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INTRODUCTION 

Arnold Byron ("Wolf") Larson was "born in Omaha, 
Nebraska on January 10, 1901 to John Elmer and Margaret 
Ethel (Smith) Larson. The family moved to Denver in 1909a 
and Mr. Larson attended high school there and in Omaha. 
His final year of high school was spent in Cheyenne, 
Wyoming, and upon graduation in 1919a he attended North-
eastern University in Boston for a year. He joined the 
Merchant Marine In 1920 and after a short tour returned 
to Cheyenne in December to become a reporter for the 
Wyoming State Tribune. 

Mr. Larson held various positions in Wyoming between 
1920 and 1925, including those of executive secretary to 
the Thermopolis Chamber of Commerce and reporter and 
columnist for the Casper Tribune. 

In 1925, Mr. Larson moved to Los Angeles where he 
went to work as a reporter for the Record (1925-1926), for 
the Evening Herald (I926-I929) and then for the Los Angeles 
City News Service (1929). During the time that he worked 
in Los Angeles as a reporter, he covered the federal beat 
and the District Attorney's office. In 1928, he covered 
the St. Francis Dam disaster for the Herald. 

In 1929, Mr. Larson went to Chicago where he signed 
on as a reporter for the Herald-Examiner, working there 
until the stock market crash in 1929a when he went to 



work for the Chicago bureau of the United Press. In 

addition to rewriting and editing, he wrote stories on 

Clarence Darrow, Dr. Frederick Cook and A1 Capone while 

working for the United Press. He left Chicago and 

returned to Los Angeles in 1931 because of ill health. 

Mr. Larson was ill with tuberculosis from 1931-19353 
spending most of that period at Olive View Sanitarium. 

When he did return to work, It was as a publicist. During 

the thirties and forties, he did publicity work for the 

Selig Zoo, and Lulabelle Seidler ("Ma Sanders") and her 

book of advice to the jobless migrating to California 

during the Depression, titled the Common Herd. He also 

originated the fire prevention publicity for the U.S. 

Forest Service in 1939-1941 which led to the creation of 

Smokey the Bear. Following Pearl Harbor, he became 

Pacific Coast publicity director for the United Seamen's 

Service, and he worked on many other publicity campaigns 

as well. 

In 1951j Mr. Larson became regional public information 

field representative of the California Office of Civil 

Defense, later being made chief of the public information 

division, a position he held until 1959-

Since that time, Mr. Larson has been engaged primarily 

in private study of the anthropological aspects of change 

and in activities in various organizations to which he 

belongs: the American Anthropological Association, the 
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Association for the Advancement of Science, and the 
Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions. Mr. 
Larson was a charter board member of the Los Angeles 
Press Club in 1929 and a past member of the San Francisco 
Press Club (1943-1959). 

In the following narrative, which is a transcript of 
tape-recorded interviews made with the UCLA Oral History 
Program, Mr. Larson recounts some of his early job 
experiences in Wyoming and then discusses his work as 
a reporter in both Los Angeles and Chicago. He also 
discusses briefly his work in Civil Defense in California 
in the 1950s. This interview is part of the Program's 
Biography Series. Records relating to the interview are 
located in the office of the UCLA Oral History Program. 



INTERVIEW HISTORY 

INTERVIEWER: Elizabeth I. Dixon, Head, UCLA Oral History 
Program. B.A., International Relations, USC; M.L.S., 
Library Service, UCLA. 

TIME AND SETTING 0E INTERVIEW: 
Place: Arnold Larson's residence, 1457 5th Street, 
Manhattan Beach, California. 
Dates: The interview was begun on October J } 1965 and 
concluded, February 16, 1966. The interviewing sessions 
were usually held at weekly intervals. 
Time of day, length of sessions, total number of 
recording hours; Mid-morning. One hour was recorded 
at each session. This manuscript represents approximately 
eleven hours of recording time. 

CONDUCT OF THE INTERVIEW: 
The interviewer encouraged a biographical approach 
within a chronological framework. Questions were 
introduced off tape at the beginning of each session. 
At the conclusion, topics for the next session were 
discussed and agreed upon. 

EDITING: 
Editing of the verbatim transcript of the interview 
was completed by Jack Vaughn in September 1968. The 
transcript was edited to obtain correct punctuation, 
paragraphing, and spelling. Slight changes were made 
In syntax and grammar as required. Personal and corporate 
names were verified by the editor or by the interviewee 
at the time of his review. The transcript was reviewed 
by the interviewee and returned to the Oral History 
Program on October 30, 1969. Mr. Larson made extensive 
corrections and changes. The material contained in the 
final manuscript is in the order in which it was spoken 
on the tape. When the editor has added words or phrases 
not actually spoken by the interviewee on the tape, 
they have been bracketed, except in the case of short 
connective words. 

The index was prepared by Melanie Rangno, UCLA Oral 
History Program. 
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SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS: 
The tape recordings and the edited transcript of the 
interview are in the University Archives, Department 
of Special Collections. Use of these materials is 
governed by the rules for the use of noncurrent 
University records. 
Additional supporting documentation will be found in the 
Papers of Arnold B. Larson (Collection No. 914), 
Department of Special Collections. The Larson Papers 
contain minutes of the Los Angeles Press Club, photo-
graphs, and reports, 1929-1931• 



TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE 
October 7 , 1965 

Larson: I was born in Omaha in 1901a and we lived there until 

early in the 1900's and then moved away. I remember we moved 

to Sioux City, lived there for a year or so, and then in 19°7, 

somewhere around there, we went to Cedar Rapids, Iowa. We 

lived in Mason City, Iowa also. 

In those days my father was a butter-and-egg man. He 
traveled in the country and bought crates of eggs and tubs 
of butter from farmers. 

I remember my mother as always having clairvoyant exper-
iences. She told him, on the return from one of his trips, 
about seeing him driving along in an automobile. Automobiles 
were rare in those days, but she saw him in an automobile 
with two other men. She told him just where he was in the 
car. I heard that story many times. I wondered after a 
while whether he just fell in with it or if it was actually 
true. [tape recorder turned off] This matter of clairvoyance 
on the part of my mother came up throughout her whole lifetime. 
But this was an original incident that I remember. She, as 
I say, described the time of day, where he was sitting in the 
automobile and all that sort of thing. This always struck 
awe in my father and other people who heard her tell about it. 
There was no question that he was impressed by it, because 
he seemed to confirm what she said. I don't remember that he 
ever took a qualifying viewpoint and said that that wasn't 
quite the way it was. 
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In those days, in Cedar Rapids, I remember that to be 
an ail-American boy, you had to sell the Saturday Evening Post. 
So I was more or less badgered into it. I was not enough of 
an extrovert that I wanted to go from door to door selling 
Saturday Evening Posts, but I had to be an all-American boy; 
so I did sell them but I wasn't a great success. I went into 
the barber shop on one occasion, and I talked to the barber 
and he kidded me. I don't remember exactly what he said, but 
he gave me to understand in a joking fashion that if I would 
leave my sack of Saturday Evening Posts there, he would sell 
them all for me. I was only too happy to do it, I remember, 
so I left them there. My father came later in the day and got 
a haircut, and brought home all the Saturday Evening Posts 
I hadn't sold. I was trying to get rid of them; that was 
really what it amounted to. 

Well, the reason I remember this quite well was because 
there was a photograph taken of me with my sack of Posts, 
holding up a 1909--I think it was the New Year's edition-
copy of the Pos_t— showing the infant New Year coming in. 

Anyhow, we moved to Denver that year. We lived in Denver 
till—let me see—1918, somewhere around there. My mother was 
a great patriot, a Daughter of the American Revolution. It 
was common in thosetimes to be rather hysterically American 
because World War I was going on and we were "saving the 
world for democracy." Although we couldn't afford it, my 
mother insisted that we live in a part of the city we shouldn't 
have lived in. One of the houses we rented in Denver was 
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across from a private girls school near the Phipps mansion. 
Phipps was a multi-millionaire mining man, a senator from 
Colorado. There's a big sanitarium in Denver called Phipps. 

I went to an exceptional grammar and an outstanding 
high school as the result of where we lived on the east side 
of the city. We moved time after time because my mother 
kept finding places that were more to her liking. I remember 
once, in a period of two years, we moved nine times. My mother 
was a Puritanic woman, and at each place, she would rush to clean 
the house from stem to stern. It was a mad frenzy, too. 
Because of moving all the time--it seemed all the time--we 
always had to beat and re-beat the carpets by taking them out 
on the back line and pounding them with rug-beaters. The 
whole thing is memorable in a very distasteful way. 

Anyhow, I went to an exceptionally fine high school, 
East Denver High School. I think that high school was rare 
among high schools in America; it certainly was at the time. 
We even had two high school teachers who, in the early days 
of World War I, were fired for being so outspoken in their 
views, so liberal. One I had as a teacher in freshman English, 
and she left an absolutely lasting impression in my life, 
that woman did. 
Dixon: How? 
Larson: Her name was Gertrude Nafe. She didn't talk inces-
santly about English. She talked about all sorts of subjects. 
She shaped our lives, or shaped mine in many respects, making 
me think about other aspects of life besides the sheer routine 
of learning English. She made us think about esthetics, and 
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she made us think about what freedom of speech meant. 
I was thinking the other day that in Emerson Grammar 

School, in the eighth grade we were thoroughly indoctrinated 
in Shakespeare, and I mean thoroughly. We were thoroughly 
indoctrinated in Shakespeare, and also in Milton's Areopagitica. 
I remember we were incessantly hammered on that subject: 
freedom of speech, freedom of the press and so forth. Let me 
say again that I went to very exceptional schools. They were 
exceptional because they hammered on us constantly to be 
critical in our thinking. 

In Emerson, as far as the democratic process is concerned, 
we formed our eighth grade into a Congress, elected a President, 
Vice-President and the whole works, as though we had national 
[government]. We even had a printed constitution. We had it 
printed outside the school. It was on extra-quality paper. 
It wasn't anything flimsy; it wasn't on anything like news-
print. So we had to reconstruct the Constitution, really, 
to fit our situation in the eighth grade. I remember that 
my friend was elected President. I was elected Vice-President. 
I liked that in those days. I liked the idea of being the 
presiding officer. [laughter] In later years I guess, the 
idea would have horrified me, after certain experiences, but 
at that particular period of my life it appealed to me. 

Anyhow, my father was transferred to Omaha. He worked 
for the Union Pacific. He was a railroad man nearly all his 
life, from the time he first started to work as a messenger 
and office boy in Omaha. As I think I mentioned earlier, 
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his mother brought him and his five brothers and sisters 
to America in steerage from Sweden. She was a widow from 
the farming part of southern Sweden. So he had to go to work 
after finishing grammar school. 

Anyhow, he was transferred to Omaha while I was in high 
school. I had to change high school, of course, and I found 
out what notebook work really means in high school. The next 
year, he was transferred to the division in Cheyenne, and that 
was my last year in high school, Cheyenne High School. One 
of the things that I had been much interested in at East Denver 
High School was the annual. I interested the other students 
and the English teacher in putting out a school paper and annual. 
They had had such publications in a previous era. I was 
named editor-in-chief. As East Denver High School's yearbook 
didn't have any advertising in it, I didn't want our Cheyenne 
High School annual to have any either. But how do you get it 
paid for? The question came up. [So we said,] "We'll go 
to the merchants of the city. We'll go to certain persons 
in the city, and we'll chisel'em for the money." As they say 
now, "We'll put the lug on them." [laughter] So the idea 
was this: to go and get $40 from each person, each businessman, 
a rather substantial sum for no advertising—only a mention 
on a back page that so-and-so and so-and-so were patrons of the 
annual. 

Much later in my life I was a professional fund-raiser 
for various nonprofit enterprises, but I got my first experience 
in that field in connection with our yearbook. The strategy 
was to go first to the mayor of Cheyenne and put him on the 
spot, figuring that if we got the mayor, the others would fall 



6 

over. The mayor, when we talked to him said, "You get the 

governor and I will go." He figured he wouldn't see us again. 

Looking back, I can say that's why it's a wonderful age of 

life, the adolescent age. We weren't a bit baffled or dismayed 

by the mayor's bluff. I and another fellow went to see the 

governor of Wyoming. He was a very wealthy cattleman, and I 

remember him well because of later things. He was a graduate 

of Yale and a Republican, as were most Wyomingites. I talked 

to him, and he said, "O.K. I'll give you the $40." 

We immediately returned to the mayor, and we knocked him 

over at once. And once being stung, don't you see, they 

wanted all the others to be stung. They didn't want to be 

left out of the ante-up, so they really helped us and it 

didn't take us too long to raise the $800 for our annual. 

During the very last days of our senior year; the very 

last month, I think, that we were in school, one of those usual 

rambunctious student affairs turned up. I don't know how it 

started. We had a boulder on the high school grounds that 

commemorated the "Class of '99." The freshmen, in a rash 

of rebellion, painted it all sorts of colors. Naturally, 

this precipitated a crisis, for our dignity as the class of 

1919 was offended, so we immediately retaliated on the 

freshmen. We got them down, took their socks off and ran their 

socks up the flagpole on the school grounds. 

That was the number one event. This led to other events. 

Eventually, the freshmen did something that caused our fellows 

[to react.] I wasn't in on all of this. I knew about it, 
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but I wasn't an actual participant in some of it. Some of the 
senior boys took the class pennant and put it on the flagpole 
that topped the steeple. This happened during the night and 
was altogether dangerous. The next morning it took the fire 
department to back over the lawn with a hook-and-ladder company 
[to get it down.] No one could figure out how the pennant 
had been put up without somebody getting killed. It was such 
a foolish thing to do. I knew in advance it was going to 
be done, but no one cared about the risk involved. 

I wasn't one of the steeple pennant-raisers because I 
had gone to Omaha for a couple of days. All my relatives 
lived there; I was born there, and, having annual passes 
on the railroad, we went there often. So I was out of town 
at the time. When I got back, the principal demanded to know, 
of course, (it half ruined the high school lawn to back the 
fire truck over it) who had perpetrated this evil deed. 
They said, "if we don't find out, not anybody in the senior 
class is going to graduate." This was the showdown, and we 
decided that we would just call the whole school out; we'd 
break up the school. 

And this is the way we did it. By prearrangement, more 
or less, we talked it over very swiftly with certain other 
class leaders in the high school and, of course, everbody was 
raring to do something different. Our plot was this: we'd 
ring the fire gong and give a fire alarm, and that'd empty 
this school, and then we'd be out on strike. So we did. 
We had a three-day strike, and during that period was when I 
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first wrote pieces for the paper, the Cheyenne Tribune. They 
asked someone to come down and represent the seniors and 
present their viewpoint, so I got the call as school editor. 
I wrote daily pieces about the senior viewpoint for the paper. 

At the end of the three days the principal called a mass 
meeting of parents and citizens in the high school gymnasium; 
it was about the biggest place in town, and they were going 
to discuss what was going to happen: were we seniors going 
to graduate or were we all to be expelled, or what? No one 
would squeal; we absolutely refused to tell who did this 
trick. A great clamor arose inside the gym because the students 
were excluded from the trial, especially those of us who had 
participated and were leaders in the thing. Apparently some 
parents got up and said, "How come none of the kids are in 
here that're being tned for this offense? How come no seniors 
are represented?" So the audience demanded that we be admitted. 
Not only that, that we be heard also. 

So I was delegated to make a talk to the people of the 
town about the student side. Naturally the parents were only 
too willing to go along with the concept that you shouldn't 
squeal on any person, so the faculty was vanquished. They 
weren't unanimous, I must say, in opposition to our stand. 
I don't think the faculty was a bit unanimous on this, but the 
high school principal and the faculty (it wasn't a very big 
faculty) were all lined up pub licly on the platform so that 
they could have their say. Anyhow, we graduated. [laughter] 
We all graduated without any need to squeal. 
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The thing that I think is so great about the times we 
live in is that the kids go out now for something that counts, 
not for trivial and sophomoric and insignificant things like 
they used to. It was thought to be all right, a joke, to 
stage panty raids, fish swallowing and so forth in the 'good 
old days.' Today's students put their lives on the line in 
behalf of serious causes, not in stupid demonstrations of mere 
bravado. Now they're moved by their interest in less adolescent 
affairs, in their own education in the world. I think it's 
a much better world, no question about it. 

Anyhow, I then received a scholarship to go to Dartmouth. 
When I got back to Hanover, New Hampshire, I found out that 
according to the way they looked at it, I lacked half a 
credit in French and I couldn't be admitted, although I had 
already started. I had gotten a job in the student commons 
as a waiter; I had to help pay my way. A man, a doctor in 
Omaha whose son I had known very well, wanted me to go through 
college with his son--sort of watch out for his son. [laughter] 
The son by the way has been an M.D. all these years, watching 
out for the health of Dartmouth athletes. After he graduated 
he remained at the college and they made him part of the medical 
staff. Well, anyhow, I found out I couldn't remain. The dean 
wouldn't allow me to make up the half credit on the side; he 
wouldn't allow it. When we'd graduated it was mentioned 
publicly in Cheyenne that I had been given a Dartmouth 
scholarship, you know, it was considered quite an honor; and 
now I was being tossed out after three days because I didn't 
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have enough credits, and it seemed incomprehensible that 
they would have ever allowed me a scholarship without knowing 
whether I qualified. I found out subsequently that the fellow 
who'd replaced me was the son of a graduate, an alumnus of 
Dartmouth, and that he lacked far more credits than I, but 
I didn't have proper connections. It was one of those things; 
Dartmouth is like Stanford; they only have a certain number 
of vacancies and so sons of graduates come first. It's from 
the alumni they get their money. 

But, anyhow, I went down to Boston. I didn't find 
immediately any class in that odd, half-year of French, which 
meant the second half of my second year in French, for two 
units required. I remember I punished myself by taking 
trigonometry and mechanical drawing. I was never any good 
in mathematics but I thought I ought to learn more; I ought 
to learn something that was going to cause me pain. You 
know the book or essay that was written [about] Emerson's 
aunt? It had the title, Born to Give Pain which she did. 
She gave pain to Ralph Waldo Emerson. I felt that I was 
guilty of having failed and I ought to punish myself, so I 
took these courses. I didn't get my French. 

I was from Wyoming and from the Rocky Mountain country, 
and living in Boston really got me down—living in a city like 
that in the narrow, cramped streets of Boston. I loved the 
Commons and I loved the old historic graveyards and all that 
aspect of Boston, but I didn't like staying there, especially 
when I felt isolated there more or less. 
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I got a girl friend in Boston who was an assistant 
librarian at Widener Library at Harvard. I met her at church; 
in those days I went to church. I met her in the Congrega-
tional Church and we had quite a platonic love affair. 
She took it seriously. We both took it seriously, except looking 
at my later life and my life ther̂  it seemed like a very, very 
platonic affair. I learned a lot about Boston from her and 
I liked her very much and all that sort of thing, but I wanted 
to get away from Boston. 

The Merchant Marine was at that time recruiting, so I 
went down on India Street and joined. I was sent down to Newport 
News, Virginia, and took the train there. When I left the Boston 
Custom-House, the man said to me, "There was a young fellow 
in here just the other day; look him up when you get down there 
at Camp Stuart, because I know you'll like him. He's from 
Rhode Island." 

And so I did. When I got down to this place in Virginia, 
near Hampton Roads, I looked him up and we have been lifelong 
friends, the closest friends, ever since. He lives in New 
York; he's been a social worker there. He's the head of the 
Brooklyn Social Welfare Services. 
Dixon: What's his name? 
Larson: Fred Daniels. After he was married, he went to 
Michigan University and was a Phi Beta Kappa. He had been 
in World War I, a real Yankee of the type that scrubbed himself 
assiduously and went to the war in spite of a deformed trigger 
finger, and he was an artillery man (in those days, it was horse-
drawn artillery). He used to tell me on the ship, "I always 
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kept my horses and harness in perfect condition. Yet those 
other bastards," (he was a corporal in his general battalion) 
"wouldrft." He always carried his emergency rations with him, 
you see; the other fellows would throw theirs away, too much 
trouble to carry them. And then Fred would have to share his 
rations with the rest of his squad. This is all an aside, 
but it seems interesting in showing this man's character. 
So the emergency would always come and he would always have 
to share with these other fellows. [laughter] He said, 
"if there's another war and I have to be in it, I'm not 
going to try to stay clean; I'm going to get right down in 
tie mud with everybody else." Of course, World War I was 
aiormously muddy. It really meant slogging along in the mud. 
"I'm going to get right down in the mud and I'm not going to 
save my rations and I'm going to be just like the rest of the 
©ldiers." I don't think he could do it, but then that's 
v\hat he always said he was going to do. 

Anyhow, he and I were in the Merchant Marine together, 
and we went on a training trip on a wooden training vessel 
to Cuba, down in Havana, for about three weeks. We then came 
back to Baltimore and shipped out of New York City on the 
Bull Steamship Company, S. S. Tuckanuck. It was going to west 
Africa and on that trip we were away about six months. We 
spent about three months along the west ccast of Africa. 

At that time there were no American steamship lines 
regularly plying Africa's west coast, This line was the first 
to attempt it. We took, as cargo, all sorts of products like 
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condensed milk, and we brought back buffalo hides and mahogany-
logs and palm kernels. [It was a] great experience, and I 
look back now and think how stupid I was; naturally, you have 
to know something in order to learn something. I didn't 
know anything so I didn't learn a great deal from being as-
sociated with the Africans at that time. I learned a little; 
I learned more than most of the fellows on the ship, I think. 
But I wish I had known a little anthropology. I found sailors 
who had spent their entire lives at sea, but they might as well 
have stayed at home; they didn't learn a thing. All they knew 
was the whorehouses and the saloons. They knew those to 
perfection wherever they went. They always talked about that 
phase of life but they didn't know about the people really; 
they didn't understand about life, as it's lived in the world. 
They might as well have stayed right at home. 

When we came back to New York in December, I called my 
folks in Cheyenne and they said, "Come home for Christmas." 
My mother said, "Dad will get you a pass; it won't cost 
anything." So he did. He got me a railroad pass (I was still 
under twenty-one, and legally a dependent). When I went home 
they wanted me to stay, so I went to the paper. I knew the 
publisher and editor, of course, as I had written the high 
school strike articles for him. He said, "O.K., the best 
place for you to start is as a proofreader; that will teach 
you the style of the paper—correcting other people's copy 
when it comes from the linotyper." 

