant, Anita, 617 
Bryant, Joyce, 481-482 
Bryden, Eugene, 195-196 
Brynner, Yul, 301, 532 
Bumbry, Grace, 4 80 
Burton, Richard, 537, 594 
Bury, John, 529, 574 
Bye Bye Birdie 

-(CLO, '61), 201 

Cabaret, 442, 539 
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Cabaret (continued) 
-(CLO, '68), 412-413, 
507 

Cabin in the Sky, 434 
=~[CLO, >41), 71, 74-76, 
83, 99 

Cafe Frontenac, Detroit 
31-37 

Cahoon, , 284 
Call Me Madam 

-(CLO, "52), 241-242 
Camelot, 445, 619 

-(CLO, '75), 533, 535-
538, 566 

Camille, 366 
Campbell, Douglas, 428, 

430, 512, 536-
538, 566 

Candide, 147 
-(CLO, '71), 427-431 

Cantor, Eddie, 49 7 
Capers, Virginia, 4 72 
Capitol Records, 403 
Carle, Richard, 497 
Carmen, 6-8, 546, 572 
Carmen Jones, 130-131, 546 
Carnival in Flanders 

-(CLO, '53), 255-259 
Carousel, 93, 108-109, 209, 

402, 408, 618 
-(CLO, '53), 256, 562 

Carradine, John, 85 
Carroll, Harrison, 143 
Cassel, Walter, 79-81, 117 
Cat and the Fiddle, The 

-(CLO, '39), 53, 60 
Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, 557-

558 
Catlett, Walter, 139 
Center Theatre, New York, 

194, 224-226 
Center Theatre Group, 384-

385, 501-503, 507-
508 

Cerf, Bennett, 264-265 
Champion, Gower, 305-306, 

363, 531, 557, 569 
Champion, Marge, 19 
Champlin, Charles, 511 
Chandler, Dorothy (Mrs. 

Norman), 381-386, 

394, 398-399, 502-
503 

Channing, Carol, 400 
Chapman, John, 177 
Chapman, Ken, 219-220 
Charlap, Mark ("Moose"), 

279-281 
Charles, Milton, 38 
Charmoli, Tony, 36 6, 569 
Chevalier, Maurice, 47, 50, 

450-451 
Chicago, 44 2 
Chicago Opera House, 102-103 
Children of Paradise, The, 

544 
Chocolate Soldier, The, 78 

-(CLO, '41), 66, 76-77, 
560-561 

-(CLO, '50), 209-210 
Chodorov, Jerome ("Jerry"), 

365, 403, 466, 524-
525, 533, 550-551 

Chopin, Frederic, 254 
Chorus Line, A, 371, 542, 

557, 612, 620 
Cimini, Pietro, 583-584 
Clark, Bobby, 197, 234-235, 

497, 499-500, 554 
Clayton, Jan, 90, 92-93, 

228, 407, 409 
Coco, 417-425 
Cole, Jack, 305, 307, 569-

571 
-Jollyanna, 240 
-Kismet, 260-265, 268-269 
-Magdalena, 168, 171, 174-
176, 260 

Columbia Concerts, 73 
Columbo, Russ, 47 
Colvan, Zeke, 62-63, 79, 

137, 560-562 
Comden, Betty, 2 80, 533 
Company 

-(CLO, '71), 413-415, 417 
Condos, Steve, 36 3 
Connelly, Marc, 264-265 
Conried, Hans, 321 
Consul, The, 437-438 
Cooper, Gary, 111 
Cooper, Melville, 19, 20-21 

66, 139-141 
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Cooper, Merian, 52 
Cornell, Katharine, 9, 41, 

180 
Costa, Mary, 428, 430-431 
Coulter, Dorothy ("Dottie"), 

272 
Count of Luxembourg, The, 

546-548 
Coyne, Joseph, 230 
Crasky, John, 319 
Crawford, Cheryl, 99 
Crawford, Jesse, 38 
Crosby, Bing, 191, 587 
Crowley, Patricia, 407 
Cullum, John, 516 
Cunningham, Mary, 6 22 
Curran, Homer, 74, 81, 213, 

243, 340 
-coproducer, 15-16, 21, 
96-98, 111-113, 115, 
127-130 

-Curran Theatre, 82, 478-
479 

-Magdalena, 164-166, 168, 
172, 176 

-San Francisco Civic Light 
Opera Association, 60-
61, 102, 107, 148 

Curran Theatre, San Fran-
cisco, 15, 95-96, 
183, 207, 339-340, 
378, 478, 489, 604 

-scenery shop, 21, 340 
Dale, Clamma, 323-324, 531-

532 
Dandridge, Ruby, 9 5 
Danforth, William, 190-191 
Daniels, Danny, 305-306, 

516, 533, 569 
Danilova, Alexandra, 116 
Darrieux, Danielle, 417 
Dassin, Jules, 168, 170-

173, 176 
Dauphin, Claude, 544 
Davidson, John, 85 
Davies, Marion, 261 
Davis, Luther, 245-24 8, 

251-255, 258-259, 
270, 343-344, 579 

Dear World, 435 
Delfont, Bernard, 404 
Demetriou, Chris, 186-187 
de Mille, Agnes, 86, 30 5-

307, 569 
Desert Song, The, 407 
De Sylva, Buddy, 153 
Devine, Andy, 40 7 
Diener, Joan, 263, 266, 

269, 343-345, 502 
Disney, Walt, 99 
Dolan, Bobby, 424-426 
Donnelly, Dorothy, 466 
Donohue, Jack, 554-556 
Dorothy Chandler Pavilion, 

Los Angeles, 381, 
385-386, 398-400, 
412, 417-424, 502, 
518-519, 566, 628 

Downs, Olin, 17 7 
Downing, Russell, 225-226 
Drake, Alfred, 495 

-Gigi, 450-452, 454, 456 
-Kismet, 163, 244, 247-250, 
260, 263, 266, 355-356, 
402 

-Kiss Me, Kate, 201-202 
-Light Opera Album, The, 
387, 390-393 

-Zenda, 3 76 
Dramatists' Guild, 270, 445-

446 
Drew, Dick, 341 
Drury Lane Theatre, London, 

405 
du Bois, Raoul Pene, 131 
Duffy, Gertrude. See Lester, 

Gertrude Duffy 
Duke, Vernon (Vladimir Duk-. 

elsky), 376, 434, 
543-546, 552 

Dulzell, Paul, 20-21 
Dumas, Alexander (pere), 

365 
Dumas and Son 

-(CLO, '67), 365-366, 566 
Dunn, Jimmy, 4 7 
Duque, Henry, 100, 105 
Duquette, Tony, 385-386, 388 
Durbin, Deanna, 191 
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East River, 227 
Ebb, Fred, 441-442 
Eddy, Nelson, 23, 51-52, 