So I worked for a short time as a proofreader. I don't 
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remember that I worked at that assignment very long but I 

learned how to read proof. Then I was switched to straight 

reporting. On a small paper like that you have to do everything. 

I had to write sports; I had to write every sort of thing. I 

worked there for about six months. The governor from whom 

I had gotten the $40 (I covered the Capitol building so I 

used to see him nearly every day while I was on the paper), one 

day said to me, "I've been talking to an official," (I've 

forgotten the man's name) "here in the Capitol. There's a 

vacancy as a Chamber of Commerce secretary at Thermopolis, 

Wyoming. Why don't you go up and take that job?" 

It appealed to me, naturally. I was always ready for 

a change. I think it was more common to be so in those days; 

you had the boomer spirit in life. You wanted to go some new 

place, you know. And it meant more money--we were paid very 

little. I think, on the paper I got $30 a week and at this 

new job I was to get $200 a month. Anyhow, it was a new 

experience. The governor thought I could be very useful to 

him politically in his career as a Republican. During that 

period of my life I phased out as a Republican. [laughter] 

Being a reporter almost inevitably causes you to phase out of 

Republicanism; I'm serious about this. Most reporters are not 

Republicans; they are Democrats becau® of what they see in life. 

This is what does it, primarily, what they behold and see while 

they cover their stories. Especially if they cover governmental 

offices, they usually do this. Anyhow, I went up there and I 

became the secretary of the Chamber of Commerce. It was a 
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promotional job; I like that sort of thing. And I missed 
being a reporter too. 

I remember at the time that Fatty Arbuckle was having 
his great troubles. A great national scandal had arisen when 
Virginia Raft, in an affair with Arbuckle, died in San Francisco. 
Everybody in America was talking about it, vigorously, including 
everybody in the small town of Thermopolis. No one conversed 
on any other subject at that particular moment. I used to eat 
lunch regularly with printers from the town's two weekly papers. 
I don't know why the printers. I was so young and the owners 
ware much older, I guess they thought I was an upstart; they 
wouldn't eat with me, so I ate with the printers, these two 
printers. So one of them said to me, "Why don't you send out 
a story telling how Fatty Arbuckle's picture was banned here 
at the Maverick Theater?" 

I said, "Well, all the papers are doing it." There were 
just droves of stories in towns all across America where they 

were barring these pictures. But I went back to the office and 
I thought about it, and I sat down at the typewriter and I 
wrote a piece about how the Maverick Theater during the course 
of the showing of an Arbuckle film that night (the night coming 
up ahead of me) a purity squad of cowboys had come into the 

theater and removed the film from the projection booth and said 
it couldn't be shown and they were going to burn it. It was 
an absolutely whole-cloth lie, of course. No one in the town 
was slightly interested in barring his pictures; there was no 
evidence they were going to bar this picture. I remember 



16 

exactly the fictitious name I signed to the phony story because 
I was leery about the whole thing. I bribed the two Western 
Union girls working there with a box of candy, not to disclose 
who sent the storyc I signed the name "Harold K. Towner." 
I don't remember just why I signed the particular name. I 
sent my copy; night press rates collect. (Well, that's what you 
usually do; you couldn't get a press rate story onto the 
wires unless you sent it collect.) I sent it to the United 
Press because in those days they certainly didn't operate on 
the same level as the Associated Press. They didn't have the 
staff, and they were handicapped that way; they weren't so 
accurate as to the truth because they were understaffed and they 
had less time to check. So I felt that they would be not so 
careful as the AP about checking, when a sensational story came 
in about a cowboys' purity squad. 

I was coming down Main Street the next day just around 
eight o'clock in the morning, and I passed the office of the 
Independent. It was right on the street level. And the owner 
and publisher was at his rolltop desk and he was on the telephone. 
He frantically motioned me to come in and he put his hand over 
•the phone, the old-fashioned upright phone, and he said, 
"I've got a guy on here from the UP in Denver, and he said he 
checked with the sheriff last night and he checked with the 
publisher of the other paper, the Record, and they both said 
there was nothing to it--that it was a lie, it was nothing 
but a damn lie and they had never heard anything about it." 
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I forgot to say that I had checked with a couple of my 
toard members, younger members, including the publisher of 
the Independent. I hadn't checked with the man at the Record 
because he was an old, stodgy Republican and this man on the 
Independent was a fairly young man and a Democrat and more 
liberal minded, a kind of a go-getter type, and we got along 
well. So I checked with two or three board members and I 
did have some backing, and that's all, before I sent it. The 
young guy said, "Sure, let's go ahead; we want to be on the 
map." You see, that was my idea, that we wanted to be on 
the map. The reason I think the story's worth telling is 
because that's the one day when the town of Thermopolis hit 
the map. I'm telling you, it hit the map clear across America. 
But I'm getting a little ahead of what I wanted to say. The 
Independent's publisher said, "Here, you confirm it; you talk 
to him." I thought, "My God, what will I say? Everybody's 
denying it; what am I going to say?" It was one of those 
"Think fast, Mr. Moto" deals. 

So the UP guy talked to me and he said, "Did it happen?" 
And I said, "Sure it happened. Of course it happened," 

and all that sort of thing. I tried to be as cocksure as I 
could. 

He was just as sour and skeptical as he could be and he 
said, "Well, we certainly checked and everybody denies it, 
and it sounds phony to me." 

Then I said, "Have you talked to the owner of the theater, 
the Maverick?" He said, "No." I said, "Why don't you call him 
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and check with him?" 
The Maverick was less than a block away from the Independent. 

He hung up with "O.K. I will. That ought to settle it] I'll 
call the theater owner." I had implied, of course, that the 
other men he had talked to were just covering up for the good 
name of the town. I didn't say it outright but that's the imp-
ression I tried to give. 

When he said, "O.K. I will," (you know, in that way, 
[meaning] "I'll check you, I'll get you now"), I ran like hell 
up to the Maverick. The manager was in his office. He 
didn't know a thing about the fake story. I hadn't checked 
him; I hadn't thought of talking to him, but I knew his 
temperament, his disposition, well enough to figure that 
he wasn't the kind that would object, but I didn't think of 
all the repercussions, of course. 

So I immediately plunged into my story and was talking as 
fast as I could and telling him everything that happened, and 
scplained what the story said so that he would know what I 
had written. I explained how I had received the call, that 
he was going to get a call, and I was just plunging on desperately 
when the phone rang. I hadn't the slightest idea what he was 
gsing to say. He hadn't said, "O.K., I'llbackyou up," or 
anything. He hadn't intimated one way or the other; he was 
just listening to me. 

So the theater manager got on the phone and he said, "Yeah, 
uhhuh uhhuh, yes, that's absolutely so," and so forth. And 
he said, "What is more, they shot the screen full of holes!" [laughter] 
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That sure made the story, I'm telling you. I think that day 
we had front-page bannerline coverage all over America when 
that story hit. It made a hell of a good story don't you see, 

when they'd "shot the screen full of holes." And they took it. 
Of course part of my original story was that the cowboys had 
taken the film out and burned it. Destroyed the film. 

I went back to the Maverick the next day when the manager 
called me, I think, and said "I've gotten a phone call from 
the film exchange in Denver," from which he rented his films. 
(Maybe it was later the same day that this call came in.) 
"I've had a phone call from them, and they asked, 'How about 
our film the one that's been burned up there?'" He said, 
"I've got to send it back." 

I said, "Man, you can't send that film back; we got to 
at least burn some holes out of it. We got to justify the 
story; after all, you confirmed it." 

He said, "i can't do it; I have a $20,000 franchise at 
stake here." I couldn't convince him, and he sent the film 
back, and when he did we also made the front pages again in 
nearly all the papers the following day. The reason I know 
this is because there was a Mr. Singer who ran a little r^Lnery 
in Thermopolis and who lived in New York and wanted the town 
made famous because of his business interest there. He had 
a New York clipping service clip everything about Thermopolis. 
He sent me reams of clippings. That's how I know how big a 
story it was. And I know that the follow-up story they did in 
Denver was carried in a box nearly everywhere. It said that 
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So-and-so, the manager of the Denver film exchange, today-
branded the film-burning story a hoax. More than that, he 
also said that it was a "pernicious publicity stunt"--which 
it was. Where people had never heard of Thermopolis before, 
they heard of Thermopolis twice in two days. 

I refrained thereafter from doing that. It was too much, 
too hard on my nerves for one thing, [laughter] I didn't 
want to acquire too big a reputation for phony stories. 

I worked for the Chamber of Commerce and at that time 
the Nonpartisan League was booming in America in those states 
--in the north central states. The Nonpartisan League was a 
farmers' organization, sort of an uprising against the bankers 
and their extensive foreclosures on mortgages. After World 
War I, these farmers were being punished by economic conditions. 
The bankers and businessmen of Wyoming became very alarmed 
over this situation because the organization started, in an 
embryonic way, to develop in Wyoming. A counter organization 
called the Wyoming American Association was formed to fight 
the League and I was made the executive secretary. For a 
while I held both jobs and was making $500 a month, but it 
didn't last too long because I found it impossible to do both 
jobs. 

So I had my friend Fred Daniels, the fellow I had met in 
the Merchant Marine, come out and become secretary of the 
Chamber of Commerce. He turned out, in a way, to be a very 
poor secretary of the Chamber of Commerce because he didn't 
fit the West's idea of a promoter like I did. I was born in 
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the West, don't you see. He was a very assiduous worker, 
extremely conscientious, one of the most conscientious men 
I have ever known, and capable, but not capable in the way 
they wanted him to be capable as a promoter. 

Anyhow, ultimately we fulfilled our function in putting 
dowithe Nonpartisan League and I was caricatured in a labor 
paper of Wyoming as a "rising young politician" which I wasn't, 
but that was the way they took me on. But I was associated 
with a very reactionary activity. I really hadn't wakened 
to such things in life. Both my folks, as I probably have 
nentioned, were Republicans and I was brought up this way, 
although I wasn't completely convinced and sold; I really hadn't 
thought too much about it. 

When the Wyoming American thing ended, I was hired by an 
oil company as a field secretary, so-called; there was a lot 
of wildcat oil drilling going on in Wyoming. The company 
was an offshoot subsidiary of the Utah Oil Refining Company 
of Salt Lake City. It was engaged in various exploration 
drilling, or wildcatting activities and my job was to hold 
down the office in town and see to it that the pipe and the 
drills and all other supplies reached the field. I learned a fair 
amount about the oil exploration business. We shifted our 
operations to Casper, Wyoming, which was a bigger town near 
Salt Creek, a big oil field—Teapot Dome was also in that area. 
It was a great experience in many ways because in those days, 
they used cable tools, which they don't [today]. They now 
use rotary types of drilling tools. 
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But it was interesting. I enjoyed it. I enjoyed part of 
it, let's put it that way. But when we were in Gasper I 
decided I wanted to work for a paper again. I went to the 
Casper Tribune; I got a job as a reporter, which was much more 
to my liking. It was fairly easy in those days. They didn't 
pry into your background and cross- examine you and make you 
fill out any written application. Nothing of that sort. 
The city editor would talk to you and say, "What experience 
have you had?" '1 worked so-and-so." "O.K., go to work." 
The papers weren't as well manned, as professionally manned as 
they are now. 

I went to work on the Tribune and I think I worked there 
for about two years. I don't remember anything sensational 
about it except that it was quite different from subsequent 
reporting jobs. We didn't have a guild, for one thing, and 
we didn't think in terms of a guild, especially in Wyoming. 
We used to work all week. The Trib was an afternoon paper 
and we used to work all day each day of the month, including 
Saturday, and then we would work right straight through until 
two, cr three o'clock Sunday morning, putting out the Sunday 
paper. We used to go from the Saturday paper right into the 
Sunday paper and put out two papers, hand-running, right in 
a row. But we were young and we didn't care. We got a kick 
out of it. We enjoyed it. I don't remember that we ever 
felt abused, that we felt it was a terrible thing to do. We 
were all in our early twenties and there were only four or 
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five of usreporters doing this, including the society editor, 
and we all enjoyed it very much. 
Dixon: Did you have to make news in a town as small as Casper? 
Larson: No, we didn't have to make news; there was always 
something to cover, if you had a fairly good city editor to 
direct you. We might use some features, rather than all 
straight news, or what they call hard news. In a boom town 
like Casper, I remember the principal hotel was built and 
owned by a man, Henning, who had risen up from a plumber. 
He'd married an ex-madam from the whorehouse there, and they 

built a very expensive home on the good side of town, the south 
highlands of Casper. He built this large mansion, and it was 
in the same block, or almost next door to the big mansion of 
tie former governor of Wyoming. I remember being sent there to 
"tell all about his wonderful home. He ordered expensively-
bound books, for example, by the yard from a store in Denver. 
He had a lot of shelves, so he had to have a lot of books. 
He had them send what they thought would look good on his shelves, 
because he didn't know which books to order. 

I remember his wife expressed her taste in the dining 
room--you know, in those days it was common to have yard-long 
pictures that showed pansies or something as decorative for the 
dining room wall. She orderd a "yard" of cows in a pasture, 
[laughter] The place was fantastic in many Ways and very 
expensive. 

We had stories of that kind. And it wasn't unusual for 
men like the man I just described to do similar things. I 
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myself lived in the house of a man who built oil tanks for the 
Midwest Oil Refining Company. He had come there, just an 
ordinary laborer, and managed to get in the contracting business, 
building big oil tanks. He built a $50,000 home on a lot that 
he owned in the poor part of town. He had bought it for 
$2,000. So since he owned the lot he built his house there-
he decided, you know, it was the economical thing to do. 

Before long he discovered the neighborhood wasn't up to 
his new standards and he wanted to sell his house. This was 
while I was still working for the oil company and I told my 
boss, the man who was the superintendent of the oil company. 
He wanted to buy a home in the town and he had a fair amount 
of money. He had one look at the fancy home in the lousy 
neighborhood and said nothing doing even when the owner lowered 
the price to $20,000. He was stuck with it because he had 
built it in the wrong part of town. Such a thing was more or 
less typical of a town like Casper. It wasn't unusual at all, 
I would say. 

One thing I forgot: I was the music critic of the paper. A 
couple of years ago I had occasion to write [John] Canaday, of the 
New York Times, when he had written a satirical piece about how 
all you need to do to be a critic is "so-and-so and so-and-so." I 
told him how I had been a music critic—among other things—and 
assigned the job of covering Casper's occasional concerts for 
this paper, and I didn't know anything about it. So I got a Victor 
catalog and made up my pieces out of incomprehensible musical 
terms. How's that? And it went over great. I was well regarded 
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by women's clubs because they thought I knew what I was talking 

about. I didn't, I didn't, I absolutely didn't. But it was 

satisfactory anyhow; it was a good way to cover up. You could 

cover up your ignorance that way, you know. I often think 

critics do this, splashing words around in such a fashion 

as to indicate they know a lot of words and some of the terminology 

connected specifically with the topic. 

But in a small town, on a small paper, you cover every 

sort cf thing. You usually have the sports editor and the 

society editor, and all the rest of the reporters, just cover 

everything. You don't have beats in the same way you do in 

a large city where you go to that one beat and stick there. 

When I worked on the Cheyenne Tribune, I remember I was 

assigned to write local items, preposterous local items, for 

April Fools' Day. This was about 1920, £1, whenever it was 

I worked for the paper. There was a long double column on 

the front page, and it was about what the mayor and other well-

known local persons said and did on that date. You were 

supposed to have the slug line saying, "April Fools," at the 

end of each item. I objected to that as too obvious but the editor 

said to me, "You're young and inexperienced; you don't realize 

that even with that line in there, we're going to get reper-

cussions." I wrote some episode about the mayor being involved 

with a bunch of chorus girls, some scandalous act, you know, 

and the words "April Fool," followed. The whole column was 

full of such preposterous foolishness like that. Sure enough, 

I was amazed; the people called and wrote in and said that it 
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was outrageous if the mayor was acting that way. I found out 
that even if you say "April Fool" they don't notice that part; 
they don't see it. 

During those days Arthur Brisbane's column was in its 
very heyday, in high repute throughout America. In our section 
of the country, the Denver Post was the dominant Rocky Mountains 
newspaper, all up and down from New Mexico to Montana. People 
who wanted to be informed really (not in such a measly fashion 
as we were able to inform them) also took the Denver Post. The 
Denver Post had influenced my life when I was going to East 
Denver High School. During World War I, I used to go down to 
the Post and stand mostly with the old men, gabbing and talking 
--I was listening, mostly. But once in a while I would butt 
into the arguments too, arguments connected with World War I, 
politics and so forth. The headline bulletins, as they came 
in, were put in very large type and pasted in the windows 
so that you could see the news flashes, and that'd keep the 
arguments rolling. To me it was always fascinating. The Denver 
Post had the big rotary presses in plain view. That really 
struck me; there was the romance for me in watching the papers 
rolling off right there in front of me. 

There across the front of the Denver Post, clear across 
•the building was the legend I mentioned to you the other day: 
"Oh, Justice, when expelled from other habitations, make this 
thy dwelling place." The Post had a monstrous reputation-
monstrous for black mail, for every kind of preposterous 
misdeed you could imagine. They used to run a front-page 
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editorial expose sort of thing called "So the People May-
Know"—pontificating about things—exposing and pontificating. 
The Post had a very impressive influence on all the journalism i 
of the Rocky Mountain states, so that all the papers tried 
to mimic it. The column I ran for the Casper Tribune (it was 
a front-page column, I forget the name now) was patterned 
after Brisbane's column. That was one of my duties, one of the 
things I liked to do, although I didn't do it well as I saw it 
later when I ran across some copies I had saved. They were 
very poor, actually. But this was the way we'd mimic the great 
press of our area. 
Dixon: I've heard that in that era you quoted Brisbane first 
and the Bible second. 
Larson: Yes. [laughter] It's true, and it was certainly 
true in our part of the country, no question about it. 
Dixon: He was quite a man, quite an influence. 
Larson: Tremendous influence. He induced lots of people to 
come to California, where I landed. I didn't intend to come 
here. I was married. I had been married in Thermopolis; it 
wasn't a very good marriage, for a number of reasons. I don't 
know that they're very important. But my wife at that time 
wanted to come to California because she had a close friend here. 
I wanted to go to Alaska and be a pioneer. That was always 
in my blood, I guess, since I was a kid. And so we came to 
California. [laughter] That settled that. 

I came to California and I was here about a month before 
I could get a job. It wasn't too easy, especially coming from 
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a place like Wyoming. I didn't come from another large paper; 
I came from two small papers. I had done a lot of correspon-
dence while I was in Wyoming for the Denver Times and for a 
number of trade journals, like the Fairchild publications. 
I'd written a lot of wool stories, a lot of oil stories, that 
sort of thing. I was the oil editor of the paper; I forgot 
to mention that too. You were a jack-of-all-trades on the 
paper, so you had a well-rounded experience. It was much more 
fun than it is on a large paper because you do get much more 
variety. I covered an enormous train wreck when I was in 
Casper. It's one of the disasters mentioned in the World 
Almanac—there were fifty some people killed in it. It was 
a hell of a big accident; I worked on that story for seventy-
two hours straight without any sleep except for the bit I 
slept in the caboose. (The Burlington Railroad ran a caboose 
for us between the town and the scene of the wreck, outside 
of Casper about twenty miles. I think it was twenty miles to 
Cold Creek.) There was some excitement like that connected 
with the job, not as much as in the big city, but still some. 

I finally landed a job on the Record. I remember this 
well, because I was still this naive person from that part 
of the country, and I remember being interviewed by the man 
who was the publisher, [Henry] Briggs. Maybe he was the managing 
editor, I'm not sure. He said, "What's your background ex-
perience?" 

I told him with some pride that I had been secretary of 
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the Chamber of Commerce of Thermopolis, Wyoming. 

He said, "That's no recommendation around here." [laughter] 

I didn't know the Record very well; of course that was no 

recommendation on a hell-raising, crusading paper like the 

Record. He hired me in spite of it. 
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Larson: As I believe I mentioned before, after I came out 

here it took me about a month to get a job. I went to all 

the papers. I went to the Times first; it was easily the 

biggest, most powerful paper. Then I went next to the Examiner, 

which was the best of the Hearst papers and represented the 

most power of the Hearst papers; then to the Herald; then 

to the Express; and finally to the Record. I got a job on the 

Record. 

The Record was at 612 Wall Street, In a poor place in 

town, in a beaten-up old warehouse-type building, an old brick 

building. Right down the street was the labor temple of the 

AFL. I felt this was really a comedown in life, to have to 

work at the Record. I hadn't worked for great papers in 

Wyoming, but it's the same old story: you're a big frog in 

a little pond in a little town. Here I was, coming to work 

in Los Angeles and working for the smallest, lousiest news-

paper, it seemed to me, in a dingy part of town. All the others 

represented power and prestige, and I had to work for a paper 

I didn't think much of. At that time in my life, I hadn't 

developed into any full-fledged type of rebel, so I wanted 

to start at the top wherever I was. The Record was a crusading 

newspaper, which wasn't good for advertising, and I don't think 

we got more than $30 or $35 a week. I don't remember what 

we got; but the pay was poor and we worked long hours. 
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I remember that every morning we reporters had to go early 

to the city room and rewrite the clips out of the morning 

papers for our first edition. I forget how many editions 

a day we had then, but we had several, and the first came out 

in mid-morning. First edition time was nine o'clock, actually. 

All afternoon papers had a 9:00 A.M. edition. It meant doing 

your own early rewrite from the morning papers and the n, if 

you were a beat reporter, hurrying to your beat. I was assigned 

to a beat in the civic center where I covered the federal 

tuilding, the city prosecutor, and several small city offices and 

bureaus that were in an old building across from the old federal 

building on Main Street. 

I remember another reporter by the name of W.W. Ferguson--

we always called him Fergie--he was a great guy. He had an 

old,beat-up Chevrolet, and the windshield was so dirty he 

couldn't see out of it when he drove. It was so ill cared for 

that we would drive along Main Street headed for the civic 

center, and he would have to lean out the left side of the 

car to see where he was driving, the windshield was that filthy 

all the time. At the same time steam would pour out of the boiling 

radiator. It didn't faze Fergie at all; this didn't bother 

him in the slightest. Nor me either. Cars weren't common 

in those dajs; lots of us didn't own cars. I didn't. They 

weren't commonly owned, especially if you were married like 

I was and you had a hell of a time supporting your family; you 

couldn't afford an automobile. But many of 
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the reporters of that era showed by the way they treated 

their cars that they didn't give a damn for an automobile 

except as a conveyance. 

It might not be the appropriate place to mention it, 

but I remember that another reporter, Jack Carberry, of the 

Express, had an old Studebaker. Jack's car had four doors 

painted three different colors, because he had been in accidents 

of one kind or another, in drunken moments. When he didn't 

have the appropriate color, he painted it any color. 

Another fellow, Ray[mond] Rowe, had a Chevy. He never 

greased his car; in order to make a left turn, you had to pull 

on the steering wheel with both hands, with all your might. 

Ray became acquainted with two prostitutes in the county jail, 

and he thought, "We'll have a hell of a good party when they're 

released." In the old Broadway Hotel across from the Hall of 

Records, some persons around the civic center kept rooms all 

the time. One of them was an attorney by the name of Stanley 

Visel, and he allowed me to have the use of his room when he 

wasn't using it himself, which wasn't often. The usual use 

of such a room was to sleep off a drunk. 

Well, Ray and I decided to put on a party for these two 

dames. We had a lot of bootleg booze so we had them over there 

right after tiey were let out of jail. The one I teamed up 

with wanted to go out for cigarettes. It was about two o'clock 

in the morning. Ray said, "Take my car." He was busy fooling 

around with the other dame. So we went out. She said, "Let 
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me drive." You know, one was very abandoned; you didn't care 

what happened. What the hellI 

"O.K. Drive it. Go ahead and drive it." 

We were on the upper part of court hill; you know where 

the court flight went up? It was Angels Flight and it ran 

light up alongside the Broadway Hotel. Visel's room was up at 

the top, so you could either walk up to that third level and 

g) in the back way or you could take the court flight up to 

the top. So anyhow, we went out on one of those upper streets, 

back of the Broadway Hotel, where he had his car parked. I 

think I started the motor up and she said, "Let me drive." 

and I said, "O.K. Drive." 

So we started along the street, which was lined with large 

old wooden roominghouses. It was summertime; I can remember 

it was mild weather. She was headed right for the rear end 

of a Model-T Ford that was parked in front of one of the 

boardinghouses, and she was pulling with all her might but 

die couldn't steer it because, as I said, he never took care 

of it. She couldn't get it away; she couldn't steer it to the 

left. She rammed right into the back end of this thing— 

wham! Lifted it right off the ground. 

Well, I knew what the law was; you had to wait; you couldn't 

run off from the accident. Even then, it wasn't a good Idea. 

So I thought, 'tlh my God, we're going to get socked now." We 

vaited for a minute or so but nobody came out, even though the 

tin crash had been terrible in the still night. You would 
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think, that everybody on the whole block would rush out. Well, 

nobody did and when they didn't, I thought, "We'd better get 

the hell out of here." I hurried and got over to the driver's 

seat and managed to drive the car away. I remember that the 

damage to Ray's car cost me $25. I often wondered afterwards 

what the owner thought when he came out next morning and saw his 

Model-T with a huge bash in its great tin rump. 

Well, this incident indicates the way automobiles were 

treated by reporters in those days. They used a jalopy for 

getting about and carousing, but the hell with taking care of 

it. 

One exception comes to mind--the car that brought Bob 

[Robert W.] Kenny to work. He had a Lincoln and he had a 

Japanese chauffeur. I don't know that he always came to work 

in this style, but quite often, anyhow. Of course, he was 

wealthy; he wasn't working because he needed the money, and so 

he and his car always showed up in an elegant state. I don't 

•think his chauffeur left his car around in the company of 

all these other beat-up cars; he drove away immediately. And 

you know, chauffeurs were rather common then if you had money. 

It wasn't a bit uncommon for a family with money to have a 

hired driver. 

Recently I was thinking back on my days at the Record, 

when a fellow named Gilbert Brown was city editor. I knew 

him quite well. We called him "Psycho Brown," not to his face 

very often unless we were drunk; that happened sometimes. 

He acted psychopathic in various ways. He was a great devotee 

of Mencken, and I remember he took the Mercury from the time 
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it first started and years later gave me all his accumulated 
copies. I carelessly lost them. But he was a wild man; he 
was a wild-acting man. As I remember, his father had served 
a term in prison and instead of hiding this, he boasted about 
it, which is what some men do. I mean it's understandable. 
But he made the most of it, that he was the son of an ex-
convict. I had many run-ins with this man and good associations 
too, but he was a wild unpredictable character, with wild 
ideas. 

Another person I worked with on the Record was Jose 
Rodriguez, who years later was the chief editorial writer 
for the Examiner. Joe (we never called him Jose, but all his 
bylines were Jose) had been a symphony conductor in Vancouver, 
British Columbia. He originally came from South America, 
from an aristocratic family somewhere down there on the 
west coast. It always has amazed me, I suppose, about a lot 
of those fellows. They turned out, by and large, to be very 
reactionary types of individuals, nearly all the fellows I have 
been referring to. 

Brown (Psycho Brown) left Los Angeles after he worked 
as an assistant city editor on the Herald at the same time 
I was on the Herald, so I knew him at both places. What a 
wild man he was! He went from Los Angeles to the Seattle 
Post-Intelligencer, which is a Hearst paper up in Seattle. 
I was there during World War II and I visited him. He had 
become a rabid anti-Communist McCarthyite. The point I'm 
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making is that so many of these persons turned out to be that 
way, or close to it in their attitudes. Bob Kenny is an 
exception; I can name the exceptions, but they're pretty much 
exceptions. 
Dixon: There have been studies made on this kind of tendency 
--the radical who then begins to go the other way and becomes 
the rabid reactionary. 
Larson: My own theory is that it arises from a lack of what 
I call an attitude of scientific objectivity toward life. 
People become radicals because of their own emotions and their 
own emotional responses to life instead of to life's situations. 
It isn't the external situations that prompt them to become 
radical. That's the reason they're able, to my mind, to revert 
or to switch over to a conservative position without any wrenching. 
I think the reason is that they didn't establish a liberal 
position toward life as a matter of intellectual viewpoint; 
they merely did it because they felt that they responded to 
their own personal needs, and that it represented ideals, and 
that sort of thing. But I've often wondered, because, as I say, 
Kenny certainly isn't in this category. 

On the other hand, you'll find persons who started out 
and committed themselves to Communism, say in the '30's, and 
still hang on desperately to their creed, their doctrine, and 
have been unable to adjust. They've been rigid about it; 
they haven't been able to change. They got religion and they 
stick to their religion. The way I view it, I think that 
Communism is definitely a religion--a secular religion. 

I know several [such people], I know one woman who is 
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nearly eighty years old now, and she was a very idealistic 
woman and a wonderful person in the early 130's, when I was 
in Chicago working on the United Press. As I might have 
mentioned before, I used to go home in the evening and talk 
to her and her husband (or the man she was living with as a 
husband). He was eighteen years younger, and had had polio 
when he was eight or nine years old and had to be carried or 
wheeled around in a wheelchair. He was a man of keen mind, 
who had been educated in Georgetown University in Washington. 
She first took up socialism [when] she inherited some money, 
she and her sister, so they didn't have any financial pressure 
an them but felt very sensitive about life. As a result of 
my coming home and talking, in my cynical fashion, about the 
banks folding up and that sort of thing (I was covering 
bank failures, apple-selling, etc.during the Depression), 
two of my friends in Chicago became Communists. I never did. 
And it was because of only one thing. If you worked on a 
newspaper for a while you became rather skeptical and cynical 
about pledging your allegiance to anything for your lifetime. 
The Soviets had the great trials, you know, in 1937^ in Moscow, 
or thereabouts — I don't remember just when. But I said to 
these persons that I had covered criminal courts and never 
had heard orB man get up and cringe and call himself no good 
and all that sort of thing—even those condemned to death; 
and here were the great heros of the Bolshevik revolution, 
crawling and groveling and belaboring themselves. There was 
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something fishy about the whole thing; it was fantastically 

fishy, because they would have stood their ground and said, 

"I regret that I have but one life..." or the equivalent 

thereof, you know. 

Dixon: The kind of minds that would say: "The Party is always 

right; I must have been wrong someplace." 

Larson: That's the point. There isn't any such perfect 

doctrine in the world and never will be. There can't be, and 

be made up of men. There's no attained level of perfection, 

dialectic or anything else, that represents the ultimate 

development of man's thinking. 

Those persons, anyhow, still cling to their religion 

although neither is active in the party; neither one has been 

Communist for years, actively. Still, they react automatically 

when you discuss anything which reflects on Communism. After 

the dethronement and the disembalmment [sic] of Stalin in 

Khrushchev's era, I brought it up. I said, "How come? You 

know, we used to bring these things up, charges against Stalin, 

before." And they defended themselves vigorously still main-

taining that the charges were nothing but the lies of the 

Capitalist press. 

I had a funny experience during World War II. There were 

several Communists, red-hot Communists, in the Merchant Marine 

organization I worked on the west coast as publicity man. 

Earl Browder unexpectedly endorsed the stand of the United 

States Chamber of Commerce, you know. Immediately I asked 
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these two persons in the office, "What do you think of that?" 

They didn't have an answer. They had to wait until they got the 

party line, the offical interpretation. They didn't have one 

based on logic and reason, naturally; it was incredible to me. 

Well, I am far afield from what I started to talk about; 

that was the way reporters treated their automobiles in the 

old days. As I said, my assignment for the Record was the 

federal beat, mainly, with the city prosecutor and a few nearby 

city offices included. The Record was the only paper which 

had such a small staff and spread their people around like 

that, and made you work like hell. You were responsible for a 

i>t, a lot more than the other papers. They concentrated. 

A lot of our court trials of course had to do with Prohibition. 

On the federal beat we covered the United States District 

Court, the United States Commissioner, United States District 

Court clerk's office and Internal Revenue, which had a lot 

to do with tracking down booze runners. 

Dixon: About what year was this? 

Larson: This was 1925, and there were many, many trials that 

we covered that had to do with rum-running. And many involved 

violations of the Mann Act. In those days Mann Act violations 

were still being pressed. I guess it has been many years since 

1hey have prosecuted for Mann Act violations. The "white slave 

act," it was called. 

I remember one case [concerning] Tony Camera He was a 

young rum-runner and he'd landed a lot of Canadian booze on 

the coast and they brought some salt-encrusted bottles of this 
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smuggled Canadian whiskey to court. The United States courts 

are conducted with a lot more decorum and dignity than the 

state courts, or the municipal courts. Federal Judge James, 

In whose court Tony was tried, was a particularly solemn 

magistrate. The prosecution offered about half a dozen bottles 

of bonded liquor as evidence--maybe a dozen--or maybe they 

brought a case, I don't remember. Anyhow, we decided, Jack 

Greenlees of the Examiner and I, that we would pinch one of 

the bottles. The bailiff was careless about the evidence; it was 

being used as an exhibit for the prosecution, so it was left 

on the counsel's table in the courtroom when the trial recessed 

at noon. So Jack staked out at the door to see if anyone was 

coming and I pinched a quart of booze, the evidence, from the 

courtrooom. Naturally we were very fearful because the consequen-

ces could have been grave, stealing United States evidence 

like that. That's a memorable event of my federal court days. 

This fellow Jack Greenlees of the Examiner was a character. 

The practice of the Examiner at that time was to offer a bonus 

every week of $20 to the reporter who came up with the cutest 

story, the type of story that could be put in a box on the 

front page. This fellow won frequently; he had a sense of 

humor that fitted into this contest among reporters on the 

Examiner. I remember one box he wrote had to do with two women 

who were beating a kid on the curbstone, hitting him on the 

back because he was choking. Along came this individual in his 

car and stopped hurriedly, gave the kid an extra big swat 
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and out came a penny. So the mother and the other woman were 

very grateful and said, "We'd like to know your name; you've 

helped us out at a crucial time." He gave them his card and 

it said, "Rex B. Goodsell, Collector of Internal Revenue." 

Well, this was a complete phony, you see. This guy would 

make up stories like that. 

I think there was a lot more fiction in the papers of 

•ftiose days. The reason I brought this up was to illustrate 

•that. You weren't restricted, because Goodsell could only 

be happy over the publicity and the women were not identified, 

so there was no problem of having anyone contradict you. But 

there was a great freedom in those days to fictionize. Even 

in the handling of the news--serious stories--it was used. If 

you lacked something real, make it up. You know, give it a 

twist, as they say. There was much less objectivity in the 

reporting. 

The press room in the old federal building had been a 

janitor's broom closet; it was cramped, rather cramped. It 

wasn't a commodious press room. Yet, nevertheless, Uncle 

Sam was very fussy about it. The order was, "You cannot deface 

federal property." So there were great restrictions on the 

art and the sort of thing which plastered most press room walls. 

In other press rooms, the walls were absolutely covered with 

weird combinations of headlines and all kinds of crudities 

and obscenities. 

For instance, over in the divorce courts, when a dame 

would get a divorce, it wasn't unusual for the press photo-
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graphers to get this woman in the press room, and they'd all 

start drinking (there was always booze around the press rooms) 

and pretty soon they'd have her undressed and take naked pictures 

of her. That wasn't an unusual thing; I've seen many pictures 

like that. Or at least they would get as far as having her 

skirts clear up above her knees. I'm not talking about an 

unwilling victim; she was just celebrating you know. 

When I worked for the Record the old part of Los Angeles 

still remained along Main Street and Spring Street. The new 

City Hall, what we then called the "new" City Hall, hadn't 

been built. I remember that when they undertook to reduce 

the old buildings to rubble, it was no problem with most of 

them. It's a wonder they hadn't all been knocked over by 

earthquakes. There was only one building—I think it was down 

around First and Spring Streets, a two-story garage made of 

reinforced concrete. It took them just as long to jackhammer 

that one building down as it did to reduce blocks of nearby 

property on the rest of the site. And then, of course, they 

bi41t the City Hall that was supposed to be an architectural 

wonder and a structure permitted to soar to the high heavens 

in a city where the height-limit restrictions were 150 feet or 

thirteen stories; it became the city's great phallic symbol. 

It was on a par with Coit Tower in San Francisco and Smith 

Tower, the ugliest of all towers in the world, up in Seattle. 

Well, at the time I was covering the federal beat, United 

States District Judge [Paul J.] McCormick ruled on the Edward 

Doheny case, the Elk Hills oil lease case. As I told you, 

about a year or so earlier I covered some aspects of the Teapot 
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it especially because it showed that reporters were naive 

•types of characters and weren't out to get much for themselves), 

Judge McCormick told me and the reporter for the Associated 

Press, Jack[son] Berger, what his decision was on the Doheny 

case. It was a big story naturally. He ruled Doheny guilty 

which to me took tremendous moral courage, I want to point 

that out, because both were Catholics; they knew each other 

well. Whereas in Wyoming, Sinclair had been acquitted by T. 

Blake Kennedy, United States District Judge, who was merely 

passing the buck to a higher court. That's what he was doing. 

So I would say that for McCormick to rule as he did was an 

outstanding demonstration of his own character, because he 

was saying that a friend of his was guilty. 

Jack and I got this word and we rushed like mad to phone 

it in, he to the Associated Press and I to my paper. But we 

could have conspired and said, "Let's not phone this story for 

half an hour and let's sell a lot of Doheny stock; let's clean 

up now." In those days nearly everybody was fooling around in 

"the stock market. It was pretty universal. It wasn't anything 

unusual. Margins were practically nothing, and we could have 

easily arranged it. We knew in advance that he was going to 

arrive at a decision; that's how we happened to be there. 

We could have easily arranged to be underwritten, worked through 

someone else and cut someone else in and made a killing on the 

decision. It never even occurred to us. I thought of it 

afterwards. That was part of our general attitude toward life; 
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we weren't really interested ever in making money, although 

we would do things that would make us side money from time 

to time, it wasn't any fundamental interest of ours, generally. 

There were some money-minded reporters--yes, I would say s o — 

hut they quit being reporters. They aimed at that already; 

they had it in mind only to use newspaper work as a stepping 

s tone to something more profitable and some of the fellows 

went out in life and achieved quite a great deal. 

Dixon: You mentioned that the Record was a crusading newspaper. 

Larson: Yes, they were crusading constantly, it seemed. 

I don't remember all the kinds of crusades they had, but 

one I remember in particular. It had to do with the Hall of 

Justice, which was a brand-new building built under the Board 

of Supervisors' authorization. At that time a fellow by the 

name of Jack Bean was chairman of the Board of Supervisors, 

and the Record was red-hot on his trail. They were out to get 

Jack Bean. When the Hall of Justice was built, they called it 

"The Hoi® That Jack Built" and then proceeded to show that it 

was poorly built, it was a swindle, and those who built it 

were overpaid, intimating that there was a great deal of 

graft connected with it. But the point they got over mostly 

was to show what a poor job it was. Every time I pass it today 

and see that old grey building, it's a wonder to me it hasn't 

fellen down long before now. It should have, according to the 

Record's expose. 

I lost my job on the Record; I was canned because they issued 

an order that each of the reporters had to carry a common 
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folding Kodak and take his own photographs. They were so hard 

up they couldn't afford photographers. They were missing 

a lot of pictures of divorcees and others. You had to get 

"leg art," as it was called and if you covered the courts you 

had a lot of women you could use for this purpose. But 

finally I was fed up; I refused to do it, so they said they 

were going to can me. But I wouldn't do it anyhow; I was stub-

born about it. 

I remember old Fergie getting a divorcee. You couldn't 

take a picture on the inside because you couldn't use a flash. 

In those days photographers used flash guns with powder, you 

know; they went off with a bang. You'd have to get your 

subject out on the fire escape, or somewhere like that where you 

would have daylight. I can remember Fergie right now out on 

1he fire escape on the Spring Street side of the old brownstone 

County Courthouse, taking some dame's picture. The whole thing 

seemed ludicrous to me. I wouldn't do it. I thought if the 

paper was that near broke, I might as well give up. Well, 

anyhow, they told me they were firing me since I wouldn't do 

it. 

The last day I worked on the Record, the fellow who covered 

the federal beat for the Herald (it wasn't the Herald-Express 

in those days; it was called the Evening Herald), the fellow 

who covered for them--a man who had been a former Chief of Police 

for Los Angeles for a year, I think, Claire Snively--really in 

a sense doublecrossed me. But I figured it didn't count anyhow, 
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because I was washed up at the Record. A big news source in 

those days was the federal court clerk's office where liens 

were filed against persors who failed to pay their income taxes. 

This particualr day, Snively unearthed a tremendous one; it 

was a million-dollar income tax lien against C.C. Julian, 

a big oil operator. Snively deliberately held this one out 

on me; when I went down it wasn't in the file. He put it in 

some other place probably; he did something to cover it up. 

Anyhow, on this very last day the Herald had a huge front-

page banner-line on the Julian tax lien. We didn't have it 

on the Record. I enjoyed it to this extent, that the Record 

thought I did it on purpose to get revenge. I didn't. I had 

nothing to do with it, but I never disabused them of the idea 

that I did it on purpose. 

But Claire Snively liked me personally. He knew I had 

worked hard on the beat, and I had. I was a newcomer and I 

had read too much Alger not to work hard. So he called up 

Jimmy Richardson, the city editor of the Herald, and I went to 

vork there immediately. I don't think I lost a day. The following 

Monday I went to work on the Herald, at more money than the 

Record had paid me. And as I said, [it was] a paper with more 

prestige than the Record. It was the evening Hearst paper. 

I became a general-assignment reporter in the beginning and 

was sent out to cover various types of stories. I handled 

every kind of story. 

I don't remember exactly how it happened, but they had 

a battery of three special rewrite men right next to the City 

Desk. James H. Richardson was the city editor, and Bill Tate 
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and Lance Heath were the assistant city editors. The rewrite 

lattery had three writers Richardson felt were the best and the 

fastest writers on the paper. Well, an opening de-veLoped 

on the rewrite battery, and I was put there. But it was a 

slave hole; it was a horrible place to be, actually, because 

you were under the gun all the time, especially on an afternoon 

paper where, I believe, we had six editions a day. It was 

a mad rush all the time, and you were under tremendous pressure. 

I really didn't take to it too well, although I had no problem 

of staying on rewrite, I mean as far as the desk was concerned. 

But it meant this sort of thing: you were writing a story— 

a big story would break and you were writing it—you had only 

written one line and a half and perhaps you hadn't even 

reached a period, when Richardson would yank it out. He 

wouldn't even wait until you had finished a paragraph because 

they were in such a hurry to get it to the compos ing room and 

aet it in type. 

I remember that the Herald building was brand-new in 

-those days — it was flamboyantly baroque— and located on Georgia 

at Trenton Street. Anyhow, it was "thought to be elegant in 

those days because it was the newest Hearst building in America. 

It was so new when I began working, the publisher's office hadn't 

been [finished]; they were still working on it, doing the interior 

decorating andpaneling it with expensive wood. 

I think it was Christmas or New Year's—probably New Year's 

because I was writing the Pasadena Rose Parade grandstand crash, 

I believe. The fellows from Sports and other departments, 

such as Business and the Editorial, were drinking. Nearly 
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everybody was drinking except us fellows on rewrite and they 

were partying around the place. All at once a conspicuous 

group of these fellows traipsed up the hall toward the publisher's 

office. It hadn't been occupied yet. In their drunken joy 

they dragged in a huge lot of newspapers and stuffed the 

fireplace full and started a mighty fire. You can imagine 

this enormous mass of papers; the fire not only roared up 

the chimney it also blazed out into the room and up the 

front of the fireplace, which was a masterpiece of hardwood. 

So the celebrators all urinated on the fire in a wild attempt 

to put it out. The whole thing was a horrible mess, and the 

repercussions were great. Some of the fellows were suspended 

for a couple of weeks. I think it cost hundreds of dollars 

to repair the damage they caused. 