113, 181 
El Cortez Hotel, San Fran-

cisco, 2 88 
Elias, Al, 249 
Elman, Mischa, 177 
Evans, Wilbur, 181-184, 209, 

403 
Exodus, 372 
Eysell, Gus, 224-226 
Fabray, Nanette, 5 34 
Fairbanks, Douglas, 30 
Fairbanks, Douglas, Jr., 

512 
Fanny, 435 

-(CLO, '57), 332 
Faries, David, 10, 12, 15, 

58-60, 83, 97, 100, 
107 

Farmer's Market, Los Ange-
les, 210 

Faust, 6-8 
Fenci, Renzo, 629 
Fenn, Jean, 407, 544 

-1491, 516 
-Great Waltz, The, 403, 
405 

-Light Opera Album, The, 
387, 395-396 

-Merry Widow, The, 233 
-Rosalinda, 319, 322 

Ferrer, Jose, 478 
Feuer, Cy, 201, 228, 534, 

538-540 
Fiddler on the Roof, 293, 

434, 557, 611, 618 
-(CLO, 166), 466, 518 
-(CLO, 174), 531 

Field, Ron, 305 
Fielding, Harold, 405 
Fields, Lynn, 403 
Finian's Rainbow, 433 

-(CLO, 149), 193 
Firefly, The, 78 

-(CLO, '43), 100-102, 151 
Fitzell, Roy, 357, 387, 403 
Fitzgerald Music Company, 

39-43 

Flatt, Ernest, 344, 569 
Fledermaus, Die, 148, 318-

319, 321-323, 618 
Follies, 448 
Fonda, Lily, 576 
Fontanne, Lynn (Mrs. Alfred 

Lunt), 9, 180 
Forever Amber, 86-87, 576 
Forrest, Chet, 388, 391, 

435, 550-551 
-At the Grand, 343-347 
-Dumas and Son, 365-366 
-Firefly, The, 317 
-Great Waltz, The, 194, 40 
-Gypsy Lady, 138, 144-145 
-Kismet, 245-248, 251-
255, 258, 619 

-Magdalena, 164-167, 169-
170, 172-176 

-Song of Norway, 113-114, 
118 

Fortune Teller, The, 137-
139 

Forty-sixth Street Theater, 
New York, 134 

Fosse, Bob, 305-306, 557, 
569 

Foster, Susanna, 1817184, 
192 

1491 
-(CLO, '69), 514-519 

Fowler, Gene, 548 
Foy, Eddie, Jr., 132-134, 

136, 215-216, 472 
Foy, Peter, 283 
Franchi, Sergio, 515 
Francis, Arlene, 458 
Franklin, Frederick, 116 
Fred Harvey Restaurants, 

384 
Fredericks, Charles, 9 3-94, 

195, 271, 276 
Freed, Arthur, 24 8 
Freeman, Everett, 3 76 
Friml, Kay, 101-102 
Friml, Rudolf ("Rudi"), 11, 

26, 110, 223, 314, 
387-388, 391-392, 
395-397, 433, 619 



Friml, Rudolf (continued) 
-Firefly, The, 100-102, 
151, 314-317 

-Rose Marie, 78, 109, 
193, 215-221, 393 

-Three Musketeers, The, 
87 

-Vagabond King, The, 84-
85 

Friml, William, 395-397 
Fuchs, Leo, 40 3 
Funny Girl 

-(CLO, '66), 466 
Gabin, Jean, 450 
Gahagan, Helen, 53-54, 60 
Gardiner, Reginald, 512 
Garson, Greer, 503, 595 
Gaxton, William, 153-155 
Gaynes, George, 534 
Gaynor, Mitzi, 181, 184, 

233-240, 407, 554 
George MI 

-(CLO, '69), 513, 519 
Gerber, , 239-240 
Gerber, Mitzi, 181, 184 
Gershwin, George, 388, 441, 

464, 523-524 
-Girl Crazy, 410 
-Porgy and Bess, 72-74, 
99-100, 323-324, 477, 
481, 531-532, 618 

-"Rhapsody in Blue," 525 
Gershwin, Ira, 67, 441, 464 
-Porgy and Bess, 72-74, 
99-100, 323-324, 477, 
481, 531-532, 618 

Gigi 
=TCLO, '73), 435, 443-
463, 529, 579 

Gilbert, Billy, 117-118, 
131, 138, 140, 561 

Gilbert, William, 64-65, 
67, 188, 387-388, 
441, 463-464, 619-
620 

-H.M.S. Pinafore, 65, 69-
71, 390 

-Mikado, The, 618-620 
Gillette, Anita, 403 

Gillmore, Margalo, 279, 
291-292 

Gilman, Don, 339 
Gilmore, Joan, 6 21 
Gingold, Hermione, 365, 

452, 566 
Girl Crazy, 410 
Girl Said No, The, 188-192 
Gittelson Brothers Theatre 

Ticket Agency, 212 
Godspell, 436 
Goldberg, Albert, 14 3 
Golden Dawn, 221 
Goldwyn, Samuel, 111-112, 

499-500 
Goldwyn Follies, 499 
Gone With the Wind, 443 

-(CLO, '73), 529-530 
Gordon, Gale, 233, 362, 407, 

537-538 
Goulet, Robert, 536-538 
Grand Hotel, 343, 579 
Grauman, Sid, 7-8, 38 
Grauman's Chinese Theater, 

7-8 
Grauman's Million Dollar 

Theatre, 37-39 
Gray, Dolores, 256, 258 
Great Victor Herbert, The, 

191-192 
Great Waltz, The, 78 
~~^TCLO, '49), 194-196 
-(CLO, '53), 256, 271-275 
-(CLO, '65), 402-405 

Green, Adolph, 280, 533 
Green, John, 387-388, 582 
Greenberg, Edward, 233, 388, 

402, 407, 409, 487, 
513, 567 

Greene, Patterson, 118, 
143, 341 

Grey, Joel, 513 
Grieg, Edvard, 112-113, 

116-117, 
Griffith, Robert, 309-311 
Guerin, Rene, 335-336 
Guittard, Lawrence, 357-359 
Guys and Dolls, 619 

-(CLO, » 51) , 228, 299 
Gypsy, 206-207, 411, 437 
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Gypsy Baron, The, 274 
=TCLO, '39), 54-55, 
58, 60, 65 