I guess I would have been a willing participant if I 

had had an opportunity. I remember I felt aggrieved because 

I had to work so hard and the other lazy bastards were having 

all the fun. In fact, I remember that part more than I remember 

the fireplace. And I think that was the day that one of the 

Rose Parade grandstands crashed and killed two people. It 

made a big story, naturally, because a lot of people were 

hurt. Temporary wooden spectator stands were erected along 

the Pasadena Parade route in those days. The contractor who 

built the one that collapsed was subsequently tried and I 

covered the trial. By then I was no longer on rewrite; I 

was on the criminal courts beat in the Hall of Justice. 



50 

I might as well tell about it now. It was tried before 

Judge Charles S. Burnell, who was a wild man on the Superior 

bench in those days. They tried the case and all the evidence 

was introduced, and the Judge kept blurting out one prejudicial 

thing after another in answer to objections by counsel. The 

case was ultimately reversed by the Appellate Court; the 

conviction was set aside on the grounds that Burnell had committed 

thirty-two reversible errors. This judge, thirty-two I It 

was called the "Famous Case of the Thirty-Two Reversible Errors." 

It seems to me that this was the case in which, after the 

evidence had been all presented, after counsel for both sides 

had presented their final argument, he admonished the jury. 

The jury went out and they came back at noon, and he said, 

"Have you arrived at a verdict?" 

The foreman said, "No, your honor, we haven't." 

And he said, "Bailiff, take these jurors out and give 

them a bunch of carrots and a bale of hay and keep them out 

until they arrive at a verdict." 

Of course they went out and came right back with a verdict 

of guilty. Instantly. I believe this was in this case. If it 

wasn't, it was in a subsequent case by Burnell. 

But this was the sort of error I'm talking about. He 

couldn't contain himself. In other words, he was telling the 

jury, "How can you be so stupid? Don't you know when someone is 

guilty? Let's have the verdict right now; let's not horse 

around with any fine points." The reason for Burnell's acting 

this way was due primarily to the fact that he had been a 
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prosecutor and he didn't have the judicial temperament. He 

saw things usually from the prosecutor's viewpoint, and his 

mind was very quick. He was very keen; it wasn't as though 

he was a stupid man. 

And I found it to be true in the courts that most men 

brought before the courts are guilty. They don't usually 

bring them there until they've got a good case. So it was 

hard for Burnell to contain himself while defense counsel 

labored to confuse a jury. I don't remember a single case 

offhand where I ever thought the defendant was unjustly 

convicted. I've seen many cases where I thought that guilty 

people were freed, because defense counsel has only one job in 

a criminal case: to confuse the jurors so that they cannot 

say beyond a reasonable doubt that the accused is innocent. 

Two things he tries to do: he tries to mislead the jury by 

introducing evidence or so-called evidence that will establish 

what you would call a reasonable doubt. He also tries to play 

chess with the Judge and get the judge to commit legal errors. 

With Burnell it would be easy because he had such a hot 

temper. He was easily provoked. He was sitting on the bench 

one day at the time that the Record was conducting its great 

"House-that-Jack-Built" crusade and Jack Carberry, who was 

doing the story for the Record, came in to his court. As 

soon as Burnell saw Jack, his mind went instantly to the crusade 

and he commented from the bench on the case before him, getting 

over this idea: "If the Supervisors would only spend less 

[than the] thousands of dollars on these gold-leaf mottoes 
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around our courtrooms and more on something else, we'd have 

better courts." I don't remember what now; there was more. 

So immediately this made a big Record story for the day—the 

matter of these gold-leaf inscriptions around each of the courts 

in the building was made the subject of an appeal by a lawyer. 

As a consequence, in later years, I have been told, it cost 

the county thousands of dollars to have them erased; they're 

not there any longer. 

Dixon: Where were they? On the walls? 

Larson: Around the walls, close to the ceiling, 

walls in the back or on the sides of each courtroom. They 

were very handsome, as I remember, very handsome gold inscrip-

tions, quoting various comments of great people on the law. 

The point the lawyer made [was that] here the jury sits and 

looks at this sort of tWn& and it influences him in his verdict. 

So I guess they removed them. 

When I worked on rewrite at the Herald the rest of the 

battery I worked with were Lewis Young and Gilmore Millen. 

Gilmore was single and lived in the Houston Hotel, back of the 

paper on Georgia Street. He was a great hulking Alabaman, I 

believe, and he stole books from the public library, and kept 

them stacked up like cordwood by his bed. He later wrote a 

novel called Sweet Man, about a Negro in the South, I think. 

He prospered; he had real writing ability. Not many reporters 

actually had very much writing ability; Gilmore did, and he 

read incessantly. He was a writer and he liked to write. He 

became a columnist for the paper, and you felt that he had 

a sense of writing that the others didn't have. He later 
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burned himself and died. Someone told me that he had committed 

suicide. However, I thought I had read, after I went to 

Chicago, that he was drunk and, sitting in an overstuffed 

chair, he dropped a cigarette and was suffocated by the smoke. 

Among us all, he was one of the best writers, no question 

about that. I don't think most of us were very good. We had 

some facility to speed along, but when you see the stuff that 

I asked some of the fellows to supply me with,it's pathetic 

to this day. I don't say they couldn't write better if they 

strained a bit, but they tend to write in the same way they 

would report a story. Have you read Tom Wolfe's The Kandy-

Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby? That's writing. He 

reports on hot-rodders and so forth—on the art of the neon 

signs of Las Vegas. He does a wonderful job in that book. 



TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE ONE 

October 21, 1965 

Larson: I'd like to mention the fact that a number of us 

had side angles, and some of them were legitimate. I started 

a news service. I wasn't the only one; there were several 

of the fellows who would query papers elsewhere in the nation 

and ask them whether they wished special coverage or certain 

news stories. In those days, there was still room for the 

independent operator. A big case would break and you would 

query a newspaper in an area where you thought they would be 

interested in the story. You'd send them a DPR or NPR (Day 

Press Rates or Night Press Rates) collect message and briefly 

describe the nature of the story and say, "How many?" meaning 

how many words. And they would wire back, "Nothing," or so 

many words. 

Fred Herr and I operated a news service called the 

Angeles News Service, and we carried on that sort of operation 

of supplying special stories for Midwest papers. 

I previously had organized a local press operation which 

antedated the City News Service, and I served the Daily News, 

the Long Beach Press-Telegram, the Pasadena Star-News, the San 

Pedro Pilot,the Santa Monica Outlook—I don't remember all 

of the papers. The basic idea was to supply them with stories 

that had a local angle, in other words, stories where some 

person in the city or community involved was associated with 

a news story in the civic center. And although we were 
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stationed in the Hall of Justice, we would go over to the 

old brownstone courthouse across the street—across Temple, 

cbwn Broadway, and into the Hall of Records also—to carry on 

that part of our operations, usually after the day's work was 

done for our own papers. I worked for the Evening Herald. 

I often did my after-hours typing and copy work over in the 

old courthouse pressroom. 

It was by this method that I was able to take the edge 

off of another papers scoop—the Charlie Chaplin case when 

Lita Grey Chaplin sued him for divorce. This wasn't part of 

my regular job for my paper; my job was to cover crime news 

in superior courts and the D.A. and grand jury, but working 

for these other papers, I would go into the county clerk's 

office late in the day, thus, I was able just by being over 

there to get a fudge-box for the Herald. A fudge-box was a 

space left in the upper right hand part of the front page to 

give room to an important past-deadline story. The idea was 

to take the edge off of a morning paper scoop and prove that 

w got there first. 

In connection with the Chaplin case, it was a big sensation 

when it broke. I noticed that the people were lined up clear 

down the corridor trying to see the divorce complaint. There 

were several hundred, and the reason there were several hundred 

was because the papers made a big point of saying that it was 

unprintable; much of it was unprintable, in the twenties. So 

they had to see what was unprintable, [laughter] The law 

said it was a public document, so they were entitled to see 

it if they would wait long enough. It was a great, long divorce 

complaint. Of course it didn't actually describe the acts 
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in violation of 288A of the Penal Code, and so forth. So 

the actual description wasn't very exciting. The papers 

intimated plenty, but said.... 

I got a lawyer I knew and told him about my idea; I 

said, "Here's a hell of a good idea, to publish the uncensored 

Chaplin divorce comfSaint and sell It to the public." It had 

struck me immediately—why shouldn't it be published? It's 

a public document; just because the papers say it's unprintable 

doesn't make it so legally. So it appealed to this lawyer 

and his partner. [tape turned off] 

I remember they dug up $300 from somebody--I don't think 

they put it up themselves although they could have afforded to. 

For some reason or other I always got another reporter in with 

me on ideas of this kind. Maybe it was because I liked to 

create the ideas and I didn't like to do the work. Herr 

accuses me of this even now in connection with the Angeles 

Press Service, that even though I had the ideas I was expected 

to do the work, too. But each time I treated myself to the 

fantasy that if I would get myself a partner I wouldn't have 

to do the work, each time it wouldn't be true at all. I would 

still have to do a lot of the work. Either they wouldn't do 

it correctly or they wouldn't do it period or something else 

would happen. 

Anyhow, in connection with the Chaplin divorce complaint, 

a few days after I observed this long line of people, we got 

the money. I went to Chaplin's lawyers and got a copy of the 
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divorce complaint, and we printed it on cheap newsplnt. 

I still have a copy of it around somewhere, and I want to turn 

it over to someone because I think it was the first divorce 

complaint ever printed and put on a newstand. [laughter] We 

had no business sense, and I never have had all my life, 

basically because you have to be interested in making money. 

That has to be number one. Howard Barton was the other reporter. He 

was on the Express, and he and I were good friends at the time— 

which accounts for the fact that I got him into the deal with 

me. He was unmarried—I was married and I had to go home at 

night, and he could hang around downtown and do the things I 

couldn't. We were sure that we were going to clean up many 

thousands of dollars on this thing. It was red hot; the 

subject was the foremost story in America. Nothing was bigger 

than Charlie Chaplin and his child bride. If you remember 

she was sixteen when he married her. 

There was a big newsstand at the Tower Theatre at Eighth 

and Broadway, and I remember we took bundles of these pamphlet-

sized complaints down there. All it said on the outside was 

"Charlie Chaplin's Sensational Divorce Complaint." We were 

very leery of saying anything that would cause us to be sued 

or fired from our papers. The reason I went to lawyers in 

the first place with my friends was to try to avoid this. 

There was nothing on the inside but the complete reproduction 

of the divorce complaint; that was it. A newsstand clerk 

was on duty, I remember that, and he accepted a bundle of the 

published divorce papers on consignment. I think there were a 

hundred in a bundle. The owner wasn't there because it was in 
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evening; we did this after work. 

The next morning we got a call from the owner of the 

newsstand and he said, "This is the hottest damn thing I've 

ever had on the newsstand, but I'm afraid to handle it." He 

told us how fast the copies went. When he was there in the 

morning, people started buying individual copies, and those 

were a dollar a copy at that time. It cost us two cents each 

to print them. That's how hot it was and we put a big price 

on it. We thought we would clean up fast. We knew it was 

something that had to be acted upon very swiftly. If you 

were going to make any money you had to get it right now. 

But by ten o'clock A.M. a secrectary from an adjoining office 

building bought five copies. When she did that, the owner 

looked into the pamphlet for the first time and got scared 

about the police. He told us, "If you can get me a clearance 

from the City Prosecutor's office, so I know I won't get knocked 

over, I'll go to town on these things." 

As I say, we had to work on our jobs so he temporarily 

removed them from his stand. He was leery; he was afraid. 

He was afraid they were going too fast; he thought something 

was bound to happen. 

Well, something did happen. Lloyd Wright, who was the 

attorney for Chaplin, called Jake Priedlander, the City Prosecutor, 

and said, "Who are those sons of bitches who are putting out 

that divorce complaint?" He was a big man, a big lawyer, 

and later president of the American Bar Association. A very 
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reactionary person and now well known for being so. We were 

afraid of him and the powers he represented. 

So Friedlander got hold of me. I had formerly covered 

tie City Prosecutor's office for the Record, so I knew him 

personally. He got hold of me over at the D.A.'s office 

at the Hall of Justice and said, "You and Barton come over and 

see me; I got a call from Wright about the Chaplin divorce 

complaint." 

We went to see Friedlander with some trepidation not 

knowing what to expect and thinking primarily of our jobs 

on the papers more than anything else. I don't think we 

really gave a damn otherwise; we didn't care. So when we 

went over there he said, "How many copies did you fellows 

print?" 

I said, "20,000." (I have forgotten to make a point. We 

hadn't had any widespread distribution and maybe a week had 

gone by and the fear involved had slowed the thing down, so 

we had cut the price from $1 to twenty-five cents a copy.) 

He said, "How much do they sell for?" 

I said, "Two bits a copy." 

So he said, "Let me talk to Wright; maybe I can teach 

him a little Jewish prudence." In other words: "Maybe I can 

get him to pay you guys off if he doesn't want it on the 

newsstand." 

He called me the next day and he said, "I talked to Wright 

and he said, "Nothing doing. Those bastards, if you did that, 
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all they would have to do is to turn the book over to someone 

else who would publish it. They would still get themselves 

a cut. There's no end to that," he said. He wouldn't go 

for it. We had thought this would be a good way to get out 

of it quick, and make several thousand dollars each. 

But we were so inept at this whole process, as I say; 

we didn't know how to distribute a publication. We didn't 

even understand that one should go through a recognized 

distributor. Then when the newsstands take a publication, 

they know they are dealing with somebody they have dealt with 

before. I remember there was another big newsstand involved, 

Coffee Dan's. This boomed for a while, and we got taken for 

suckers ourselves. That was funny. Some guy found out we 

were publishing the divorce complaint and he came to me and 

Barton and he said, "Boy, this is terrific. Let me take 

5,000 copies and go up to San Francisco." He did, and we 

never heard of him again, [laughter] All we had was his name; 

we didn't know anything about him. 

In those days, you must remember, we were doing a lot of 

living it up on the side, so we didn't want to spend too much 

time trying to get rich. The funny thing too was the fact that 

as soon as the money started to come in Barton Immediately 

rented a room or a couple of rooms at the Alexander Hotel. He 

was gcfrig to hold forth from there and run the whole vast operation. 

But what he did actually was to get all of his girlfriends and 

his bootlegger and start partying, using up all of the proceeds 

as fast as they came in, so that it ended up that no one ever 



61 

made anything out of it. 

Dixon: Had you actually violated any law? 

Larson: No, we hadn't. The newsstand people were afraid of 

it because of the power of the city to clamp down on them 

for selling certain borderline publications; they had been 

hit before for other things. They didn't want to be exposed 

to this new hazard unless they had someone they were used to 

dealing with. There were news distributing agencies, of course, 

but we didn't think about that. We were slow in learning it, 

and by the time we did learn the ropes, the whole thing was 

dead and we were out of business and broke. The published 

complaint had been well publicized. Ted Cook, the Examiner's 

popular columnist, wrote that ahere should be a copy in every 

fireplace." In other words, it was such a pruriently hot 

document that there should be a copy in every fireplace—get 

rid of it, burn it up, it's filthy. 

In connection with the Aimee [Semple McPherson] case I 

had another idea along similar lines of getting out a special 

publication. I knew a court reporter named Charlie McGee, in 

Superior Judge Charles Burnell's court. He started writing 

doggerel verses about the Aimee case and they were pretty 

preposterous, some of them. He loved to do it, and every day 

he would stop me and show me his new stuff. I liked him and so 

I would read it, and I said to another reporter, Bay Jones, who 

worked on the Times over in the old courthouse, "Ray, why don't 

we get hold of this stuff of McGee's and put out a book the 
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sire of the Reader's Digest? He keeps writing it day after 

day." 

Ray thought it would be great. Again, as I said, I took 

a partner as always. I thought, Ray will edit McGee's copy 

and I won't have to mess around with it. Ray was sort of a 

songwriter on the side and he liked to write lyrics. 

Then I talked to McGee; he was very excited by the idea; 

he just thought it was terrific. So he told the whole story 

of Aimee Semple McPherson from the beginning to the end In 

2k0 some verses. 

Dixon: Do you still have a copy of that? 

Larson: No, I don't. I don't know whether Charlie McGee 

[did]. There must be somebody who survives him; he must have had 

some copies left over. But he wrote the whole Aimee case, 

as we reporters called it, from beginning to end, and it was 

titled The Antics of Aimee. Ray Jones did one thing to add 

to the Idea: he got hold of a cartoonist from the Express, 

and had him do some cartoons for it. Meanwhile, Ray became 

very involved in the editing. Of course, McGee wasn't too 

careful about his meter and rhyming, and some of it was 

pretty horrible and strange. This bothered Jones and he stalled 

the editing process so long that the Aimee case (this was before 

publication, while we still just had the manuscript of McGee's 

verses), came before the Grand Jury. McGee naturally wanted 

to see the case land in his court because during the trial 

he would make a lot of money on daily transcripts of the 

testimony. He knew that if this thing was published before 
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the trial, it would prejudice his possibilities of being in 

on the trial. The defense would say, "We can't have him; 

look what this man has written." So Charlie asked us to lay 

off. This is an interesting part of the story, I think, because 

of what happened anyhow. We had lost our great opportunity 

to get this thing out when it was a front-page story in America, 

and sell hundreds of thousands of copies. Months later the 

case was dropped, as I remember it. After it was dropped, 

McGee said, "Now you guys can go ahead." I said, "Hell, it's 

dead, and there's no use in going ahead now." But he had 

worked so hard on it himself that he went ahead on his own 

and published it privately; he sold 20,000 copies. I remember 

he gave us $150 because we had urged him to write The Antics and 

he felt that we had worked on it. 

Those are two of the ventures that I personally was engaged 

in. Also on the side, at the behest of our offices, we fixed 

traffic tickets for the newspaper we worked for. Since we 

did it for our own newspaper, we also did it for persons on 

•fhe outside where we personally could make some money off it. 

Where it was going to cost them $10, they give us $5 to get it 

fixed, you know. 

The court reporters, as I said, wanted nothing more than 

to get a big case in their courts that required a daily trans-

cript. That meant it had to be a big case in which It was very 

important that the lawyers be provided with a copy of the evidence 

twice a day, at noontime and at the end of the afternoon 

session. They got so much (I can't explain this exactly) 

per page per folio, and this meant so much per defendant, 
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so the more defendants there were, the richer they got. There 

were court reporters who, during some trials, made more than 

judges. They made a lot of money under this setup. One case 

in particular, the C.C. Julian case, as I remember, had between 

thirty and forty defendants. You can imagine the huge production 

job on such a transcript. 

Of course in those days, you had to have a lot of trans-

cribers because the court reporter hadn't time to do his own 

transcribing. He'd spend 15 or 20 minutes taking down testimony 

and then he'd be replaced by another court reporter while he 

went to his office to turn his shorthand book over to a tran-

scriber. In 15 or 20 minutes he would change places with the 

other reporter. Anyhow, the reporters were so anxious to land 

big cases that some of them would pay me to persuade the 

calendar court judge to assign the big ones to their divisions 

of the Superior Court. The amount paid me depended on the 

size of the case, you know. It wasn't a great deal, maybe 

a hundred dollars or so. But the judge was usually very friendly 

with me, and I would just have to ask him, 'tJould you put that 

in so-and-so's court?" And he would to it. 

Dixon: Is that still done now? 

Larson: I don't know; I have no idea. 

There was one case in which I was asked by two bail bondsmen 

to get their client out on appeal bond. He had been convicted 

in an embezzlement case, and under conviction he wasn't supposed 

to be released; it was a rather big case, as I remember it. 

I don't remember the man's name for sure. Something like 
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Whitehead seems to come to mind. But they were eager; they 

were dying to get this man out on the pretext that he had to 

look up evidence that was necessary for the appeal. But the 

D.A.'s office wasn't about to let him out. Even so, I induced 

the chief trial deputy, who was a good friend of mine, to let 

this fellow out under an appeal bond. I was leery myself for 

fear that he would skip and that I would be considered instrumental. 

But anyhow, I well remember it because it was the only incident 

of that particular kind that I was ever engaged in. The 

bail bondsman paid me $300—three $100 bills. I met them 

in front of the United Artists Theater, Eighth and Broadway, 

and they gave me the dough. I remember I was leery that I 

was going to be knocked over right then, but nothing ever 

happened. I did get the guy out, but apparently nothing 

happened in the case to cause any trouble. I didn't feel too 

good about that particular incident. 

One more incident of side money was the case of a trial 

of a councilman by the name of [Carl Ingold] Jacobson. Jacobson 

was a city councilman who had been a locomotive engineer, 

and was a Scandinavian. He was a great crusader against crime 

and immorality and police corruption and so forth. He was a 

pain in the side (and other places of the anatomy.) around 

City Hall. I can't remember what he did that caused the 

anguish, but he was always crusading and raising hell. Finally 

he was lured out to the home of a woman by the name of Callie 

Grimes (I think it was in the Highland Park area, out that 

way somewhere), and after he went there the cops showed up 
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and knocked him off, in bed with Callie. At least that was 

their allegation—that he was there in bed with her. Jacobson 

claimed he had been framed by the police and underworld interests. 

The case came before the Grand Jury. That type of case usually 

would come before the Grand Jury because of all the politics 

involved. It was a matter of passing the buck; the D.A. didn't 

want to get involved, don't you see, so he would have the Grand 

Jury to do what they wanted to do about it. Maybe the Grand 

Jury initiated the inquiry into this particular case, which 

I believe was a more common practice in those days. 

In any case, a number of persons were charged with cons-

piracy to frame the councilman. The opinion of us reporters 

who covered it was that there was no question that he was 

framed, but fell for it. We believed it was true that he did 

meet Callie Grimes out at her place and went to bed. Callie 

Grimes was the sister-in-law, as I remember it, of a police 

lieutenant by the name of Cox, one of those indicted, along 

with Charles Crawford, the head of the vice underworld of the 

city,and a number of other defendants. I think there were 

six or seven defendants in all, and the case was tried before 

Judge Walton Wood. 

It was a big case, naturally, because this councilman 

was so much in the public eye at the moment and Charlie 

Crawford was involved. Jerry Giesler was one of the defense 

lawyers, and Joe Schenck was, also. I think Crawford was his 

client. 

The news reporters on the case were Charles Dawson of the 



67 

Express and Ralph Shawhan of the Examiner and myself, and probably 

someone else for the Record, I'm sure. It was probably Jack 

Carberry. Chuck Dawson was quite a character and was then, 

or was to be, the city editor of the Express. He was a police 

reporter and, like Carberry, knew the underworld life and 

personalities of the city pretty well. 

During the course of the trial, we and the Jury were 

taken out to the scene of the alleged assignation at Callie 

Grimes' house. Chuck Dawson knew Crawford and codefendants 

well. I didn't know them at all before the trial. Except 

for Dawson, we reporters were standing around outside the 

Grimes' house, waiting for the jury to size things up. Chuck 

was off to one side, talking to Crawford's lawyer. Pretty 

soon he came back and said, "How would you guys like an Easter 

suit, each of you?" 

"Swell, great, that's wonderful!" we replied. In those 

days, we lived in such straits—well, I suppose it wasn't such 

straits then, but anyhow the most we usually paid for a suit 

was $25, from a place like Foreman and Clark, a walkup joint, 

you know. So we said, "That's great. What the hell for?" 

"Well, you know Crawford, he's just feeling generous," 

Chuck told us. 

After noon recess, Chuck showed up from seeing Crawford 

privately and handed us $150 bucks each. Man! I mean that 

was dough; that really made us greedy, you know. 

The trial went on. Jacobson took the witness stand for 
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cross-examination. It was very funny. Joe Schenck was cross-

examining the councilman and asked him a question which 

alluded to Jacobson as a Swede, jacobson's face got a little 

red and Schenck asked him another question. He continued 

asking him questions, and it seemed that at least ten minutes 

had passed when in a delayed reaction and slow burn, Jacobson 

blurted out--after answering the question that was being put 

to him at the moment--"And what is more, I am not a Swede." 

I'll never forget it because it was so ludicrously irrelevant. 

He had been boiling inside for five or ten minutes before 

he finally threw it out: "And what is more, I am not a Swede!" 

[laughter] That was marvelous. 

Anyhow, when the prosecution finished its case (this is impor-

tant), defense counsel immediately asked the court...[tape 

turned off] asked that the case be dismissed on the grounds 

that the prosecution hadn't proved the case. Right after they 

made their motion for dismissal, Judge Walton Wood took a 

ten-minute recess. It was in the morning, I remember that; I 

remember that well. 

Prior to this happening, perhaps that very morning before 

court started, we were standing around and Dawson said, "We've 

got to do something; we've got to get a little more juice in 

that old third rail." I remember his expression. I don't 

remember things well that way, but I remember that expression, 

"We've got to get a little more juice in that old third rail." 

In other words, how are we going to get some more dough out 

of this case to add to the first pay-off of $150 each. 
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The dismissal motion and recess gave us our opportunity. 

I knew Walton Wood perhaps better than any of the others, 

at that time at least, because I was regularly assigned to 

the criminal courts. I knew the Judges pretty intimately. 

He was a very straightlaced, Puritanical-seeming, stern type 

of judge in appearance. So we went in to see him and I said, 

"Judge, what are you planning to do on this motion for dismissal? 

We have a deadline and we would sort of like to know in advance 

so that we can hurry up and let our papers know." I worked 

on the Evening Herald and of course every moment counted on 

certain stories. That excuse was good and it often was true; 

it was usually true. Here it wasn't; we had other motives. 

He said, 'Veil, as far as Crawford is concerned, they have 

proved no case, so I'm going to dismiss against Crawford." 

We reporters knew this was true, that the prosecution hadn't 

proved its case. As I have mentioned to you before, when you 

live your life in the criminal courts, you learn to know 

ttien the evidence is sound and when it isn't. The D.A. had 

done a very poor job and hadn't really tied him into a con-

spiracy. Crawford was too distant; he covered up his tracks 

too well. There was no question about it that he was a very 

able crook. He was an imposing man who didn't look like a 

crook, either. He didn't fit the stereotype in the slightest. 

So, be that as it may, we immediately hurried off, because 

a recess meant ten or fifteen minutes at the most. We went 

right over and Dawson said to Crawford, "We got it all fixed 
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up; the judge says he will dismiss the case against you." 

Sure enough, Walton Wood comes out, gets on the bench and says, 

"Motion for dismissal granted as to the defendant Crawford." 

I can't remember whether any other defendants got a dismissal. 

Crawford naturally was happy about this. He said, "You guys 

come down and see me this noon." So we went down to his 

operating headquarters and he gave us each 250 bucks. I 

remember that Shawhan needed the money because he was getting 

a new Model-A car, and this went most of the distance toward 

paying for his new Model-A—the total of $400 that he collected 

off of Charlie Crawford. The point of the thing finally 

[was] that we didn't do anything at all, for or against 

Crawford. We didn't influence the judge; we wouldn't have 

dared; he would have had us over a barrel. We wouldn't have 

dared to mention it. Some judges, yes, you would have intimated 

to them what you had in mind. You would have indicated some 

way or other that it would be pretty good if a case had a 

certain outcome. There were such judges, but not Walton 

Wood; he wasn't the type. Certainly Crawford thought we had 

something to do with dismissal of the motion against him; 

there's no question about that, because we came and told him 

before the judge announced it. We all went trooping in 

together, so he figured the papers had ways of pushing people 

around. He figured we gave him a push, that's all, which we 

didn't. 

Interestingly, about Walton Wood, there was one woman court 
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reporter In the courts that I remember (I don't say there were 

no others; there were a few others I believe), one young woman, 

a very attractive young woman on the make. She really played 

her sex appeal around the courts for assignments, because 

she came in as a substitute reporter. I think that she 

eventually became Walton Wood's regular court reporter. If 

you talk to any of the other reporters of the time, I believe 

they will tell you whether this is true or not. It happened 

after I went to Chicago, so I couldn't testify firsthand. 

Someone suddenly walked into his chamber, his bailiff or 

somebody, and every judge's chamber had a big leather couch. 

And the judge and the court reporter were using the leather 

couch. Prom then on he had a bolt put on the door of his chamber 

so no one could do that again. 

Dixon: Were you assigned to cover Aimee's activities? 

Larson: No, I didn't have anything to do with the Aimee case 

except as it came into the Hall of Justice. All the Aimee 

case, the covering of her disappearance and her reappearance 

and the Carmel episode was covered by general-assignment reporters. 

Dixon: Did you ever talk to her directly? 

Larson: No. I never talked to her directly. The reporters 

assigned to the Aimee case were in and out of the Hall of 

Justice and we all sort of worked and lived together--I mean 

during big criminal cases. We seemed to be in constant contact 

with the story from the time it developed, but we didn't 

personally get involved until it reached our beat. I'm sorry 

because wonderful stories were told by the reporters who did 

cover it. I think if you talk to Fred Herr and Ray Rowe, and 
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with Peggy Cook, they'll be able to remember better than I. 

But I remember a fellow, an Express reporter by the name 

of George Hyde. He went over to Arizona with other newsmen 

such as Jack Carberry, they'd talk to her, saying things like, 

"God damn it, sister, how about this? How about that? Don't 

hand us any weird shit." and she wouldn't mind it at all. They 

were rough as hell and they used that kind of language. I 

can hear them still telling about how they sat around in the 

pullman car washroom gabbing with her. Mobs of reporters 

and photographers sent over there to cover her reappearance 

on the desert, her resurrection. 

Dixon: She knew how to get the front page. 

Larson: She certainly did. One of the stories was of Ralph 

Jordan, who worked for the Examiner and was a special man on 

the Aimee case. She bought him a $5,000 automobile. I think 

others profited too from Aimee Semple McPherson. One was 

a reporter who now is a big lawyer in the city. He was reputed 

to have made quite a bit of money from Aimee. Did I mention 

that Jack Carberry expected to get a car from Aimee? Well, he 

covered the case for the Record, I think. You'll hear a lot 

about Jack Carberry because he was easily (and I want to emphasize 

this over and over again), he was incomparably the greatest 

reporter of our time and period. He was a drunken bum most 

of the time, but in his few lucid moments, he was still greater 

than any other reporter. He had a special instinct for reporting 

and was marvelous at it. You'll hear about other Los Angeles 
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reporters who have been great self-touters, but not one of them 

is comparable to Carberry. We all admired him this way. But 

he wasn't very reliable. He could make up news better than 

anybody; but that was because he had more than imagination. 

As to his dig-and-delve reporting skills, I've had him come 

into the Hall of Justice when I was covering the D.A.'s office 

long after a big case broke and he would be up with you in an 

hour or two and even ahead of you. He was that good a reporter; 

he was great. The other papers had a lot of responsible men 

who worked hard, but they were not great reporters. I don't 

know who you've talked to but I can assure you that only 

Carberry was a great reporter, only Carberry. Morris Lavine, 

who did some outstanding things as a reporter and participated in 

the capture of Clara Phillips down in Central America, was an 

excellent reporter, but not a great reporter like Carberry. 

Carberry was incomparably the greatest reporter that I have 

ever worked with. 

Dixon: What makes a great reporter? 

Larson: The sense, an absolute sense, an unerring sense of 

coming on to a story and swiftly learning the central guts 

of the story and where to reach for them. Carberry's paper 

finally had to hire another reporter, a sober reporter, to go 

around with Jack and try to keep him on the beam while he 

was on the job. 

He was hired on contract from Denver, I believe, to come 

out to work for the Examiner. One of his first big stories 

was a murder in the Inglewood area—he himself told me about 

it. The local police chief said they hadn't any clues. Jack 
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asked, "What did you find around the scene of the killing?" 

He said, "Nothing substantial in the way of clues." Jack 

prodded and probed anyway, but he didn't get anywhere. He 

needed a new lead; he needed to make this story hotter and 

keep it alive. So he went to a second-hand clothing store, 

bought a pair of women's shoes and took them out to the scene 

of the crime and stomped around in the high-heel shoes. Then 

he hurried back to the chief and said, "Are you sure you have 

really looked around there thoroughly?" 

The guy said, "Yes." 

Jack then asked him, "Why don't you come out with me? 

Let's look around together; there may be some overlooked 

clue." 

The chief gave in and sure enough, there were a woman's 

footprints close to the spot where the victim had been found. 

So Jack had a hell of a big and exclusive lead, you see. He 

was always up to tricks of this kind. It was very important 

in those days to have new leads on your top stories if you 

could to get them in nearly every edition--at least in the 

home edition and the final edition. Each paper tried to be 

first to beat the competition. It's not important now because 

television and radio can always be first with the latest and 

this has improved the quality of newspaper journalism. Today's 

papers try to be at least a little sensible and thorough. 

Getting back to Carberry, I remember one case which 

started to drag, so he sent mysterious post cards to the 

City Desk of his paper—which: amounted to sending his own cards 
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to himself. The cards made cryptic remarks about this crime, 

and so he was able to inject an artificial, fictional dose 

of suspense and mystery into a moribund story. 

I'm not showing this to prove that he's a good reporter. 

This doesn't prove it at all. This shows he ha d the imagination 

to fill in with fiction when the facts failed. When it came 

to legitimate reporting, he was first and foremost—when sober. 

And he was a pleasure to work with--we admired and liked him 

personally—in spite of M s being a horrible drunk. We didn't 

care,for most of us hit the bottle in those days. 

On Christmas Eve of the year of the Aimee case (1927, I believe) 

Carberry had a visit from Sister Aimee, as everybody called 

her. He told the story to us in the D.A. press room, how it 

happened. I wish I could remember the way he put it; he always 

had marvelous ways of putting things, too--vivid ways, very 

vivid—more vivid than most. He said, "You know what 

happened to me, God damn it? Aimee called me up Christmas 

Eve and said, 'Jack, you going to be home?'" (All the guys 

knew her intimately by then.) "'Jack, you going to be home 

tonight?'" 

He says, "Yes, Sister, I'm going to be home." 

She said, "I want to be sure you're going to be there 

this evening; I have a little surprise for you." 

Carberry reminded us that she had given Ralph Jordan 

an automobile, so the first thing he thought of was that Sister 

was going to present him with a new car and he certainly needed 
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one because he had an old wreck of a Studebaker, its battered 

doors painted three different colors--it was a dilapidated 

wreck of a car. "Boy, that sure sounded good to me; I knew 

what to expect. So I went out and took my old heap and got 

it out of the garage and left the garage doors wide open, 

all ready to take in Ainee's gift. The kids went to bed and 

we decorated the tree, and my wife and I went to bed, and 

here at two o'clock in the morning along comes Aimee's choir 

and starts singing Christmas carols. But that was all. 

No car. Only carols. For Christ's sake, imagine coming around 

at two o'clock in the morning to sing Christmas carols. And 

the worst part of it, my kids got up and they wouldn't go back 

to bed again, so not only did I get rousted out of bed and 

I didn't get any automobile, but I had to stay up the rest 

of the night." [laughter] 

I wish I could tell it like Jack did. 

One day Jack happened to be with us beat reporters in the 

press room in the D.A.'s office, kitty-corner from the corner 

pocket where the D.A. held forth. We heard Buron [R] Fitts, 

the District Attorney, coming across the hallway, clomping 

along as usual because of a leg injury suffered in World 

War I. He had had operations on that leg several times, 

usually when he was running for office, it seemed. So im-

mediately old Jack said, "Here comes that son of a bitch on 

his patriotic leg!" This shows how he could describe things 

appropriately and instantly. No one could have said it better. 

He was a son of a bitch in our estimation, and he did have a 
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patriotic leg that came in handy when election time came along. 

Dixon: Were you in LA when the Black Dahlia case was so 

big? 

Larson: I might have been here. I had T.B. and was probably 

in the sanitarium. I don't remember; what year was that? 

I know I wasn't working on the papers then. 

Dixon: It must have been around '46 or '47. 

Larson: Oh, I was in publicity. I wasn't working on the 

papers. The press room was loaded with gruesome pictures 

taken during such cases--pictures too gruesome to be printed 

in the papers. 

Dixon: There were so many things in that case that were implied, 

that were not printed. 

Larson: You were supposed to do that too, to the fullest 

extent possible. All the intimations of "unprintable" horror 

and sexual deviation and all that sort of thing--you were 

supposed to get in everything, real and imagined. 

In recently going through Los Angeles papers of the era 

after I came to California, when I was at the downtown library, 

it occurred to me to question why that particular period is 

being called "the roaring twenties." I've never understood 

that; I don't know who originated the expression. I don't 

think it really fits. The time itself, the period itself, 

referred to itself as "the jazz age." In the early part of 

1925, which is the year I came to Los Angeles, the Record 

had big stories (and I'm sure all the other papers did; I 

haven't looked at them yet), &out a sixteen-year-old girl 

murdering her mother in San Francisco because she said her 
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mother was too old-fashioned and wouldn't let her run around 

like she had been used to doing since she was twelve years old. 

Her mother was always scolding her, she said, so she finally 

murdered her mother calmly. The press immediately labeled 

this gir], "the Jazz Baby. " Immediately. And then a very good 

front-page banner line appeared in the Record several days 

after this murder was committed, to this effect: "Jazz Baby 

(something-or-other) and Seventeen Sheiks Arrested for Inves-

tigation." Seventeen sheiks I [laughter] That was the name 

used in those days, as you know, for what was subsequently 

termed a "wolf." I bring it up because it allows me to 

explain how I got the nickname "Wolf" during my Hall of Justice 

days. A fellow reporter, Bob Kenny, was the one who put the 

brand on me. He started it because it was related to my name Larson, 

the fact that I had gone to sea, and to Jack London's novel 

The Sea Wolf, the story of a son-of-a-bitch sea captain named 

Wolf Larson. Anyhow, in going through that period, I found 

that much was being said at the time about the jazz mania. It 

was very interesting to see what an amazing confusion of thinking 

existed. Here was the Record, a crusading paper which, when 

this Jazz Baby murder occurred, immediately expressed itself 

indignantly through Cynthia Gray--its woman "Abby," or love-

lorn editor of the time--what an outrageous thing this was, 

because it showed what jazz does to the young generation. 

The Record ran editorials at that particular period, too, 

I noticed, attacking ordinances to regulate jaywalking; they 
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said this was a terrible thing to do, this attempt made to 

impose some traffic regulations because it meant tramping down 

the freedom of individuals. The Record was a thoroughly 

confused newspaper, and so were the others, and we reporters 

didn't realize it, of course, for we were confused too, which 

is the reason I bring it up. All of us were confused people, 

more so than now. 

Again going through the Record, I found the most interesting 

thing: a series of articles in the January volume of 1925, 

written by a correspondent who had long experience in the 

Orient. He flatly predicted that Japan would attack the United 

States. This was in 1925; he flatly predicted that Japan would 

do everything they could to make it a surprise attack, and 

why it would be a surprise attack. He didn't predict accurately 

as to Pearl Harbor being the place that a strike would occur, 

but he did predict very accurately, completely on the nose, 

sixteen years before it happened, that there would be such 

an attack, and also why the Japanese would feel compelled to 

attack eventually:because they were under such pressures to 

meet the economic needs of a growing population. It was made 

very plain, and it struck me that what happened was a result 

of America's response to life:we'11 wait till we get smacked 

down and then we will sanctimoniously rise up and say, "Look, 

we've been wounded." The real reason for our plight, of course, 

Is that we didn't do a thing about the problems that faced us 

at the time that they were brought to our attention. We didn't 

want to hear about them. 
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I must mention that I've read Eric Hoffer's article in a 
recent Harper's in which he shows himself to be what he has 
always condemned: a true believer in a passionate state of mind. 
He is highly exercised by automation, which he sees as being a 
producer of leisure for the people of this country. He comes forth 
with a lot of misguided concepts, to my mind anyhow, as to what 
to expect of it. 
Dixon: Does he still believe that this will be the rising age 
of the creator, the artistic creator, under automation? 
Larson: He takes the viewpoint that it can be. I agree with 
him except I think he misreads what is going to happen in 
reality. We're not doing anything about so many of our problems 
now, that it can be fairly predicted that certain things are 
going to happen, definitely going to happen, to us. But he 
never mentions these things when he talks about automation and 
the whole process of technological development and the leisure 
that will result for people who will no longer be needed in the 
productive economy. He skips such matters and this is our 
failure, primarily. We are still provincial in that we don't 
realize that we have no problems of real consequence that are 
not related to the outer world. We don't have important 
problems that are not related to the general state of the world. 
We don't have any need to worry about leisure, if we were 
sensible at all in this day and age, because if we suddenly 
put half of our people out of jobs because of automation, 
we should send them at once all over the world to help other 
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people come abreast of the times. This is the only way we can 

really forestall revolutions. We can be fully engaged clear 

to the hilt of our capacity no matter how swiftly we are cut 

loose from our own machinery of production here at home. 

Leisure is not an immediate problem; if it is, it's because 

we've become suddenly stupid. We don't realize that we're not 

going to keep our controlling position in the world for many 

more years. Inevitably, we're just not going to do it. So 

we should be swift, very swift, to universalize our prosperity, 

to the extent that other nations want it. Ideological differences 

will disappear when we act that way. Meanwhile, we wait till 

riots and revolutions occur, then suddenly we act sanctimoniously 

outraged and smack somebody In the nose. My thesis is that here 

in America we have formed an amalgam of people from all over the 

world, that we've flowed together here, and now we must flow 

out again to the whole world—back to where we came from, in 

a sense; not exactly, but in a sense. We go back to the world 

now and say, "Here, we'll show you what we've learned; we're all 

in the same boat together so we're going to show that we 

recognize the fact." I know this idea appeals to even reactionary 

people because I have talked to them about it and they get a 

little excited about it—the old people—the prospect that one 

can actually do something about the fate of the world. We have 

great control; we have supercontrol, actually, if we wanted 

to exert it. But we should be willing to go on a war footing in 

order to gain peace. We marshal all our resources like we did 
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in World War II, to do the job. When I see senior citizens 

in these Leisure Worlds and places like that, rotting away, 

and all their marvelous skills being uselessly lost, it seems 

such a waste, such a loss to the world. 



TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE TWO 

November 4, 1965 

Dixon: First I want to ask you to say something about Rube 

Borough and what you thought of him since you have already 

indicated that you know him. 

Larson: Well, he was a very earnest, bushy-haired individual. 

I remember he had dark piercing eyes, and he reminded me somewhat, 

now that I think of it, of Senator Borah, of Idaho. He never 

participated in our activities as reporters around the beat. 

He was always busy and earnest about what he was about, and 

that was usually digging into some incipient scandal. We saw 

him often and we noticed his bylines often, and we beat men 

often helped him. I had occasion to help him from time to time 

and I think every Record reporter, at the time he was on the 

Record, was asked to dig up material Rube needed in his crusading 

journalism. But we never really felt, most of us, much personal 

identification with him, although we were sympathetic. We 

were all for it, exposing everybody [laughter]; we were not 

against exposing anybody. In those days, most of the fellows 

who were reporters, men and women alike, weren't strongly moved 

by social issues of any kind. Scandal, yes, that was great. 

We were all for the scandal aspect of it. But we weren't really, 

as Rube was, personally eager to save the world or do anything 

of that sort. 

Dixon: He was, of course, a registered Socialist. 

Larson: He was, but I don't recall any of the rest of being 

Socialists. We had our registrations, politically, but we 
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weren't really politically interested in life. I'm sure of 

that as I look back and think about it. At the same time 

on the Record,another man I've told you about, Gilbert Brown, 

who also was a fiery crusader, eager for exposes; he was a 

great back-up man for Rube on the paper, no question about 

that. The Record was a Scripps-Canfield paper and devoted to 

that one concept--crusading--above everything else. So Rube 

was the personification of the paper's main purpose—digging 

up the dirt, politically, and publicly raising hell about it. 

We all acted in small, peripheral ways as the Record's expose 

back-up crew, but no one was involved as directly and consistently 

as Rube. I don't remember Rube in connection with the Hall of 

Justice episode. But I know that he was, as you say, interested 

in any activities that showed crookedness or graft on the part 

of politicians in the city of Los Angeles. I would think that 

my ex-wife, Louise Leung Larson, who now works on the Santa 

Monica Outlook,could tell you more. She worked on the Record 

longer than I did, although she didn't have much more to do with 

Rube than I did. Another who would know about Rube would be 

Jose Rodriguez. 

Dixon: Was he [Borough] more or less a loner? 