Gypsy Lady, 245, 581 
^ICLO, '46), 137, 138-
142, 144-145, 152, 181 

H.M.S. Pinafore, 390 
-(CLO, '40), 65, 69-71 

Haas, Hugo, 167, 179 
Hagen, Uta, 478 
Half a Sixpence 

-(CLO, '66), 466 
Halliday, Heller, 278, 283-

290 
Halliday, Richard, 180, 

185-186, 277-279, 
281-288, 332-336 

Hamilburg, Mitchell, 239 
Hammerstein, Arthur, 221, 

314-315 
Hammerstein, Oscar, 314 
Hammerstein, Oscar, II, 

107, 150, 179, 201, 
220-221, 279, 303, 
314, 341, 371, 388, 
441, 443, 464, 593, 
619-620 

-Carmen Jones, 130-131, 
546 

-Carousel, 93, 108-109, 
209, 256, 402, 408, 562, 
618 

-King and I, The, 108-
109, 223, 300-302, 341-
342, 401, 481, 530-531, 
559, 618 

-Music in the Air, 89-93 
-New Moon, 433 
-Oklahoma!, 107-108, 114-
115, 200, 209, 272, 569, 
618 

-Show Boat, 62-63, 71-72, 
81, 93-94, 107-108, 131, 
150, 193, 402, 407, 470-
475, 618 

-Sound of Music, The, 
108, 527, 529, 530, 618 

-South Pacific, 91-92, 
108, 157-163, 180, 

209-215, 241-242, 277-
278, 330, 332-335, 402, 
608, 618 

Harbach, Otto, 107, 221, 
315 

Harburg, Yip, 67, 234, 442, 
554-556 

Hardy, Joseph, 446, 450-
456, 458-460, 531, 
566 

Harkrider, John, 24, 576 
Harlem Opera House, New 

York, 314-316 
Harnick, Sheldon, 434, 441, 

618 
Harrison, Rex, 331, 594-595 
Hart, Lorenz ("Larry"), 67, 

441, 464 
Hart, Moss, 445, 513, 553 
Hassall, George, 21 
Hastings, Bob, 629 
Hawkins, Bill, 177 
Hayes, Helen, 180, 264-265 
Hayes, Peter Lind, 78-79 
Hayward, Leland, 92, 2 81 
Hazel Flagg, .257 
Healy, Mary, 78-79 
Hecht, Ben, 264-265 
Hello, Dolly!, 435, 557, 

619 
- (CLO, '65) , 400 

Henderson, Florence, 272-
273, 387, 392-393 

Henreid, Paul, 228-230 
Hepburn, Katharine, 8, 417-

426, 452 
Her Majesty's Theatre, Lon-

don, 40 4 
Herbert, Victor, 11, 26, 

30, 110, 314-317, 
388, 390, 432-433, 
436, 582, 619 

-Fortune Teller, The, 
' 137-139 
-Gypsy Lady, 137-142, 
144-145 

-Madamoiselle Modiste, 560 
-Naughty Marietta, 157, 
181-184, 314 
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Herbert, Victor,(continued) , 
-Red Mill, The, 66-67, 
78, 131-136, 469-470 

-Romany Lady, 141 
-Serenade, 138 

Herman, "Hard-Boiled," 
218-219 

Herman, Jerry, 435, 531, 
548 

Hines, Jerome, 69-71 
Hit the Deck 

-(CLO, '42), 94-97 
Hitchcock, Raymond, 415-

416, 497 
Holder, Geoffrey, 30 7 
Holloway, Sterling, 23-24, 

138, 181, 393, 407, 
562 

Hollywood Chamber of Com-
merce, 3 81 

Hope, Bob, 11-13, 22, 26-
27, 405-406, 408 

Hopper, De Wolfe, 497-498 
Hopper, Hedda, 49 8 
Horner, Harry, 574 
Horton, Edward Everett, 181-

184, 365 
Houston, George, 2 3 
Houston Grand Opera, 323 
How To Succeed in Business 

Without Really Try-
ing, 228 

-(CLO, 175), 533-536, 538 
Howard, Willie, 497 
Howes Sally Ann, 527, 530 
Hubert, Rene, 87, 233, 576 
Hughes, Howard, 234-240 
Hunt, Lois, 320 
Hunter, Mary, 279, 288, 290 
Hutshing, Ed, 118 
Hylton, Jack, 141 
Hyman, Bernard, 59 

I Do! I Do!, 334, 355 
Imperial Theatre, New 

York, 119, 127, 
221 

Imperial Theatre, San 
Francisco, 38-39 

Irene, 530 
Israel, Walter, 578-579 
Ives, Burl, 557-558 
Janis, Elsie, 18 
Jeakins, Dorothy, 577 
Jeffreys, Anne, 263, 402, 

407 
Jeffreys, Mike, 183-184 
Jenkins, George, 573 
John F. Kennedy Center for 

the Performing Arts, 
Washington D.C., 14 7, 
427-428, 430, 533, 
612-613 

Jollyana 
-(CLO, '52), 234-240, 554-

556 
Jolson, Al, 13, 478, 497 
Jones, Allan, 23, 228, 317, 

407 
Jones, John Paul, 545 
Jordan, Glenn, 362, 522-524, 

529, 532-535, 538 
Jubilee Singers and Dancers, 

475 

KHJ (radio station), 328 
KNX (radio station), 48 
Kander, John, 441-442 
Kane, Helen, 47 
Kane, Walter, 234-235 
Karnilova, Maria, 4 52, 4 5 8-

459 
Katinka, 22 3 
Kay,'Arthur, 38, 67-68, 170, 

189, 581-582 
-Kismet, 68 
-Merry Widow, The, 231 
-Naughty Marietta, 157, 
181 

-Song of Norway, 68, 123-
124 

-Vagabond King, The, 84 
Kaye, Danny, 111 
Kazan, Elia, 557-558 
Keeler, Ruby, 523 
Kelly, Grace, 636 
Kennedy, Jacqueline 

("Jackie"), 573 
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Kenny, Sean, 574 
Kern, Jerome, 10 7, 112, 

218, 388, 433, 
438-441 

-Cat and the Fiddle, The, 
53, 60 

-Music in the Air, 89-93 
-Roberta, 11-12, 22, 24-
26, 87-88 

-Sally, 118, 438-439 
-Show Boat, 62-63, 71-72, 
81, 93-94, 107-108, 131, 
150, 193, 402, 407, 470-
475, 618 

Kerr, Walter, 456 
Kibbee, Guy, 6 2 
Kidd, Michael, 305-306, 569 
Kiley, Richard, 502, 504 
Kind Sir, 277, 284 
King, Edith, 184 
King, Walter Woolf, 66 
King and I, The, 108-109, 

223, 559, 618 
-(CLO, '54), 300-302 
-(CLO, '58), 341-342 
-(CLO, '65), 401, 481 
-(CLO, 174), 530-531 

Kingsford, Walter, 119, 
125-126 

Kirsten, Dorothy, 256, 
272-273, 589 

Kismet (musical), 68, 150, 
157, 159, 163, 343, 
402, 450, 570, 582, 
611, 619, 624 

-(CLO, '53), 243-271, 
359, 553, 566, 578 

-(CLO, 162), 263-264, 
355-356 

-(CLO, 176), 461, 624 
Kismet (play), 243 
Kiss Me Kate, 244, 544, 618 

-(CLO, '49), 193, 201-204 
-(CLO, '64), 356 

Klemperer, Werner, 527 
Knickerbocker Holiday, 78 
Knoblock, Edward, 243-244 
Korngold, Erich, 111-113, 

325, 376-377, 583 

-Great Waltz, The, 194, 
271-275 

-Rosalinda, 148-149, 318-
319 

Kostal, Irwin, 460, 516 
Kraft, Beatrice, 262-263 
Kriegsman, Gretchen, 31 
Kritz, Karl, 403 
Kruschen, Jack, 534 
Kuller, Sid, 319, 547 
L. E. Behymer concert ser-

ies, 51, 75 
Lacey, Franklin, 172-173 
Lady in the Dark, 574 

-(CLO, '43), 102-104, 
205-206 

Lahr, Bert, 497 
Land of Smiles, The, 14-

15 
Landis, Carole, 22 
Lane, Burton, 433-434 
Langner, Lawrence, 114 
Lansbury, Angela, 59 4 
Lantz, Robert ("Robby"), 

249-258, 450-451 
Larkin, Peter, 574 
Lawler, Oscar, 424 
Lawrence, Carol (Mrs. Rob-

ert Goulet), 536-538 
Lawrence, Gertrude, 9, 10 2-

104, 180, 205 
Lawrence, Lawrence Shubert, 

465-466 
La'ye, Evelyn, 312 
Layton, Joe, 305-306, 402 
Lazarus, Milton, 68, 90, 

13 8 
-Great Waltz, The, 194 
-Hit the Deck, 9 6 
-Naughty Marietta, 157, 
181 

-Red Mill, The, 469-470 
-Song of Norway, 113-114, 
118, 121, 125 

Le Baron, Bill, 19 2 
Lederer, Charles, 245-264 

passim, 270-271, 319 
Lederer, Francis, 90 
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Lehar, Franz, 14, 388 
-Count of Luxembourg, 
The, 546-548 

-Land of Smiles, The, 14-
15 

-Merry Widow, The, 53-54, 
66, 78, 228-233, 313, 
390-391, 402, 462, 546, 
548, 618 

Lehmann, Lotte, 322-323 
Leiber, Fritz, 90 
Leigh, Carolyn, 279-281 
Leigh, Mitch, 434, 533, 619 
Lerner, Alan, 441, 463-465 

-Brigadoon, 150, 193, 
196-198, 462, 619 

-Camelot, 445, 533, 535-
538, 566, 619 

-Coco, 417 
-Gigi, 435, 443-463, 529 
-My Fair Lady, 330-331, 
390, 445, 459, 462, 512-
513, 519, 594-595, 618 

-Paint Your Wagon, 46 2 
Lester, Gertrude Duffy, 37, 

40, 636 
Levant, Oscar, 523 
Lewis, Al, 74 
Lewis, Arthur, 404 
Life with Father, 549 
Light Opera Album, The, 

386-394, 397, 582 
Light Opera Festival, 29 

-1935 season, 9-10, 12 
-1936 season, 10, 12, 53 

Linden, Hal, 369 
Little Night Music, A, 358-

359, 449 
Little Women, 8 
Loesser, Frank, 228, 366, 

435, 500-501, 619 
Loewe, Fritz, 435, 441, 

463-465 
-Brigadoon, 150, 193, 
196-198, 462, 619 

-Camelot, 445, 533, 535-
538, 566, 619 

-Gigi, 435, 443-463, 529 
-My Fair Lady, 330-331, 

3, 445, 459, 462, 390 

512-513, 519, 594-595, 
618 

-Paint Your Wagon, 46 2 
Logan, Joshua, 559 
Lord and Thomas advertis-

ing agency, 3-4 
Loring, Eugene, 260, 305, 

392, 403, 467, 569 
Los Angeles Civic Light 

Opera Association 
(LACLOA), 10, 26, 
52, 58-59, 115, 327-
329, 398-400, 421, 
487, 539 

-board of directors, 59-
60, 64, 76, 81, 100, 
106-107, 129, 256, 259, 
340, 405, 522', 532, 534, 
539, 605, 629-630 

-drama critics, 142-144, 
247, 264, 319, 321-325, 
474, 510-518, 606, 609, 
610 

-guarantors, 98-99, 103, 
105, 398, 405-508, 414, 
419, 473-474, 530 

-staff, 82-83, 104, 413-
414, 422, 505 

-subscribers, 64, 73-74, 
81, 83, 86, 143, 146, 
151, 169, 193-194, 210, 
214, 233, 247, 373, 380-
381, 398, 400, 411-415, 
446, 475, 505, 519, 527, 
529, 604-613 

-tickets and ticket 
brokers, 56-57, 66, 211-
214, 603-604 

-1938 season, 11-27, 65, 
66, 87-88 

-1939 season, 53-55, 58-
59, 65, 66 

-19.40 season, 61-67, 69-72, 
475 

-1941 season, 66, 71-81, 
83, 99, 560-561 
-1942 season, 66, 83-85, 
88-97, 99 

-1943 season, 99-105, 205-
206 

-1944 season, 110-130, 475 
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Los Angeles Civic Light 
Opera Association 
(continued) 

-1945 season, 130-136, 
215-216 

-1946,season, 137-142, 
144-145 

-1947 season, 87, 98, 
141, 146-149, 152-155, 
318-319, 576 

-1948 season, 157, 163-
184, 186, 197 

-1949 season, 146, 159, 
193-198, 201-204, 256 

-1950 season, 91-92, 193, 
200, 209-221, 330, 608 

-1951 season, 228-232 
-1952 season, 234-242, 
554-556 

-1953 season, 98, 243-
276, 300, 359, 562, 
566, 578 

-1954 season, 185, 277-
294, 300-302, 568, 574, 
611 

-1955 season, 201, 308-
311 

-1956 season, 318-321, 
327-329 

-1957 season, 327, 329-
338, 402 

-1958 season, 329 , 341-
347, 579, 611 

-1959 season, 411-412, 
414, 579 

-1960 season, 81, 470-475 
-1961 season, 201, 233, 
527 

-1962 season, 355-356 
-1963 season, 375-380 
-1964 season, 356-358 
-1965 season, 386, 398-
405, 481 