Larson: He seemed to be; I think you'd get this reaction from 

the other reporters, even those who worked on the Record. I'll 

tell you this: the pressrooms on the various beats were always 

used by general assignment reporters as places for relaxation-

flopping on the pressroom couch, or chiseling a shot or two of 
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somebody's bootleg booze supply. I haven't mentioned cameramen, 

or photogs, as we called them. Th^rprowled the beats inces-

santly and they, like the general assignment reporters, needed 

to use the pressroom's direct wires to phone their city desks. 

But I don't remember Rube ever doing this—dropping in just 

to gab or have a drink. 

One other person you certainly ought to interview, it seems 

to me, is Jimmy Bolger. Bolger ran for mayor against Yorty 

last time. Jimmy was a reporter on the Record who subsequently 

became one of Mayor Shaw's henchmen--his main one, his secretary. 

Dick Cantillon was Joe Shaw's lawyer when Joe was tried. 

I worked on the case for Dick as an Investigator. I had been 

in Olive View T.B. Sanitarium and finished convalescing, and a 

couple of us ex-reporters were hired by Dick to try to prove 

that the crime Joe Shaw was accused of--that is, altering the 

marks of the civil service records of certain policemen--was 

an old Los Angeles custom; we couldn't prove it. [laughter] 

I remember working on this case for some weeks or months, 

going through civil service records in the City Hall, digging 

back in an attempt to find out whether there had been alteration 

of the records in any way, especially as to the marks and grading 

during previous administrations. We found some, but they 

appeared mostly to be the natural alterations a person would 

make--the erasures he would have made if he had made a mistake. 

No pattern; we found nothing to back up the defensete hope. 
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As you know, the case was tried and Shaw was convicted. 

Then Morris Lavine took the case on appeal and reversed it. 

Morris Lavine had been one of our cohorts in the Hall of 

Justice, a reporter for the Examiner before he began to 

practice law. This is one thing I have to say that I wouldn't 

want to be mentioned, at least till Morris is gone from the scene. 

(I suppose it wouldn't make any difference but I wouldn't want 

it to come from me. ) He attempted to shake down Charlie 

Crawford for $200,000. He had been admitted to the bar, I 

believe, before he began reporting for the Examiner. He dropped 

reporting and took up law after he served a year in the county 

jail for the alleged Crawford 'kiake-down." What happened, as 

you may remember [was that] when he went to collect his $200,000 

he was handed $100,000 in marked money by Crawford. When he 

left Crawford's office the cops grabbed him with the "goods." 

He got off with one year in the county jail, which was absolutely 

incomprehensible in view of the ordinary handling of similar 

cases. It was always felt by most of us that he knew "where 

the body was buried" in a big case. Did he know something hidden 

about Hearst and the unsolved murder of Thomas Ince aboard 

Hearst's yacht, for example? 

Dixon: Yes, because that gives it the status of a misdemeanor, 

doesn't it. 

Larson: Yes, that's right; so the effect of the lesser jail 

sentence was to save him from disbarment. He turned out to 

be a great appeal lawyer, an absolutely terrific appeal lawyer. 
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He has won many appeals, but I remember the Joe Shaw case in 

particular because Joe was convicted and Lavine got the case 

reversed on legal grounds. This is where he was a very clever 

man, no question about it. 

Jimmy Bolger was called the "bag man" of the Shaw administration. 

I know Jimiryintimately; he's a good-natured son of a bitch. 

But Bob Kenny likes him; he likes sons of bitches too, you 

know; he likes rascals, and he always liked Bolger. But you 

could never depend upon Bolger to do anything but end up 

double-crossing you. Not because he wanted to; he wanted to 

be liked by everybody. But when the pressure was on he couldn't 

take it. He's a chubby little fellow with delusions of grandeur 

which came to light when he ran for mayor against Yorty. I 

think the poor fellow got 1500 votes--some pathetic number. 

Maybe 15,000. Not more than 15,000. It was such a trifling 

number of votes; you couldn't imagine how he ever deluded 

himself that he could approach a victory against Yorty. 

I worked with him in 1958. I handled publicity in 

southern California for the "No on 18" right-to-work [measure]. 

I was hired by a campaign director I had known for a number of 

years. Apparently the AFL-CI0 fellows in Los Angeles didn't 

care for this man, who was an outsider to them. A couple of them 

had had dealings with Bolger and wanted him to run the campaign. 

So they euchred the other fellow out of his job; they 

pushed him out; they kicked him out, and they put Bolger in, 
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and the campaign became a pathetic mess. It went from bad to 

worse; it wasn't too good before, but it went from bad to worse. 

When the labor people hired him I told them it was a dangerous 

thing to do because of his reputation in the Shaw administration. 

Nevertheless, they did. I won't go into that, but the point is 

that Bolger should be an excellent source. I'm sure he'll 

g) back over the past at great length. He knew all of us well; 

and he also knew the inside of the Shaw administration intimately. 

Wasn't Porter the head of the Grand Jury that indicted 

Shaw? 

Dixon: I can't remember now at all. 

Larson: Bowron was one of the judges; he had been a reporter 

on the Examiner. Bowron was on the superior court bench and 

he was a stuffed shirt always on the bench; he was a prissy 

and proper man, but absolutely honest. You felt there was no 

question about his honesty. This is one thing you had no 

doubt about; he wasn't trying to out-clever someone. He was 

just as stuffy as hell, though, and he tended to be a little 

pompous. I decided later that the reason he conducted himself 

in this manner when he was mayor (and I had occasion then when 

I was in a different job to come in contact with him as mayoi), 

is that he defended his integrity by keeping everybody at arm's 

length, in my opinion. He wouldn't allow anybody to be close to 

him and he was a wooden Indian, usually. He has all these other 

qualities, but I felt that he was honest; there was no question 

about that. I'm not talking about that either, because we 

didn't like him as a judge, because he was a stuffed-shirt type 

of individual—absolutely out of character, in our estimation, 
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as an ex-reporter. There were other ex-reporter judges. 

Kenny was one and pope was another and so was [William P.] 

James on the United States District Court. He was an ex-Times 

reporter. He wasn't a hit free and easy like we were--he was 

a dignified and gentle old man, but none of them except Bowron 

struck us as a stuffy bastard. I did feel that one reason he 

was standoffish with everybody, and that nobody was able to be 

close to him except for his secretary, was because he was 

constantly on the defensive. Constantly. He wasn't going to 

be chums with anybody because they might take advantage of him. 

I can see the merit of having that attitute; he didn't feel 

strong enough to resist, is what I mean to say, if they did 

become an intimate, so he kept everybody from being intimate 

with him. This was self-defense. 

The reason I brought up the Porter Grand Jury [is that] 

I covered that Grand Jury, and became very friendly with John 

C. Porter. He was elected mayor as a result of being foreman 

of the Grand Jury, and it seemed to me that it was his Grand 

Jury that investigated Joe Shaw. 

Dixon: We're interested in the story of the Shaw administration 

because it would appear that Joe was the one who was doing all 

this stuff, and Frank was his tool. 

Larson: Oh, yes, I think this was true. Frank Shaw had been 

a Board of Supervisors member. I knew him slightly in that 

role when he was over at the Hall of Records. Then a friend 

of mine, a reporter on the Los Angeles Times by the name of 
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Raymond Jones—Ray Jones—became Shaw's first field secretary. 

Dixon: He was succeeded by Harold Story, wasn't he? 

Larson: I know he was succeeded; I don't know by whom. But 

Ray was a very honest, earnest person. He was ousted, I think. 

I mean, he probably didn't play ball in the right way, in my 

opinion; I'm not sure this was true. I've often wondered what 

became of him. He went south of here somewhere, and I haven't 

heard of him for many years. But he was the first field secretary. 

Another man who can tell you about this is Neil Ganey. 

He was an ex-police lieutenant or captain in the Shaw administration. 

Ganey worked on this campaign in 1958, "No on 18," and he 

was the one that finagled to get Bolger in as campaign director. 

Johnny Arrington, who had been a police reporter for the Record, 

was one of the Bolger-Ganey gang of cronies. I should tell you 

more about Arrington as we go along, because he was a unique 

character. We of the Hall of Justice used to go by the First 

Hill Street central police station, so we knew all the reporters 

there intimately because there was sort of a common unity 

between all of us .civic center reporters. Oftentimes, especially 

between the police and the Hall of Justice, the story would 

start over in a central station and then end up over at the Hall 

of Justice in the trial courts, or before the Grand Jury. 

Consequently, we always kept in contact with central police 

station. (This is a very rambling thing; I don't seem to be 

able to stick to one subject. I'm trying mostly to give you 

tips.) I would say that Bolger and Neil Ganey will be marvelous 

sources of information on the Shaw administration. I wish 
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I could speak to him [Bolger] first and tell him to really 

talk to you. I think I could get him to do so. He lives in 

West LA,or did. He became a lawyer, by the way, left the 

newspaper business and became a lawyer and had a downtown 

office for years. He had very tough times and always imagined 

that he could make a comeback. 

Dixon: The newspaper world seems to be good training ground 

for lawyers. 

Larson: Even I took two years of law, as I told you, and 

•then decided I didn't want to be a lawyer. 

Dixon: Yes; why is this? 

Larson: Just because you're around the courts, and you're 

urged by those who are on the bench and the District Attorney's 

office or the County Counsel's office to do it. And the legal 

aspects become fascinating. There's another thing about 

covering the courts that I have found to be true; if you 

spend your days in and out of the court, you become somewhat 

of an expert on procedure. You usually know instantly when 

you're covering a case, whether the evidence is admissible or 

not. You can call the turn almost to a T, like an expert at 

football games. And you also get to know the idiosyncracies 

of the various judges. You know how a judge is most likely to 

mle in a particular case. But most important, you get to know 

very well what is proper evidence and what is improper evidence. 

I remember one case in particular in which I covered the 

trial of Albert Marco. "The vice lord of Los Angeles," he 

was called at the time. He ran some houses of prostitution; 

he had control of various activities. He ran a cafe; I think 
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it was called the Lighthouse Cafe at Venice. He got in a 

stabbing fight with somebody and I think he was charged with 

manslaughter. I don't remember the precise charge. But he 

was a notorious person in the underworld life of the city. 

He was on trial before Judge William Doran, and the prosecuting 

attorney for the D.A. was Dave Clark. He made no serious 

effort to convict. When he presented his case and finished, 

I said, "Dave, what are you doing, throwing this case?" I 

let him know what I thought. You could tell by the way it was 

presented that there was no intention to convict the man. 

I think a hung jury resulted. I feel positive that Dave talked 

with Buron Fitts, theD.A., about my suspicions, for I had tried 

to be honest in letting him know my thoughts. I said, "Dave, 

do you want to ruin your career like this? I mean, I don't 

know the angles. I don't know what's behind it, but you're 

just deliberately throwing the case away; it's very obvious." 

He took it seriously and when the case was retried a convic-

tion resulted. It isn't just talk on my part. It was sustained 

by what happened. They had the evidence; I knew the case. 

I covered the District Attorney's office; I knew what constituted 

a case and I knew that he wasn't making a case before the jury. 

Dixon: Do you suppose that Marco had gotten to Fitts? 

Larson: Well, he had gotten to somebody with the right 

connections. As it turned out later, he probably worked through 

Charlie Crawford and others (I don't remember all the persons 

involved), and they got to Dave. 
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As you know, Dave subsequently was charged with murdering 

Crawford and Herb Spencer, city editor of the Express. Crawford 

ran the Providence Loan Company at Eighth and Broadway. He 

had much to do with many affairs that involved the City Council, 

police force and so forth. And before we finish I want to 

mention how, when Crawford was tried, he paid each of us 

reporters, three of those of us assigned to the case, $400 

each for "influencing the judge." It was after I had gone to 

Chicago that Dave went out to Crawford's office and killed 

these two men, and was subsequently acquitted. 

Dixon: Acquitted by reason of insanity? 

Larson: No, I think it was self-defense. I don't remember 

whether the story was true or apocryphal, but Spencer, the city 

editor of the Express, was said to carry a gun under his hat, 

so that if anyone tried to get him, he could reach inside his 

hat and grab his revolver, as he complied with orders to "stick 

•em up." Anyhow, it sounds great, even if it was a big lie. 

It was the kind of story that fitted his type and character 

very well. So there was no stunning loss to the community 

vhen this happened; that is, as far as these individuals were 

concerned. 

Dave, I think, had graduated from Annapolis, and was a 

handsome young deputy D.A., and seemed to have great promise. 

How he went down this road I don't know, except that it fitted 

the temper of the times. There were two other rather pale, not 

great performers, who subsequently did quite well, and one is 

Thurmond Clarke, United States District Judge. Not only did 

he become a United States District Judge, but he became the 

husband of an enormously rich woman. 
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I want to mention a couple of reporters who were working 

at the Herald then; one was Joe Rodriguez, Jose Rodriguez, who 

switched over from the Record and the other was Ted LeBerthon. 

They were both great guys. Joe had been a symphony conductor 

and came from an aristocratic family in South America, and was 

well educated. And LeBerthon was a similar type of individual, 

verywarm-hearted and had no such pretenses of aristocracy as 

Rodriguez. But we liked them both, and both [were] very wild 

at that particular period. Both by the way [were] Catholics 

who kind of drifted from the fold. I remember one occasion 

when their wives came in to the Herald, screaming and raising 

hell, hot on their trail because the night before they had 

apparently had been out on a drunken brawl involving swimming 

naked with some dames in a swimming pool. I remember it caused 

a great uproar around the paper. 

Another thing I remember about the paper was that we 

weren't allowed to smoke cigarettes in the new Herald building. 

We were told that cigarettes raised insurance rates. We would 

do it surreptitiously now and then. We would hide our cigarettes 

inside the top desk drawer. But most of us switched to cigars, 

although some switched to pipes because we couldn't be always 

surreptitious, especially if you were working alongside the 

City Desk. We felt that we had to smoke. I remember I took 

up cigar smoking at that time. It seems a preposterous restric-

tion, but that's the way the paper was run. 

One time I handled rewrite on a story that got all 
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tangled up. A reporter on a beat had phoned It in. The way 

the rewrite man operates is this: a beat reporter gets a story; 

he phones it into the paper, and the city desk turns it over to 

a rewrite man to convert into a news item, the length of which 

usually is prescribed. This story involved an individual named 

Carlson, who presumably ended up committing suicide after perpe-

trating some kind of crime. Well, the following day, the man 

Carlson walked in to the paper. He demanded retraction of our 

story that we represented him as committing suicide; he wanted 

satisfaction. 

Jack Campbell, the managing editor, constantly hovered around 

the city desk. If you talk to many oldtime reporters, all of 

them know Jack Campbell. His name was John B.T. Campbell--I went 

to the trouble of looking it up in Who's Who and found his name 

was John Bayard Taylor Campbell, and this was always somewhat of 

an embarrassment to him, that someone had taken the trouble to 

look up his real name. Before I go on I'll mention that I did 

this with Manchester Boddy, who at that time was publisher of the 

Dally News and used to sign his name, E. Manchester Boddy. I 

looked his name up and it was Elias Manchester Boddy. In sub-

sequent years he dropped the "E" altogether. 

Well anyhow, on this occasion, Carlson came in angrily and 

wanted satisfaction over our misrepresentation. I went over my 

notes; I still had them. I knew 100 percent that I hadn't made 

an error. I was satisfied about that because I'm the type that, 

had I made the error, I would have been very upset about it, because 

it was such a bad error. But I know the reporter who phoned me 
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from the beat had gotten his facts twisted because somebody in 

the Sheriff's office (I think It came off the Sheriff's beat) 

had wrongly identified the principals, that's all. I didn't 

blame him either. Anyhow, that's how I got my facts. Campbell 

immediately became very excited about the possibility of a libel 

suit; such a possibility would really work the papers up in those 

days. 

And talking about libel suits, I want to mention here that 

it was a common practice of the papers by agreement not to mention 

a libel suit. A libel suit that was brought against one news-

paper wouldn't be mentioned in any of the newspapers. They joined 

in suppressing all news about libel suits for fear that such news 

would encourage other people to sue them; so they never mentioned 

libel suit in print. But it was a subject that could easily 

excite the City Desk or an editor. 

Campbell said to me, "Get me the yesterday's paper out of the 

files." I walked over to the files calmly (and I'm not a very 

calm type actually), but I remember being very calm that day. 

I just walked over there, and he dog-trotted past me. He said, 

"I don't understand these god-dam, sons-of-bitchin' reporters 

that don't give a shit about a libel suit". And he grabbed the 

file and took it back himself. Richardson--James [H] Richardson— 

was the city editor at the time and Just as worked up as Jack. 

I talked to the man myself. They had him talk to me while they 

were looking up the story. Carlson said he was a carpenter 

and he was half drunk; he had had to get himself half drunk before 

he came in. I went over to the desk and said, "All we need to do 
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with this man is to give him dough for a quart of booze; he'll 

be happy." And that's what we did, because it was nothing but 

a plain error; it wasn't malicious. Jack Campbell was notorious 

for roughriding reporters, and how infuriated he was with me 

because I didn't get excited! But I had read the man's character 

perfectly and discovered that all he wanted really, was just an 

apology and principally the quart of booze. He wanted to continue 

•to celebrate the fact that he hadn't committed suicide, [laughter] 

I can't remember too many of the incidents of my life around 

the paper. Down at the Herald I covered a number of stories of 

all kinds. One was after I had been transferred up to the Hall of 

Justice. As I mentioned previously, how I happened to be trans-

ferred there was that when the reporter covering It was switched 

or left, I heard about it and I hurriedly asked if I could be sent 

there, just to escape from the punishment of Campbell and Richard-

son. I was urged a couple of years later to return to the city 

room by Richardson who promised to make me a star reporter at 

$90 a week. He did it primarily on the strength of my [connection 

with] Judge Ben B. Lindsey. I'd lived in Denver, and Lindsey 

became both famous and notorious for his companionate marriage 

philosophy—he'd moved to California in the '20's and was establish-

ing himself in the practice of law in Los Angeles. A trial came 

up in which two boys were accused of murdering a policeman. I don't 

remember the case; it wasn't too important, except it was one of 

those cases where Juveniles were involved, and so it occurred to 

me that if I could get Denver's former Juvenile judge, Ben Lindsey, 

to write special stories about it, the public would be especially 
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interested. So I arranged with Lindsey to discuss the case daily 

as an expert in juvenile criminality. Richardson was highly pleased. 

He told me that "I'll get you in here and you can do more of that." 

I turned him down because my freedom on the beat meant more 

to me than more money or a big by-line gained by submitting to 

his slave-driving demands at the office. For a solid year I 

avoided going into the office for any purpose whatever. They sent 

copy boys to each beat to pick up copy several times a day. 

They sent our checks to us that way, so that I was able to keep 

away from the Herald most of the time. One time I happened to 

become involved in a rather big story connected with the Aimee 

case. Then it was necessary for me to go down to the office and 

talk to them. If it hadn't been for that I probably would never 

have gone near the Herald building again. I doubt it; I loathed 

it so much. The freedom of the beat was ideal for me. I could 

be a lone operator and I could have my kind of good companionship 

with fellow spirits and stay away from the sons of bitches on the 

City Desk. 

I bring this up because some years later, when I needed a job 

in San Francisco, I asked a fellow I knew on the Examiner to 

talk to the city editor. I said, "I want a job covering a beat." 

I got an answer quoting the city editor to this effect: "We 

have an opening on the paper for a good writer but obviously you're 

not a good writer or you wouldn't want to cover a beat if you were." 

Well, it was true; I didn't think of myself as being any great 

writer, but the point is that I had done it, and I had done it 

for the United Press in Chicago. That's really Just about all 

you do when you work for a press association; mainly you write. 
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You don't do much covering of stories except by phone. Mostly, 

you clip stories out of local newspapers and rewrite them. If 

there's a great big case, like A1 Capone's income tax trial, then 

you have an assignment of reporters. You have very few men doing 

actual leg-work coverage. At least, this used to be so. The 

main reason I liked the beat was because there I had freedom to 

wander around and make contacts and cover my news sources regularly 

on the scene of action and not be chained down. I felt like a 

galley slave when I worked on the rewrite at the paper. So 

I have always loathed inside jobs which place you right under 

somebody's Simon Legree whip. 

Dixon: What kind of typical day did you have? What time would 

you arrive at City Hall or at the Hall of Justice or wherever you 

were? 

Larson: Well, in the paper you had to arrive early, at seven 

o'clock in the morning. First you'd be handed a batch of clippings 

out of the morning Times and the Examiner, because the first 

edition had to be on its way by nine in the morning. The pressure 

was on to hurry and rewrite this stuff. The clippings were marked 

"50" or "75", or "100" and so forth; thattold you the number of 

words allotted for each story. The opening or lead paragraph of 

every such rewrite had to contain the word "today" no matter how 

contrived. This annoyed the hell out of me. Always, no matter 

what straining you had to do, you had to get in the word "today." 

But that beat was different. Besides nothing started in the 

courts until nine o'clock in the morning. The courts didn't open 

officially until ten, but the doors were unlocked at nine and 

you could talk to the clerk and find out what was coming up for 
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the day. Our D.A.'s coverage began immediately at nine, as 

soon as they opened up. On the afternoon papers, you worked till 

five. I think the Herald had six editions a day, so it was impor-

tant, especially for the noon and the home delivery editions to 

get rolling immediately. Wherever possible, we had to dig up 

changes for the first edition stories. 

Finally, we would end the day preparing advance stories for 

the next morningfs first edition. "John Jones was scheduled to 

go on trial today, charged with the manslaughter of so-and-so 

in Superior Judge Carlos Hardy's court." This is a sample of an 

advance story lead. You'd give the background of the case up 

until the trial, the length of the story depending on its impor-

tance. As soon as you got any new material for another lead, 

you'd immediately phone It in, and if it was good enough they'd 

throw out a lot of the old story and you'd recapitulate again. 

So you were fairly busy all day. Now and then, there would be 

days when everything would drag, but generally you'd be quite 

busy, checking and rechecking. 

We operated on a basis of syndicating. By agreement, all the 

beats operated this way. We exchanged news. If somebody went 

and covered one of the courts, he'd come back and say, "All right, 

you guys, here's what I found out about this case," and he'd tell 

us other reporters all the dope. This prevented duplication of 

effort. Scooping was against the rules; you rarely scooped 

anybody on the beat because it was dangerous. (And I'll lead 

up to that, soon.) For self-protection you would avoid this. 