-1966 season, 465-469, 
518 

-1967 season, 365-366, 
402, 475, 502-507 518, 
566 

-1968 season, 321-•323, 334 
355, 412-413, 507 

-1969 season, 512-519 
-1970 season, 392-397, 
508-509, 582, 622 

-1971 season, 413-415, 
417-430 

-1972 season, 369, 523-
529 

-1973 season, 98, 435, 
444-463, 529-530, 579-
580 

-1974 season, 323, 360-
364, 530-532 

-1975 season, 98, 532-
538, 566 

-1976 season, 461 
Los Angeles Examiner, 118, 

341 
Los Angeles Junior Chamber 

of Commerce, 100, 
105 

Los Angeles Memorial Coli-
seum, 210 

Los Angeles Philharmonic 
Orchestra, 379-380, 
383, 582 

Los Angeles Times, 321, 324, 
412, 466, 511-514, 
517-518 

Lost in the Stars, 199-200, 
124-215 

Louis, Jean, 448, 452 
Louisiana Purchase 

-(CLO, '47), 153-155, 
181 

Love Story, 532 
Ludlam, Jim, 384 
Lunt, Alfred, 9, 180 
MacArthur, Charles, 264-265 
MacDonald, Jeanette, 47, 

113, 181, 317 
Mack and Mabel, 435 

-(CLO, '75), 531 
Mackay, Harper, 466 
Madamoiselle Modiste, 560 
Magallanes, Nicholas, 116 
Magdalena, 372, 570 

-(CLO, '48), 157, 163-
179, 186, 260 

Mainbocher, 577 
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Mallory, Victoria ("Vicki"), 
448, 461 

Mame, 435 
Mamoulian, Rouben, 214-215, 

256, 346-347, 514-
515, 546, 559, 562-
563 

Man of La Mancha, 434, 619 
- (CLO, '67) , 502-507, 518 

Mandel, Frank, 440 
-New Moon, The, 433 

Manning, Irene, 66, 561 
Marinelli, Carmine, 421 
Marion, George, 54 
Mark Hellinger Theater, 

New York, 261-262 
Mark Taper Forum, Los 

Angeles, 384-385 
Marks, Dave, 10, 103-104, 

186, 261, 340 
Marks, Walter, 636 
Marks, Mrs. Walter, 636 
Marre, Albert ("Albie"), 

258-260, 319, 343-
345, 403, 504, 
533, 566-567, 624 

Martin, Elliot, 507-508 
Martin, Ernest, 201, 228, 

538-540 
Martin, George, 263 
Martin, Hugh, 442-443 
Martin, Mary, 191, 406, 

494-495, 549, 577, 
582 

-Annie Get Your Gun, 158, 
180, 332-333, 335-338 

-I Do! I Do!, 355 
-Peter Pan, 185-186, 277-
290, 294, 568, 611, 624 

-South Pacific, 161-162, 
180, 333-335, 402 

Mass, 428, 430 
Massey, Daniel, 450 
Matieu, Mirielle, 449 
Mattson, Eric, 561 
McCarthy, Joseph, 236-237 
McKeever, Jacquelyn, 472 
McKenna, Kenneth, 244-245, 

247-248 
McLaglen, Victor, 227 

Me and Mabel, 548-549 
Medium, The, 437-438 
Meet Me in St. Louis, 442 
Meet the People, 145 
Meister, Barbara, 321, 393 
Menotti, Gian Carlo, 437-

438 
Mercer, Johnny, 442 
Merman, Ethel, 180, 20 6, 

207, 409-411, 494-
495 

Merola, Gaetano, 315-316 
Merrick, David, 198, 208, 

300, 354 
-Gypsy, 206 
-Hello, Dolly 1, 400 
-Mack and Mabel, 531, 549 
-Oliver 1, 368 
-Pickwick, 36 8 
-Promises, Promises, 508-
509 

-"Sugar," 363 
Merrill, Robert (lyricist), 

363 
Merrill, Robert (singer), 

531 
Merry Widow, The, 78, 223, 

313, 390-391, 402, 
462, 546, 548, 618 

-(LOF, '36), 53-54 
-(CLO, '40), 66 
-(CLO, 151), 228-232 
-(CLO, 161), 233 

Messel, Oliver, 448, 451-
453, 579-580 

Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), 
-contract players, 23, 
51-52, 95 

-copyrights, 58-59, 192, 
244-245, 247-248 

-motion pictures, 181, 
317, 377, 435, 523 

-staff, 68, 113, 120, 168, 
579 

Metropolitan Opera, 160, 
325, 332, 480, 574 

Mielziner, Jo, 573 
Mikado, The, 618 
Milk and Honey, 435 
Miller, Marilyn, 438 
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Miller, Paul, 628 
Mr. Ambassador, 156-159 
Mitchell, Leona, 531-532 
Moebs, William, 32-35 
Monk, Terence, 512 
Monsieur L'Arsouille, 544 
Montalban, Ricardo, 342, 

401, 530-531 
Moody, Ron, 527, 5 29 
Moore, Victor, 152-155 
Moorehead, Agnes, 453-454, 

456-458 
Morgan, Dennis, 22-23 
Morgan, Helen, 62-63 
Morgan, Ralph, 196 
Morison, Patricia, 407, 527 
Morner, Stanley, 22-23 
Morris, Richard, 515-516 
Morrow, Doretta, 260, 266, 

359, 481 
Morse, Robert ("Bobby"), 

363, 533, 536 
Moser, Margot, 512 
Moss, John, 210, 603 
Most Happy Fella, The, 501 
Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus, 

254 
Mulhare, Edward, 537-5 38 
Muni, Bella, 344-345 
Muni, Paul, 343-347, 375, 

567, 611 
Munsel, Patrice,' 216-217, 

220, 233, 354, 402 
Music Center of Los Angeles 

County, 101, 328-329, 
334, 381-386, 394 
398, 401-403 

-Ahmanson Theatre, 3 84-
385, 412, 501-507, 518-
519, 531, 533 

-Center Theatre Group, 
384-385, 501-503, 507-
508 

-Dorothy Chandler Pavil-
ion, 381, 385-386, 412, 
417-424, 502, 518-519, 
566, 628 
-Founders' Room, 383 
400 

-Grand Hall, 398-400, 
422 

-Mark Taper Forum, 384-385 
-Performing Arts Council, 
385, 393 

Music Dealers Association, 
634 

Music in the Air, 88-93 
Music Man, The, 436, 514, 

619 
Musical Theater Calvalcade, 

The 
-(CLO, '70), 392-397, 582 

Musicians' union hall, Los 
Angeles, 32 8 

My Fair Lady, 390, 459, 462, 
594-595, 618 

-(CLO, '57), 330-331 
-(CLO, '69), 445, 512-
513, 519 

Myers, Henry, 138-139, 
144-146, 544 

Myrtil, Odette, 132, 134 
Nathan, George Jean, 177 
National Broadcasting Com-

pany (NBC), 332, 339 
National Endowment for the 

Arts, 487 
Naughty Marietta, 314 

- (CLO, '48), 157, 181-
184 

Nesbitt, Cathleen, 512 
New Moon, The, 273, 433 

-(CLO, '38), 11, 23 
-(CLO, '44), 117, 119 

New York City Opera, 229, 
472, 582 

New York Daily News, 177 
New York Herald-Tribune, 142 
New York State Theatre, 

Lincoln Center, 
401-402 

New York Times, 119, 142, 
177, 456, 511 

New York World-Telegram, 
177 

Nickel, Al, 576 
Niska, Marilyn, 387, 393 
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Nixon, Richard, 393-394 
No, No, Nanette 

-(CLO, '72), 181, 523 
Nolan, Kathy, 287 
Norton, Elliot, 586-587 
Novotny, Jarmilla, 6 6 
Nutcracker, The, 578 
01Connel, Jo Ann, 359 
Odyssey 

-(CLO, '75), 532-533, 536 
Of Thee I Sing, 155 
Offenbach, Jacques, 254, 

387, 390, 550 
O'Hearn, Robert, 574 
Oklahomai, 86, 107-108, 

114-115, 200, 209, 
272, 569, 618 

Oliver 1, 368, 527 
-(CLO, '73), 529 

On a Clear Day You Can See 
Forever, 433 

One Touch of Venus, 180 
O'Neill, George, 250 
"Operatic Wrangle, An" 

(vaudeville act), 
6-8 

Othello, 478 
Out of This World, 110 -
Pacific Overtures, 437 
Paint Your Wagon, 462, 557 
Pajama Game 

-(CLO, '55), 309-311 
Pantages Theater, Los 

Angeles, 381 
Papp, Joseph, 371 
Paramount Pictures, 47, 50-

51, 191-192, 535 
Parr, Jack, 454 
Partington, Jack, 38, 40-41 
Pasadena Civic Auditorium, 

380 
Patinkin, Sheldon, 427-428, 

431 
Pechner, Gerhard, 172-173 
Peck, Gregory, 50 3 
Performing Arts Council, 

385, 393 

Peter Pan, 582, 624 
-(CLO, '54), 185-186, 
277-292, 294, 568, 
574, 611 

Peters, Bernadette, 531 
Petina, Irra, 90, 119, 121-

124, 167, 179, 560-
561 

Philharmonic Auditorium, 
Los Angeles, 39 8, 
416 

-availability, 169, 281, 
330 

-facilities, 20, 103, 
146-147, 378-380 

-Light Opera Festival, 9 
-Temple Baptist Church, 
18, 54, 58, 202, 204-
207, 411, 610 

Pickens, Jane, 228 
Pickwick, 368 
Pidgeon, Walter, 59 5 
Pinkham, Eleanor, 83, 105, 

454, 622 
-artist relations, 178, 
425 

-and Feuer and Martin, 
534, 538-539 

-general manager, LACLOA, 
210, 261-262, 300, 302, 
341, 362, 380, 394-385, 
522-523, 529, 579, 580 

-retirement, 532 
-suggesting repertoire, 
74-76, 158, 162, 527 

Pinza, Doris (Mrs. Ezio), 
159-160 

Pinza, Ezio, 71, 156-163, 
243-244, 332-333 

Pippin, 436, 557 
Plain and Fancy 

-(CLO, '55), 201 
Piatt, Benjamin ("B. P."), 

44-46, 48, 276-
277, 633-635 

Piatt Music Company, 44-48, 
276-277, 633-635 
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Podell, Jules, 113 
Pons, Lily, 177 
Porgy and Bess, 72-74, 324, 

477, 481, 618 
-(CLO, '43), 99-100 
-(CLO, '74), 323, 531-532 

Porretta, Frank, 365, 387, 
403, 428, 467, 481 

Porter, Cole, 67, 68, 177, 
202-204, 228, 388, 
435 

-Kiss Me, Kate, 201-204, 
244, 544, 618 

-Out of This World, 110 
Powell, Bertha, 64 
Powell, Richard, 53-54 
Preston, Robert, 355, 531 
Price, Alonzo, 53-54, 560 
Price, Leontyne, 4 80 
Prince, Harold ("Hal"), 

201, 309-311, 354, 
430, 448-449 

Princess Ting-a-Ling, 188 
Prisoner of Zenda, The, 375 
Promises, Promises 

-(CLO, '70), 508-509 
Prowse, Juliet, 393-394 
Puccini, Giacomo, 438 
Queens College, New York, 

567 
RKO Pictures, 8, 51-52, 

234-236 
Raiguel, Phil, 420, 572 
Raitt, John, 70-71, 167, 

178, 332, 407, 409 
Randolph, Bob, 53 3, 573-

574 
Reams, Lee Roy, 534 
Reardon, John, 267, 387 
Red Channels (periodical), 

236-237, 249 
Red Mill, The, 78, 93, 469-

470 
-(CLO, '40), 66-67 
-(CLO, '45), 131-136, 582 

Reimueller, Ross, 455, 513, 
582 

Reinhardt, Max 
-Rosalinda, 148-149, 318-
319 

Reinheimer, Howard, 159-
162 

Remick, Jerome, 49-50 
Remick Music Publishing 

Company, 32, 49 
Reynolds, Debbie, 530 
Rio Rita, 78-81 
Ritchard, Cyril, 185-186, 

278, 291, 319, 322, 
360-363 

Rivera, Chita, 376, 516 
Robbins, Jerome ("Jerry"), 

278-281, 286-293, 
303, 306, 369, 557, 
568-569 

Roberta 
-(CLO, '38), 11-12, 22, 
24, 25-26, 87-88, 191 

Roberts, Tony, 36 3 
Robeson, Paul, 62, 64, 71-

74, 99, 478-479 
Rockefeller Center, New York, 

224-226 
Rodgers, Richard, 107, 150, 

177, 179, 201, 279, 
341, 371, 388 , 401-
402, 435, 441, 443, 
462, 464, 593, 619-
620 