If you had a story that was so red-hot you really couldn't bear 
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to share it with the rest of the pressroom gang, you would phone 

the office on the Q.T. where no one could hear you, tell them 

about it, and have them assign what they called a high-power, or 

special reporter to cover it, you see. 

Dixon: Then you were off the hook. 

Larson: You were off the hook, and then you'd lie like hell 

and say, "No, I don't know a thing about it," when the others 

wanted to know, "What's that son of a bitch doing up here?" 

As soon as such a "high-power" would show up from any paper, 

everybody would immediately become alerted that there was something 

special going on. Only on one occasion did I myself do anything 

directly of this kind. It was specifically because the Record 

had sent a new reporter to our beat and he announced in defiance 

of all our established customs and rules that he wasn't going to 

syndicate. (The papers of course didn't like our syndicating. 

The city desks were against it; they understood it went on but 

they thoroughly disapproved of it. Scooping was important in 

those days; it was really a life or death struggle; that was 

their attitude about it). He had been told by his desk not to 

syndicate, I'm sure, but he was so naive as to believe that he 

could get by with it. He came up and started to play the game 

that way and so he was dangerous, that's all--a menace to our 

happiness. If a man or a woman reporter has been on a beat for 

any length of time, he or she establishes contacts; you have 

"ins" and you know how to protect yourself. 

The Aimee ease gave me a perfect opportunity to rid our 

pressroom of the new non-syndicator. In the course of presenting 
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evidence to the Grand Jury, the District Attorney turned over 

to it, for its inspection, a hit of evidence in Aimee's hand-

writing, a note she had written in Carmel when she had been up 

there with Ormiston, her Angelus Temple radio operator, In their 

little "love nest." Right after this happened, the clerk of the 

presiding Judge's court called me. He said, "Listen, Wolf, 

I've got a hot story for you. Judge [Arthur] Keech is going to 

can the Grand Jury tomorrow morning, the whole goddamned Grand 

Jury because one of the dames in the jury took some of the 

evidence and flushed it down the toilet." Obviously this was 

a hell of a big story, because Aimee was a big story at the time. 

I phoned the tip to my city desk and they told me to go 

down to the paper to talk to them about it. Judge Keech had 

already prepared a statement to be made when he discharged the 

Grand Jury. I took all the dope down to the paper; they dug out 

a picture of the Grand Jury and a bannerline story was written, set 

in type and made completely ready for an ext*a the following 

morning. All I had to do the moment the Grand Jury was called in 

to Keech's courtroom was to flash the word to my paper and they 

let the extra roll—right away, bang, Just like that, statement, 

picture and all. Naturally, I didn't plan to disclose my hand, 

but the paper was so happy over the big scoop that they gave 

me a fourteen-point by-line, "by Arnold B. Larson." This was 

uncalled for and unwanted. But I had to think of the Express 

reporter. He was a friend of mine and we always syndicated. 

After I phoned my paper, I told him then the whole story and he 
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was phoning in the paper when our paper hit the street. But he 

wasn't hurt by it. The other guy was canned. That's what we had 

planned and my scoop ended him. 

Dixon: Oh, the man on the Record. 

Larson: Yes. We £st cut his throat so to speak. And maybe it 

sDunds ruthless, but you did such things in self-defense and I 

acted accordingly. No new reporter coming on the beat was allowed 

to lightly upset the status quo. After all, it was pretty good 

f or those of us who were there already; and for a newcomer to charge 

in and imagine that he was going to change the order of things 

was absolutely unheard of. 

Our common practice was to protect each other. The Times 

was great, and so was the Examiner, in that they had many special 

reporters to assign to hot tips. Their high-powers showed up 

on stories frequently. The indictment of Asa Keyes, the District 

Attorney, was a special Times sbory. They alone knew about it 

in advance and had two high-powers secretly assigned to it. 

They'd worked on this story for months. Not one of the rest of us 

knew a damn thing about this story. After Keyes was indicted 

the Times arranged matters so that the indictment wasn't returned 

in a criminal court, in the Hall of Justice, where our beat was. 

They had the indictment returned across the street in the old 

brown courthouse in one of the civil courts late in the day. 

Luckily for me, I had a good contact in the court where the 

indictment was to be secretly presented. (This is where I do things 

best, in my own way, like most people do--my own way being to get 

to know people, and have a relationship of confidence.) The court 





104 

clerk called me and tipped me, "We've got something real red-hot 

coming in here at four o'clock this afternoon and you'd better 

be here. But don't say I tipped you." I hurried to the court-

room and found two guys from the Times already sitting there, 

two of their high-powers, two reporters that I knew Instantly, 

and, boy, did they look gloomy when they saw me! Everything 

had been stage-managed to $ve the Times an exclusive beat. People 

don't understand how the news was stage-managed behind the scenes 

by the newpapers in those days. It can't be done quite so easily 

now, but then the papers ran the courts and much of the city. 

Reporters had a sense of power, of participating and finagling 

and manipulating. The Times managed this case so it was sent 

to the brownstone courthouse, where it wouldn't be covered, at 

an hour when the Record, the Herald and the Express were already 

washed up for the day. In those days we had a small "fudge-box" 

on the front page, an opening in the front page stereotype 

plate where type could be Inserted directly and run on the 

presses. This wasn't much, but it was just enough of a story 

so that we could say the Times didn't scoop us. 

Well, you asked how we did our work. That's primarily 

how we did it, and we would be fairly busy. But when we 

wanted to let down in some fashion or another, or if the occasion 

called for it, we could, mainly because we'd protect each other. 

Some guy would come in with a story and he'd tell about it. 

There would be a consensus, often, to this effect: "Aw, let's 

skip it. What the hell! Why do we want to waste our time on 
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that?" In other words, it would depend on how energetic we 

were, and whether we thought there would be any repercussions, 

such as the story developing into something big. Ordinarily, 

in good conscience, we should send it in, but we would say, 

"The hell with it; just let's skip it,"—throw it in the waste-

basket and have nothing more to do with it. Sometimes a 

reporter would say, "Well, I've got to send it in because my 

paper wants this particular story." For some special reason 

they'd want the story covered. So then We'd all have to 

protect ourselves and phone it in. But we'd know. We'd know. 

So we had a very good relationship among us. We had to 

watch Lavine because he was a very c3s/er man; but he didn't 

get us riled up too much. He did this scooping business by 

the method I just told you about, and far more than the rest 

of us did. He had some wonderful "ins" and angles. The 

beat was a place to develop personal power, and he did this 

magnificently with the District Attorney's office and with the 

Sheriff's office primarily. My main contact was with Judges 

and the courts. I could count more on cooperation from that 

level of operations In the Hall of Justice I think than nearly 

anybody. But not when it came to the District Attorney's 

office or the Sheriff's office, where Lavine really shined in 

his own way. He wasn't one who Joined us in our drinking sprees; 

he never did anything of that sort. He really didn't have time 

for that; he was making hay. All I can say is that we each 

had our own different ways of operating, as far as our own 
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papers were concerned. But generally when it came to the beat 

coverage it was a cooperative endeavor. That's all I can say. 



TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE ONE 

December 2, 1965 

Larson: At that period, the fact that we didn't have regular 

hours had to do with the fact that of course there was no 

union. Among us newspapermen, there weren't many that thought 

in terms of unionizing ourselves. But whenever there was any 

talk about it we were always told by our papers, "Well, you're 

professional people, you know." The obvious implication was 

that we were far above composing room mechanics and we were 

vain enought to fall for such claptrap. And here I'd like 

to say that as long as I worked for newspapers, there was no 

guild or reporters' union of any kind. In fact, the anti-union 

feeling-was so intense on the part of the Los Angeles Times — 

they were so fearful about the possibility of a reporters' 

union—that they wouldn't even allow their reporters to belong 

to the Los Angeles Press Club in Los Angeles, in 1929. 

Their newsmen might come around the club occasionally, but not 

often--and then only unofficially and surreptitiously—but 

they weren't on the membership rolls. You'll notice in the 

Press Club paper of 1929 that the Times fellows are not listed. 

Reporters finally woke up to what fools they had been 

when it became public that newspaper mailers were getting 

paid more than reporters. It was then decided that there was 

no advantage in being called a 'professional" after all [laughter] 

when even the mailers were getting more performing a fairly crude 

function. 
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As I have said before, when I was in Wyoming on the 

Tribune at Casper, we would put out the Saturday paper and 

work right straight through until three o'clock Sunday— 

a total of eighteen or nineteen hours--without any break, 

except for meals which we ate perfunctorily and swiftly. And 

we enjoyed it. The nature of our work put us in a completely 

different atmosphere of excitement and variety so that we 

didn't mind the long hours. I think that around a metropolitan 

paper, as in Los Angeles, there was a different feeling. 

Reporting wasn't quite as romantic here as it seemed to be 

in a smaller town, like Casper or Cheyenne. But you didn't 

have this problem of overtime work if you were beat, at least 

not often. It was only when you worked general assignment. 

Then the excitement of the story would usually carry you 

along so that you would be interested in pursuing it regardless 

of time. You hated to be scooped, for one thing It was impor-

tant in those days--a scoop was very important for the simple 

reason that there was no competition from broadcasting. 

So the contest for street sales was a hot one. No paper likes 

to be scooped, even today, but it was a matter then of being 

first on the streets, "first with the latest." To let your 

competition beat you on any story that counted was to commit 

a real crime. You felt really downcast whenever you were 

caught that way. 

So I don't think there was much opposition to working 

after hours when the story was a big one. I remember the 

time the St. Francis Dam went outa and I played hooky from 
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my superior court beat and went to cover it without the 

permission of the city editor. This would sort of indicate how 

reporters felt. I left my beat responsibilities to the other 

reporters. I arranged for it; I couldn't resist a chance to 

go to the scene of the disaster. I'd received a call that 

morning (I don't know exactly when; it seems to me it was 

around four o'clock in the morning, maybe it was five) saying 

this big dam had gone out, that many people were killed and 

to hurry down to the office. The Herald called in the entire 

staff before dawn. It was an afternoon paper—and we all got 

down there as quickly as possible. It about killed me. I'm 

telling you I was almost on the verge of tears when I found out 

the dam break happened hours before and they hadn't called us 

and gotten us out immediately. 

Dixon: It happened about midnight, didn't it? 

Larson: Yes, and I was just finding out at that time, at 

4:00 or 5:00 A.M. It was a horrible thought, and I wanted 

to go on the story. I had covered a big train wreck in Wyoming 

and worked on it seventy-two hours straight. I was mentally 

all set to head for the dam disaster. 

After helping out at the office on rewrite, and that 

sort of thing, because there was more to the paper than just 

the St. Francis Dam disaster, we who worked on beats were 

sent to our beats. I went up to civic center and ran into 

Joe Davis, Assistant County Forester, in front of the Court 

House Building. He was in his car. He stopped at the curb and 

yelled at me, "I'm going out to San Francis Dam. Want to 

come along?" And I said, "Sure, I sure as hell do want to 
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go along. But I have to take a few minutes to hurry over to the 

beat, in the Hall of Justice, and see to it that I'm covered 

while I'm gone." Joe waited for me while I ran up there and 

asked a couple of reporters (including the one I eventually 

married when I remarried) to phone the Herald desk in case any-

thing important came up so the paper wouldn't suffer by my 

absence. And another thing—when you had a hell of a big 

story like that, you knew one thing to be certain: there would 

be room for very little else in the paper. After all, hundreds 

of people had been killed. 

So I went with Joe Davis to Newhall, where an emergency 

morgue had been set up. I went to the hospital and interviewed 

some of the survivors. I hoped that when I called in with my 

interviews, the desk would appreciate my initiative and not 

bawl me out. But when I phoned the Herald, Bill Levings, the 

City Editor, said, "What in Christ's name are you doing out 

there?" I explained to him but it made no difference; he was 

sore as hell. He didn't like the idea that I had abandoned 

my beat, even though I assured him that It was being covered 

for me. He didn't do anything about my being out in Newhall, 

except that he acted grouchy everytime I phoned in something 

new on the disaster. 

Although! I was the only beat reporter who actually took 

off that day, I know all the others in the pressroom wanted to 

do the same thing. You really didn't want to miss out. You 

regretted it if you couldn't be where the action was and you 

hated, at such a moment, to be tied dowito a beat. 





146 

The Hickman murder case is another example of what I 

am talking about. The first part of the story largely involved 

the Sheriff's office in the Hall of Justice and the central 

police station at First and Hill. I had no business to be 

in those places, but I went over anyhow as they were bringing 

in suspects (I remember it very well) by the droves. 

Dixon: What was the Hickman case? 

Larson: William Edward Hickman murdered a girl fifteen years 

old (I think her last name was Parker, I don't remember her 

first name right now), and cut her body up into pieces. I think 

he propped her torso up in his car after calling her banker 

father and promising to deliver the girl for a certain ransom. 

It was a very gruesome murder. It affected the city more than 

aiy other murder that I've ever known, at any time; everybody 

was frightened by it, especially when the police found packages 

containing the child's arms and legs in Elysian Park. 

Anyhow, I went over to the police station as they were 

bringing in suspects. I knew the case eventually would probably 

get to the Hall of Justice. I wanted to be in on the story 

from the very beginning and not Just for the trial part of it 

in the courts I was assigned to cover. I felt the same way 

during the Aimee case. 

I loved the beat because of our freedom. If you were working 

for a son of a bitch like Richardson like I was on the Herald, 

a beat assignment meant that you didn't have to be under his 

whiplash all day. (I have called Jimmy Richardson a son of a 

bitch a number of times, as you must have noticed. He would 
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appreciate that as a real compliment because he liked to be 

considered tough and hard-boiled.) I wanted my freedom most 

of all, and so I gained freedom by working a beat, even though I 

missed out lots of times when a big story would break and I 

didn't get to go on it. And too often the beat man didn't 

even cover the biggest stories that hit his beat. This was 

because it took the entire attention of one reporter to cover 

a single trial if it was a bannerline story. And there was more 

to the beat than one court. So high-powers would sit in on 

the front-page trials while we beat people would continue 

with our usual rounds. I didn't like that too well, I must 

admit. You sort of missed out on the glory aspect of the thing, 

you know. But you were able to dig up a lot of news angles the 

special reporters wouldn't have, for the simple reason you knew 

everybody pretty intimately around your beat. But when it 

came to the actual coverage in a big case, you'd be out of luck 

then. 

There was no disposition, as I have said, to think in terms of 

hours worked, except that you felt that you were badly used when 

it came to pay. You knew damn well that you were not being paid 

properly. It was a common practice, therefore, for us to chisel on 

the side. We men reporters were all chiselersj we were figuring 

angles all the time—trying to make side dough by doing publicity, 

reporting for out-of-town newspapers, fixing traffic tickets, or, 

in my case, arranging to have certain big trials transferred to a 

specified court where the court reporters would clean up on the 

trial transcripts of testimony. In ways of that kind, we 
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could make more money, or an adequate amount of money. (Not 

"adequate;" it was never adequate. Let's not be dishonest; It 

was never adequate.) 

Dixon: What kind of salaries did you earn? 

Larson: I think that when I went to work on the Record, I made 

$35 a week. On the Herald I got more, but not much. I think 

I got $40 a week in the beginning, and then $45 maybe—$50 

at the highest. Never higher than that. Never, never. I 

don't say that there weren't fellows In the office who didn't 

get more, some of them did--the high-powers. But it wasn't 

worth it, in my opinion. I told you about the time that I got 

Judge Ben B. Lindsey to cover a trial and Richardson tried to 

lure me back to the office by saying they'd pay me $90 a week 

and make me a by-line writer. I wouldn't do it. I wouldn't do 

it for a very simple reason. He was a son of a bitch. And 

Jack Campbell, the managing editor, was a dour bastard. There 

was a lot said about what great newspapermen the two of them 

were. They were great in this respect: they were great at 

covering great, gossipy elements of the news--at making bit 

stories out of little ones—murders, divorce scandals and that 

sort of thing. They were terrific at hopping up news that 

essentially was of no consequence. 

I heard the other night a panel discussion on [channel] 28 

in which several newspapermen participated including Ben 

Bagdikian, a professional news critic who now works with the 

Saturday Evening Post. He is something of an expert on the 

press and he made a conclusion I certainly agree with: the great 

reporters of the f20's were primarily fictionists. You'll find 
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this quality in Fred Herr's stuff. He wasn't a great reporter 

but he fictionized. 

Speaking of Fred, if you ever do talk to him it would be 

especially interesting, I think, because he Is a living example 

of the effects of cultural conditioning. He started out to be 

a priest in St. Louis, but he didn't last very long at the 

seminary. He was advised by the priests to seek another calling. 

His mother and father were of German origin and I'm sure that 

there was a Germanic accent to his speech, for it shows through 

even today. But whenever he recites anything (and he loves to 

make up doggerel by the mile), or reads anything aloud, he 

immediately goes, unconsciously and automatically into an Irish 

brogue. It's a very funny thing to suddenly and unexpectedly 

get an unintended Irish speech inflection simply as a result 

of recitation. The reason, of course, is the priests who schooled 

him at the seminary were all Irishmen. It was marvelous to 

hear him, especially when he was not at all aware of it. Un-

fortunately I made him aware of it. It was stupid of me to call 

to his attention his unconscious exemplification of the cross-

currents of America's ethnic origins. 

The great reporters of the era were the best fictionizers, 

as has been said by others. Jack Carberry had this special 

quality. When the facts were lacking or inadequate, he'd 

simply make them up. He'd fill in with fancy as he went along. 

He'd just fictlonize to beat hell when he got on that phone 

to dictate his stories. For an afternoon paper, this quality 

was especially important. Toward the end of the day, if you 
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were working for a morning paper and had to phone in copy for 

the first edition, you wouldn't give notes; you would dictate your 

story in its final form. You'd just grab the phone and if you had 

a little difficulty with the lead, you'd scribble it down first 

to get it right—Just the first paragraph. Then you would give 

them the whole story from top to bottom—maybe a thousand words. 

We did this all the time I don't say they were all great stories 

by any means, but they were readable, coherent stories. They 

went at once to the main point and developed the facts pretty logically 

in the order of their importance as to who, how, whjj what, where 

and when. It's a skill that you can lose, too; you have to keep 

in practice all the time, like playing the piano. Well, we did 

this; and Jack was great at it. He could grab that phone and be 

drunk as hell and just reel it off, you know. Where there were 

defects in the story, he'd repair them with fiction. Wherever 

he had a chance, that's what he would do. Wherever he had a 

chance to embellish, he would. And sometimes, you'll find from 

reading Herr's manuscript, if Carberry was drunk enough his 

stories would be embellished clear out of all possibility of being 

considered reality, [laughter] 

I remember one occasion when he did it and the City Editor 

happened to look at the stuff the rewrite man was taking down, 

(you'd just dictate it to the guy and he'd type it out and hand it 

to the City Desk). This was a big story, and the City Editor was 

looking over the rewrite man's shoulder and he picked up the phone 

from the rewrite desk and said, "Come on in, Jack; you're tired." 

[laughter] He was tired all right; he was blotto; he was finished. 
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As far as actual reporting went, the best reporters were 

•types that could bluster their way along as they worked a story. 

They usually were the most hard-boiled—most like cops; 

and able to bulldoze their way ahead, run over people, Intimidate 

them and engage in implied blackmail and the whole thing. 

Say you were dealing with the authorities. You had some 

clue you were working on in developing a story, and you knew certain 

cops knew more than you did and were trying to hold out on you. You 

would attempt to get them in a corner and threaten them. The 

usual threat was something like, "Listen, you son of a bitch, you 

mess around with my story and I'll see that you get sent to the 

sticks." Or maybe you'd use it in a reverse fashion, "if you play 

ball, I'll certainly see that Richardson" (in the case of our paper, 

or it would be someone else in the case of some other paper) 

"talks to the chief and maybe you'll get a promotion." This is 

the way the papers ran--I don't know how much they do this today, 

but it used to be that they attempted to run these departments, 

and they played ball especially with the police and the district 

attorney so that they could keep in control of the local situation 

as much as possible. 

Dixon: Well, did it actually work that Richardson would talk 

to the chief? 

Larson: It would, definitely. The papers knew definitely that 

they wielded a big club, that they could crack heads, roust persons 

who defied them, or simply lie in wait for the inevitable human 

slip that would give them an opportunity to open up and put the 
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offender in the worst possible light. If the police were un-

cooperative, they might find themselves in a bind of one kind or 

another. For example, sub rosa, third-degree methods of forcing 

defendants to confess to crimes they were accused of committing 

were still being used by the "bulls" and this made them vulnerable. 

Richardson didn't hesitate to call anybody; there was nobody in 

local government that I can remember who was too big to be told by 

Richardson that he was a son of a bitch and that the Herald was 

going to get his cooperation or he'd pay for his refusal later on. 

Obviously, a large measure of implied blackmail was involved, no 

qiestion about it. Presumably, some of this type of pressure on 

news sources is still gdng on, but TV unquestionably has made it 

impossible for the papers to be as rough as they were in the 1920's. 

Nor can the papers fictionize the news as easily as they did then, 

for television news cameras show the action itself and the prin-

cipals involved. Thus, the public is spared a lot of the deliberate 

slanting of news which was commonplace when newspapers had no 

competition from electronic media. Even so, I have no doubt that 

most of the media continue to have their own personal, so-called 

"shit lists". To be on such a list means that you are ignored as 

much as possible, or exposed to public attention only when you can 

be made out an ass, a dirty crook, or a lynch-worthy fiend. 

The attempts of the American Bar Association to put an end 

to the media's "blackjack" interferences with due process and fair 

trials are all to the good, as far as I am concerned. The press 

and TV have no genuine interest in protecting the Just interests 
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of persons involved in arrest and court matters. Their principal 

and almost only interest is concentrated on the circus and side-

show aspects of court cases. As for watching out for the rights 

of defendants, to make sure that they receive fair trials--well, 

the whole concept is ludicrous when matched with the actual per-

formance of the media. Judging by my own experiences in the criminal 

courts, there is every indication that television reporters go 

to lawyers and tell them where to head in when they are reluctant 

to force their clients to "face the press." I say this because 

I have seen clients interviewed when it wasn't at all to their 

interest to be put on the spot publicly. The practice in my day 

was to bear down on the lawyer and tell him in effect, "God damn it, 

you have that son of a bitch talk to us or we're not going to 

mention your name anymore." If they were criminal lawyers, this 

scared the hell out of them, for they depended on us for their 

public image. A reporter could always watch for an opportunity 

to hold such a person up to scorn and ridicule. If he was a 

trial lawyer, he was going to be in a position sooner or later 

where you could tear him apart--work him over. 