-Carousel, 93, 108-109, 
209, 256, 402, 408, 562, 
618 

-King and I, The, 108-109, 
223, 300-302, 341-342, 
401, 481, 530-531, 559, 
618 

-Oklahoma!, 107-108, 114-
115, 200, 209, 272, 569, 
618 

-Sound of Music, The, 108, 
527, 529, 530, 618 

-South Pacific, 91-9 2, 
108, 157-163, 180, 209-
215, 241-242, 277-278, 
330, 332-335, 402, 608, 
618 

Rogers, Anne, 331, 376, 537-
538 

Rogers, Buddy, 47 
Rogers, Charles, 191-19 2 
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Rogers, Ginger, 103 
Rolph, Marti, 534 
Romany Lady, 141 
Romberg, Lillian Harris 

(Mrs. Sigmund), 
25 

Romberg, Sigmund ("Rommy"), 
11-13, 17, .23-25, 
313-314, 379, 387, 
440-441, 619 

-Blossom Time, 11-22, 65 
-New Moon, The, 11, 23, 
117, 119, 273, 433 

-Student Prince, The, 11, 
22-23, 25, 465-469, 476 

Rome, Harold, 435 
Ronnell, Ann, 54, 76 
Rosalinda, 78, 339 
-(CLO, '47), 148-149, 
183, 318-319 

-(CLO, '56), 318-321 
-(CLO, '68), 321-323 

Rose, Billy, 131-132, 134, 
177, 262 

Rose Marie, 78, 109, 392 
-(CLO, '45), 215-216 
-(CLO, '50), 193, 215-221 

Rosenkavalier, Per, 325 
Rosenthal, Jean, 389 
Ross, Herb, 305-306 
Ross, Joe, 36 2, 534 
Rothschilds, The, 434 

-(CLO, '72), 369, 523, 
609 

Roxy Theater, New York, 44 3 
Royal Ballet School, London, 

278 
Ruben, Jose, 218-220 
Russell, Rosalind, 534 
Saddler, Donald, 305, 569 
Saidy, Fred, 234, 554-556 
Saint-Saens, Camille, 365 
St. Louis Municipal Opera, 

62, 522-523, 558-
559, 560, 567 

Saint of Bleeker Street, 
The, 438 

Sail' 
-(CLO, '44), 118, 438-439 

Salzburg Opera Guild, 195 
Samrock, Victor, 199-200 
San Diego Grand Opera, 229 
San Francisco Civic Light 

Opera Association, 
16, 60-61, 67, 107, 
115, 146, 148, 243, 
329-330, 339. See 
also Curran, Homer 

-auditions, 489-494 
-guarantors, 99, 339, 408-
411, 492 

-subscribers, 380, 415 
-1940 season, 64 
-1942 season, 95-97 
-1944 season, 121 
-1950 season, 200 
-1957 season, 332 
-1971 season, 415 

San Francisco Grand Opera, 
75, 159, 315 

Sandrich, Mark, 5 2 
Sarnoff, Dorothy, 167, 223 
Savoy Hotel, New York, 636 
Savoy Serenade 
- (CLO, »40) , 65 

Schaefer, George, 375-376 
Schallert, Edwin, 143 
Schang, Fred, 73 
Scheff, Fritzi, 560 
Scheherazade, 5 71 
Schener, Phil, 143 
Schirmer, Rudolph, 315 
Scott, Ivy, 119, 125 
Schwartz, Stephen, 436-437 
Screen Actors Guild, 287 
Scudder, Eric, 259 
Segal, Erich, 532 
Selznick, David, 377, 443 
Sennett, Mack, 548 
Serenade, The, 138 
1776 
=TCLO, '70), 622 

Sharaff, Irene, 168-169, 
172, 576-577 

Shaw, George Bernard, 390, 
618 

-Arms and the Man, 77 
Shean, Al, 90 
Short, Hassard, 131 
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Show Boat, 93-94, 107-108, 
131, 193, 407, 617, 
618 

-(CLO, '40), 62-63, 71-
72, 475 

-(CLO, 144), 475 
-(CLO, 160), 81, 470-475 
-(CLO, 167), 402, 475 

Shrine Civic Auditorium, 
Los Angeles, 244, 
311-313 

Shubert, J. J., 311-313 
Shubert, Lee, 120, 127, 

129-130, 140, 165, 
199 

Shubert Organization, 46 8 
Shubert Theatre, Los 

Angeles, 528, 530 
Shurr, Louis, 110 
Shwartz, Martin, 452 
Siepi, Cesare, 71, 332-333 
Sills, Beverly, 229, 585 
Simmons, Jean, 594 
Sinatra, Frank, 584 
Skinner, Otis, 243 
Slezak, Walter, 195-196 
Smiling Lieutenant, The, 

50-51 
Smith, Cecil, 466 
Smith, Oliver, 365-366, 403, 

429, 448, 451-453, 
512, 516, 572-573, 
577 

Smuin, Michael, 569 
Sokolsky, George, 249 
Some Like It Hot, 363 
Sondheim, Stephen, 436-437, 

619 
Song of Norway, 68, 165, 

245, 246, 254, 372, 
476, 498, 581, 586, 
611, 619 

-(CLO, '44), 110-130, 
138, 152 

-(CLO, '47), 147, 181 
-(CLO, 152), 241-242 

Sound of Music, The, 108, 
618 

-(CLO, '61), 527 
-(CLO, 172), 527, 529, 530 

South Pacific, 108, 157-
163, 180, 277-278, 
402, 618 

- (CLO, ' 50) , 91-92, 193, 
209-215, 330, 608 

-(CLO, '52), 241-242 
-(CLO, '57), 332-335, 402 

Spewack, Bella, 544 
Spewack, Sam, 544 
Spigelgass, Leonard, 548-

549 
Stanford Research Institute, 

382-383 
Stevens, Rise, 325 
Stevens, Roger, 343, 347, 

427, 429, 533 
Stevens, Terese ("Terri"), 

452, 454-456 
Stoll Empire Theater, 

London, 26 7 
Stone, Andrew, 188-192, 

395 
Stone, Dorothy, 131-134, 

407 
Stone, Paula, 131-132, 255-

259 
Stone, Peter, 363 
Stone, Virginia, 395 
Stothart, Herb, 221 
Strasberg, Susan, 287 
Straus, Oscar 
-Chocolate Soldier, The, 
66, 76-77 

-Waltz Dream, A, 50-51, 
58 

Strauss, Johann, 194-195, 
271 

Strauss, Johann, Jr., 194-
195, 271-272 

-Fledermaus, Die, 14 8, 
318-319, 321-323, 618 

Strauss, Richard, 
-Rosenkavalier, Per, 325 

Street Scene, 198-199 
Streetcar Named Pesire, A, 

432 
Stromberg, Hunt, Jr., 131-

132 
Student Prince, The, 78, 476 

- (CLO, '38), 11, 22-23, 25 
-(CLO, '66), 465-469 
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Styne, Jule, 206-207, 280, 
363, 433, 437 

Subber, (Arnold) Saint, 
202, 446, 451-453, 
459-460 

"Sugar," 
—=7CLO, '74) , 360-364, 532 
Sullivan, Arthur, 64-65, 

67, 188, 387-388, 
441, 463-464 

-H.M.S. Pinafore, 65, 69-
71, 390 

-Mikado, The, 618-620 
Swanson, Gloria, 4 53 
Sweethearts 
-(CLO, 148), 197-198 

Tajo, Italo, 71 
Tallchief, Maria, 81, 116 
Tallchief, Marjory, 81 
Taming of the Shrew, The, 

358 
Tams-Witmark Music Library, 

29 
Tannhauser, 36 
Tauber, Richard, 15 
Taubman, Howard, 177 
Temple Baptist Church, 58, 

104, 202, 204-207, 
240, 381, 411, 610. 
See also Philharmon-
ic Auditorium 

Ter-Arutunian, Rouben, 2 33, 
574 

Terris, Norma, 62 
Tetrazzini, Luisa, 316 
Tewiata, Inia, 365 
Thayer, Lorna, 409 
Theatre Guild, 114-115, 

209, 478 
Theodore, Lee, 569 
Thomas, John Charles, 26, 

84, 93, 96, 111, 
195, 318, 605 

-Blossom Time, 11-22 
-Chocolate Soldier, The, 
66, 76, 560-561 

-Great Waltz, The, 256, 
271, 274-275 

-Gypsy Baron, The, 54-55, 
60, 274 

-H.M.S. Pinafore, 64-66, 
70 

-Land of Smiles, 14-15 
-Music in the Air, 88-91 

Thompson, Frank, 535, 577-
578, 580 

Three Musketeers, The 
=TCLO, '47), 87, 152, 576 

Tibbett, Lawrence, 52, 158, 
243-244, 318, 477 

Todd, Mike, 127, 129-130 
Tours, Frank, 65, 274 
Towers, Constance, 365, 407 
Toye, Wendy, 30 7 
Tozzi, Giorgio, 333, 335, 

403 
Trader Vic's, New York, 6 36 
Transvaal Opera, 405 
Traviata, La, 273, 472, 546 
Trentini, Emma, 314-316 
Tresselt, Frank, 226-227 
Tschaikowsky, Peter Ilyich, 

243, 245-246, 254 
Twentieth Century-Fox, 86, 

233-235, 238, 479 
Twigs, 306 
Two Gentlemen of Verona 

-(CLO, '73), 529 
Tyers, John, 152 
Universal Studios, 191 
Unsinkable Molly Brown, The, 

515 
Uris, Leon, 3 72-373 
Ustinov, Peter, 365 
Vagabond King, The, 78 

-(CLO, '42), 84 
Valency, Maurice, 545 
Vallee, Rudy, 4 7 
Van Druten, John, 559 
Variety (periodical), 118 
Venora, Lee, 481 
Venuta, Benay, 409-410 
Verdon, Gwen, 240 
Verrett, Shirley, 480 
Vie Parisienne, La, 550-551 
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Villa-Lobos, Heitor, 164-
167, 169-170, 174-
175, 177-178 

Vinnie, 549 
Vogt, , 46 
Volksoper, Vienna, 546 
Wagner, Richard, 325 
Walsh, Raoul, 226-227 
Waltz Dream, A, 50-51 

-(CLO, '39), 58 
War Memorial Opera House, 

San Francisco, 213, 
330, 339 

Ward, Edward, 68, 135-136, 
221, 582-583 

Warner Brothers, 23, 111, 
512 

Warwick Hotel, New York, 
262, 265, 501 

Waters, Ethel, 74, 95 
Wayne, David, 39 3 
Weill, Kurt, 432, 462 

-Lady in the Dark, 102-
104 

-Lost in the Stars, 199-
200, 214-215 

-Street Scene, 198-199 
Werrenrath, Reinald, 91 
West Side Story, 292-293, 

369, 402, 437, 557, 
619 

-(CLO, '59), 411-412, 414 
Western Costume, Los Ange-

les, 24, 86-87, 
575-576, 578 

Wharton, John, 6 8 
Where's Charley? 

-(CLO, 151), 228 
White, Francia, 19, 23, 51 
White, Miles, 139, 516, 577 
White, Oona, 305, 448, 452, 

455, 569 
Whiteman, Paul, 317 
Whiting, Margaret, 4 8 
Whiting, Richard ("Dick"), 

32, 47-51 
Wickes, Mary, 534 
Weiner, Hal, 8 3 
Wiere Brothers, 319-321 

Willson, Meredith, 435-436, 
514-519 

Wilson, Julie, 472 
Wiman, Dwight, 198-199 
Winters, Lawrence, 472-474 
Wittop, Freddy, 365-366, 

403, 577 
Wiz, The, 479 
Wizard of Oz, The, 435 
Wodehouse, P. G., 407 
Wolf, Fanchon, 7 
Wolf, Marco, 7 
Wonderful Town 

-(CLO, '75), 533-536 
Woodward, Joanne, 2 87 
Wright, Bob (actor), 233, 

333, 356, 393, 396, 
402, 527 

Wright, Robert (composer), 
150, 388, 391, 435, 
550-551 

-At the Grand, 343-347 
-Dumas and Son, 365-366 
-Firefly, The, 317 
-Great Waltz, The, 194, 
403 

-Gypsy Lady, 138, 144-145 
-Kismet, 245-248, 251-255, 
258, 619 

-Magdalena, 164-167, 169-
170, 172-176 

-Song of Norway, 113-114, 
118 

Wyler, William, 111-112 
Wynn, Ed, 49 7 
Youmans, Vincent 

-Hit the Deck, 94-95 
Young, Felix, 8 
Young, Loretta, 515 
Zenda,. 375-379, 450 
Zero Hour, The, 145-146 
Ziegfeld, Florenz, 107, 

576, 596 
Ziegfeld Theater, New York, 

134, 176-178, 262, 
265, 570 

Zorba, 442 
Zorina, Vera, 111, 153 
Zwissig, Bill, 478 
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