So when they talk about freedom of the press and associate 

it with trials, it's preposterous. I know something about that; 

I worked on it. I worked on it in two cities, in Los Angeles and 

in Chicago. The press isn't concerned with protecting the 

people's rights In the courts. Just the opposite, usually. They 

should be kept out of the courts, in my opinion. What Is wanted 

Is a hot story; it's as simple as that. As I told you, in one 

case, at the behest of the managing editor of the Herald, I 
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personally Interfered with the judicial process. I had a case 

moved ahead two weeks so it wouldn't die, so our readers wouldn't 

lose interest in it. The judge did as I requested. Did that help 

the defendant? Did that help the cause of justice? Our Herald 

maneuvering had nothing to do with either. Crime reporting in the 

twenties was on the level of publicizing gossip and scandal. Our 

interest was in procuring victims for the public stocks—the press 

--so that our readers might revel sanctimoniously in slimy fantasies 

while yelling, "For shame" and "To the gallows." 

Dixon: I was just going to say, I am against this "trial by 

press" that so often happens. 

Larson: I am too—one hundred percent. I would like to see the 

time come when nobody is allowed in the courtroom except the judge 

and court funtionaries, the jury, the prosecution, and the defense. 

There would be no spectators whatever in the courtroom itself. 

There'd be a very compact setup made open to the public, indirectly, 

by means of a window with one-way glass and concealed televising 

and sound equipment in every trial court—and I mean concealed 

to the extent that nobody in the courtroom would find it intrusive. 

When the press and the public are crowding the courtroom, and 

reporters are dashing in and out, a jury starts getting cagey and 

thinking about the public instead of thinking about the crime 

and the alleged criminal and judging the facts. 

The jury system is a bad thing anyhow, I think. My whole 

experience in the courts, as I said, is against continuation of 

the jury system in its present form. Most Jurors are not informed 

people; as a generality, they don't understand how you Judge 
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evidence. And the lawyers don't want them to be totally objective 

in their assessment of the evidence. The prosecution wants a jury 

made up of persons emotionally predisposed to convict. The 

defense wants the exact opposite. 

During my years in the courts, I felt that they weren't 

a place where you could depend on justice being done automatically. 

I must say, however, that I never knew of a case where I felt 

that the person convicted was innocent. 

There was the common feeling among reporters, that they wanted 

to be writers. That's the reason they usually happened to be 

reporters in the first place. They thought they were either going 

to write a novel or short stories. Some few did. Not very many, 

because it was too much work. Actually when they actually did 

start to be literary most of them seldom completed a manuscript. 

Dixon: It takes an awful lot of discipline. 

Larson: It does, and generally it was Just too much of a strain--

and it interfered with our drinking, too. As I told you, one of 

the fellows, Mike Schindler, came into the pressroom one day and 

brought the manuscript of a book he had managed to complete. He 

called it Sir Carnivore:Knight of the Flesh. The other fellows 

immediately ridiculed the hell out of him and his maniHJript. One 

of them wrote on the blackboard: "New novel, by Mike Schindler: 

Bent Beef, Curved Meat." [laughter] Sir Carnivore:Knight of the 

Flesh. Mikels feelings were both hurt and bent. He and another 

fellow, Harry Meason, were always in a mad scramble for dames. 

They lived wild and lurid lives, let me put it that way; they were 
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both married, but that didn't make much difference. I was married; 

it made a little difference at least. I had to go home part of 

the time. But -faey didn't seem to ever bother too much about 

their domestic lives. 

I have thought about what this kind of life represented 

fundamentally as far as most of us were concerned. It was a big 

bust away from the past and a Victorian, Puritanical upbringing. 

Prom the age of fourteen on, each summer I worked on ranches, 

farms and a logging camp with very rough characters, so I knew 

that aspect of life. Then I went to sea a year after I graduated 

from high school. Prohibition really took hold, and people started 

to booze it up; Jazz music was played everywhere, and we had a 

great feeling of throwing off the past. Around our pressroom, 

naturally, the guys were reading Krafft-Ebing and Havelock Ellis 

and Sinclair Lewis—books that unshackled us from our upbringing. 

We were a great confused mob breaking loose. 

I went down to the library for several days since [beginning 

these interviews] to look in the Record of the year I came here, 

in 1925, to see what kind of paper they put out. I had forgotten, 

naturally; it was a lousy paper. The reporters were nothing, as 

was pointed out on te3e/ision the other night. Reporters today 

are much superior in their background and training and their 

capacity to Interpret significance in the news. No question 

about it. 

Dixon: News reporting is better, then? 

Larson: Definitely better; no question about it. They have 

excellent reporters now. If they don't do a good job, at least on 

a good paper like the L.A. Times has recently become, it's because 
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they have old editors or a publisher who won't let them. It's 

amazing to observe the transformation that's taken place at the 

Times. It is a conspicuous example of first-class journalism. 

The only way that I can account for it is that the young Otis 

Chandler, as the new publisher, is responsible for the breakaway. 

In the matter of opinions about the way the courts were 

conducted in the period we're talking &>out, Herr takes the view-

point that our Judges weren't very good. I don't. I think we 

had some good judges. Fred is way too cavalier about that, too 

trivial in his approach. I think we have many good judges and 

many who would never necessarily do the thing I have talked about. 

Some were publicity hounds and also good judges. [Leon R.] 

Yankwich is a good example. Looking through the 1925 Record, 

I was reminded that Yankwich was politically on "the make" then, 

and he was writing feature pieces for the Record. He was practicing 

law at the time but had his eye on the bench. When he was in 

superior court I'd go into Yankwich's department and he would 

quietly motion me up to the bench where he would hand me a 

bunch of notes telling me what had been happening in my absence. 

He'd know that I had my whole beat to cover and could be in his 

courtroom only a few minutes at a time. In this way, he made sure 

that cases in his court got into the newspapers. We appreciated his 

special help and reciprocated by giving extra attention to his 

performance as a trial judge. Eventually he was named to the U.S. 

District Court. 





TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE TWO 

December 2 3 , 1965 

Larson: In 1929 ore of our most memorable activities was starting 

a press club in Los Angeles. I believe that during an earlier 

period there had been a press club in the city, but we couldn't 

trace it down. Stories about press clubs in other cities excited 

our envy, so we decided that we ought to have a press club in 

Los Angeles. 

A number of us met at the Alexandria Hotel and formed a press 

club. But we couldn't get the L.A. Times fellows in on it. I'm 

sure I mentioned earlier that the Times frowned on the idea of 

a press club or any other kind of organization that would encourage 

their reporters to fraternize with reporters on the other papers. 

We were all supposed to belong to separate armed camps fighting 

each other for exclusive "scoops". But the Times, in particular, 

was especially afraid that their reporters might be contaminated 

b y association with the rest of us, and most of all, they feared 

unionization. They were dead set against organized labor. Their 

attitude was: "We don't want you to fraternize with the rest of 

the reporters in a social atmosphere because in our estimation a 

press club can only lead to unionization." They still don't have 

a reporters' union at the Times, as far as I know. I may be wrong 

but I don't believe that their reporters belong to the guild. I 

don't believe that they ever allowed their reporters to join. 

The Times made it a policy to pay their men better than the 

other papers did under guild compulsion, so Times reporters didn't 

have to belong to a union in order to get decent pay and working 

conditions. It was very paternalistic. I told you about johnny 
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Blackburn, L.A. Times reporter who worked on our beat, and who every-

day had to drink a pint of liquor or more in order to get through 

the day. He was disintegrating, naturally, as he kept this up. 

But the Times never, never thought of firing him, I'm sure. They 

were very unhappy about him, but he was a faithful employee, 

been there a long time, so what they did eventually was to transfer 

him to the federal beat, which was a much slower beat, so he 

wmldn't be under the pressure and where the other fellows watched 

out for him. We all watched out for him anyhow, but on our 

particular beat there was a limit to how much watching out you 

could do for a fellow like that. I Just want to mention that 

his fate was not to die of alcoholism. He was killed in an 

automobile accident up near Newhall one Sunday when he had had his 

family out for a Sunday drive. You know, everybody took Sunday 

drives in those days. A big truck got away coming down the grade 

and smashed into his car. His drinking had nothing to do with 

his death, nothing whatever. We all had a great affection for 

Johnny Blackburn; all of us did, with his beet-red face and 

gentle ways, [laughter] Just absolutely saturated he was all the 

time, but never, never falling-down drunk. The rest of us would 

get falling-down drunk on occasion, and they weren't actually 

rare occasions either. But John, I don't remember that he ever 

did anything like that. 

Anyhow, we formed a press club and we found an old--you could 

call it a mansion, in a way. It wasn't one of the more pretentious 

mansions, but it was a large-sized old home at 915 South Westlake, 
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away from downtown. You could get there--most o.f us had to get 

theie--on the streetcar; not too many of us had automobiles. 

I certainly never had an automobile. I couldn't afford It. I 

had a wife and a couple of kids and I couldn't afford an auto-

mobile, and I lived clear out on 82nd Street. It was quite a 

long streetcar trip to go out there, but nothing unusual. I 

thought nothing of It; I never really felt put upon because I 

didn't have a car. I Just had too many obligations; I couldn't 

do it. Most of the guys who had cars weren't married. 

Well, anyhow, we formed this press club and, naturally, the 

matter of revenue was Important—how were we going to support the 

place. Dues weren't going to do it, obviously. You could never 

aount on a reporter, anyhow, to pay his dues. Many of us did 

pay our dues^but it hurt us to pay money for anything like that. 

We didn't have much in the first place, and It just seemed wrong 

that we should have to pay. So we established a brewery in the 

basement, and I remember we hired a fellow who knew about brewing 

beer. We called him our brewmaster, and he brewed beer in large 

quantities, or so it seemed at the time. We had a rathskeller in 

the basement and most of the beer drinking was done down there. 

It was a big full basement with plenty of room for both brewing 

and drinking the product. We did our drinking out of large 

cans; I think they were quart cans. It was a very foamy beer. 

We didn't serve hard liquor, but meals were served in the first 

floor dining room—dinner at night and sandwiches and that sort 

of thing during the day. We had a Negro steward and waiters. 

And we frequented the place, I can assure you. We frequented 





126 

it because we liked the beer and we liked the atmosphere. I 

remember we decided to celebrate, and the only distinctive way 

to do this and show that we were above the law was with an extra 

flaunt, above and beyond running a brewery. So we had a big 

stag party. I arranged for some gambling, but I remember some of 

the other fellows (maybe it was Ray Rowe) arranged for a big 

cockfight. Mexicans conducted cockfighting in those days quite 

a bit, and it was illegal, of course. I'm sure it was probably 

one of the reporters connected with the Sheriff's office and who 

knew some Mexicans who owned some fighting cocks. Another guy 

arranged for naked dancers; you know that was a big thing. You 

had to have a naked dancer at stag parties; the gambling I 

mentioned was a blackjack game. One of the beat reporters wanted 

to run a blackjack game and claimed he was an expert dealer. He 

said, "You put up fifty bucks and we'll make some dough." I 

remember that I didn't have fifty bucks but I got twenty-five 

d ollars from somebody else and managed to put up twenty-five dollars 

myself. Man! That money went like a shot. I've only had a few 

feeble experiences with gambling, all of them disastrous, [laughter] 

It was quite a big and boisterous party. I don't remember that 

anything happened in particular except that it was a jammed-up 

party and attracted plenty of beer-swillers. Well-known writers and 

actors, usually loaded, frequently showed up at the club as guests 

of certain members. I remember one night we were there boozing--

drinking beei; I should say, but we drank enough of it so that we 

would get kind of hoppd up—when Charlie MacArthur dropped in. 

In those days he and Ben Hecht had attained fame with a newspaper 
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play, Front Page. [The house] had a bricked-in front porch 

with a brick railing around it; I remember that; and MacArthur 

was sitting on this wall and another guy and I were there talking 

to him. There was a drop of at least six or seven feet to the 

ground. Charlie was all boozed up and rocking himself back and 

forth and letting go, and we were catching him to keep him from 

getting hurt. We told him, "Listen, you son of a bitch, you keep 

this up and we're going to let you go." Naturally, by then we were 

getting exasperated. So he kept it up, hurling himself back, and 

we just let him go. [laughter] He did a double somersault and 

landed on his back on the ground, knocked out but not injured. 

Well anyhow, that was the life and tenor of the Bsss Club 

and our conduct in those days. That exemplifies what went on 

around there. We had three members someone had named "the Three 

Must-get-beers." They spent all their pay on beer--practically 

all. I'm serious about this, because they got to be a problem. 

They would hang around the Press Club day and night, after working 

hours, and sleep in the overstuffed chairs. They were either 

too drunk on the beer or had been kicked out of their rooms for 

not paying the rent. 

As I say, several of them became problems. One was Jack 

Carberry, the star reporter of our day. He became a terrible 

problem. He had a home and family but was often too tanked up 

to drive himself home. The real story is left out of the old 

Press Club minutes I turned over to you. The board would meet, 

hear complaints such as those involving Jack and decide, "We've 

got to do something about that son of a bitch." It was just too 
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much, you know--his getting drun& or not paying his hills, or 

something of that sort. I think Carberry finally had to be barred 

from the club. 

In the meantime, I decided that I was going to go to Chicago 

with Mamie [Louise] Leung, the reporter for the Record. She had 

already gone up to San Francisco to work for the News. I had left 

my home and was living at the Press Club. One morning I came 

down to breakfast. The Press Club steward, Wise Pollard, came over 

to me and whispered, "Are those fellows reporters?" He glanced 

toward a couple of strangers at another table and said that they 

came to the front door and announced, "We're newspapermen from 

Alabama." Pollard said, "So naturally I let them In; they ordered 

breakfast and then asked for gin. " I told the steward, "I 

know goddamn well they're not reporters or they'd know more about 

this press club." I knew just by looking at the guys that 

they were "Prohi" agents; there wasn't any question about that. 

Anyhow, they didn't get gin. This incident put us on the 

alert and we figured that Carberry in an act of drunken revenge, 

had said to himself, "I'll get those bastards knocked over." We 

had several other suspicions, even though we were quite sure 

Carberry was mixed up somewhere along the way in attempts to 

cramp our style, as they used to say. We suspected the L.A. Times, 

also. Maybe they had sicked the Prohis on the club to break 

it up before we became too well accepted by newspapermen generally. 

Seme of the Times fellows had been sneaking around 915 So. West-

lake occasionally; few of them had the guts to do it, but only 





1 2 9 

a few because Times reporters were, to a large extent, very-

discreet persons. Most of them weren't very willing to take chances 

on being fired. 

Well anyhow, one day I got a phone call from "Doc" Bishop, 

who at that ttne was an assistant city editor of the Herald. It 

seems to me that by then I had switched to the City News Service. 

The City News was newly organized and I think I ought to explain 

it briefly because It was set up in the hope that all Los Angeles 

newspapers would depend on it for routine coverage of the various 

civic center beats. The Los Angeles Dally News was the serviced 

only metropolitan client. They had a few smaller papers in out-

lying cities like Pasadena or Long Beach. There was an expectation 

that all six L.A. papers eventually would be subscribers. The 

thought was: we'll start out here and do such a high-powered job 

that every paper will want in. City News Service set out to 

hire beat reporters they thought were tops. I was hired to cover 

the District Attorney's office, which I had been covering for the 

Herald, and I got more money. Ultimately it dwindled down to 

what a city news service usually is: a mass production outfit, 

turning out news of the lowest common denominator, hack and routine 

material. I found out later In Chicago, that a real city news 

operated there and operated with inexperienced reporters to 

sift everything into the city room. Then the papers asnt their 

own men out on stories that were worth more than perfunctory 

coverage. 

Anyhow, I had this call from Doc Bishop, who was one of the 

board members of the club. (We were close friends in those days.) 
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Doc said, "Hurry like hell and get hold of Ray down in the Sheriff's 

office and get out to the Press Club as fast as you can. I'll 

meet you there. I've just had a tip from the federal building 

that the Prohis are going to knock us over. We got to get rid 

of that goddamn beer." 

I know definitely that Doc and Ray and I and, I think, one 

other fellow--I'm not sure whether it was Bevo Means or not, 

but there was one other reporter involved--we all went out there 

as fast as we could to head off this knockover. We immediately 

started dumping beer. There were two big laundry tubs in the 

Club's old-fashioned basement where people once had done their 

laundry. One tub was to wash clothes in, the other for rinsing. 

As fast as we could, we decapped beer bottles and dumped the contents 

into the two tubs. It was a two-handed job. Meanwhile, we were 

drinking what we could without wasting time. If you were a natty 

figure in those days, you wore a blue serge jacket and white 

flannel pants. That's the way I was dressed that day, all pressed 

and neat and everything. Pretty soon we were sopping wet with 

beer, inside and out. I'm telling you, we were plastered and 

beer was foaming all over the laundry room floor. We kept pouring 

and feeling Jollier and jollier. I forget how many hundreds of 

bcttles of beer we dumped and consumed, but it was the Club's 

entire supply. Our beer-dumping episode had an anticlimax. No 

Prohis showed up. The result was a catastrophe. I mean, Instead 

of being able to laugh at the law we could only groan because all 

the capital stock of beer was gone; the brew was dumped. So we 
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had to start right from scratch to create a new supply of beer. 

You have to wait a while, you know, to brew up a drinkable batch of 

beer, so the catastrophe was no laughing matter for the Club, [laughter] 

I believe it was in September that I decided I was going 

to New York City. Mamie Leung and I decided we were going to go to 

New York City [to be reporters]. I felt I would have no problem, 

but one of the guys I knew on the Examiner, Otis Wiles, said, 

"You ought to stop in Chicago and see so-and-so at the Chicago 

Examiner." Duffy Cornell was his name, the city editor. A good 

idea, I thought. Besides, I had a good friend who had been a 

reporter on the Herald with me and who was then a reporter on the 

Chicago Journal. He was an adventurer-type of fellow, a Richard 

Harding Davis devotee. He had been a filibuster in Central America 

and [he was] a commercial fisherman out here when he lived with me 

after leaving the Herald. His fishing boat blew up and he had to 

go to the hospital and then return to his hometown, Chicago. His 

name was Steve Trumbull. I wanted to see and I didn't mind meeting 

Cornell, but I really didn't want to stay in Chicago. 

Mamie was working on the San Francisco News and was well 

accepted and they thought highly of her. As I told you, there 

had never before been a full-fledged Chinese woman reporter in 

America, I believe, and to this day there has never been another 

one capable of holding down a beat, as she did for the Record,or 

handling any and all kinds of general assignments. The fact that 

she was of Chinese ancestry caused many persons to be amazed by 

her free and easy use of English. She recognized this too, so she 

had a special advantage really. But she was a very able reporter, 
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no question about that. 

I had gone on to Chicago and was offered a Job on the Herald-

Examiner and signed on. I was on general assignment and began 

covering a lot of minor things, nothing very important or exciting, 

inasmuch as I didn't know the town or who was who. I sensed it 

was different from Los Angeles. One time I was sent out on a 

story which involved some fellow and his wife in a big embez-

zlement case, and I went with the cops for the arrest. When I went 

into the place, one of the policemen went into the dining room 

and was talking to them, showing them the warrant and telling 

them to get their coats on. The other cop took me into the living 

room where some pictures of these people — studio photographs—were 

on the fireplace or on the piano. He said, "Take them, steal them." 

This was unusual conduct for a policeman in my experience. I 

hadn't been a police reporter directly working on the scene of 

a crime where they were pinching people. To be honest with you, 

I never had much disposition or yen for this kind of reporting. 

I didn't like to see people in trouble. I didn't enjoy it, 

especially when they were being arrested. I never cared for cops; 

I'd already found that out around the courts. I did it, but I 

really did it reluctantly. I didn't feel like doing it. After 

all, no one had found out whether the alleged embezzler was guilty 

or not; this incident provides one reason I feel very strongjy about 

the press and the courts today, about the whole operation of the law 

in relation to the public, and the intervention of the press. It's 

done mainly for entertainment purposes—the covering of crime-

almost entirely, I found out. No matter what kind of pretenses 
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are made about providing the public with information, the concern 

of the press is not primarily information; it's primarily enter-

tainment. They know people love to read murder stories and horror 

stories. It sells papers; that's all there is to it. As for 

being significant news, it's practically never significant. 

Another thing that I think interfered with my reporting was 

the fact that I have always been a partisan. I'm not able to be 

a strictly objective person who stands aside and is not really very 

much interested in an event or Its participants, one way or another. 

I don't say that other reporters are either, except that some 

of them tend to be largely unprincipled when it comes to getting 

a story. They are perfectly willing to go to any lengths in their 

news-gathering, even to hurting innocent persons. I never enjoyed 

it except when I was able to roust a policeman, a deputy sheriff 

or somebody like that. That's the only time I liked it. I 

didn't like to do it to other people—the victims, and I'm includ-

ing guys who coimttted murder. But the other fellows, with their 

arrogance and airs of untouchability, I enjoyed getting them in 

a bad spot, I must admit. 

When I was covering the District Attorney's office we were 

kept there after quitting time one night by a case involving a 

councilman. A police lieutenant was charged with conspiring with 

others to bring about the downfall of this Councilman Jacobson 

on a vice charge. Buron Fitts, District Attorney at that time, 

had the police lieutenant (James Cox, I believe his name was), 

in his office for private interrogation. It was at six o'clock, 
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and ordinarily everybody left the D.A.'s office at five. We had 

to make sure they did, because we were afraid of being scooped. 

This was our ever-present fear, that we'd be scooped. 

That particular night we were hanging around the pressroom 

and corridors and mumbling and grumbling, "Why don't they get rid 

of this thing so we can beat it?" All of us sixth-floor and ninth-

floor beat reporters were there and swearing about our having to 

stay late. Claude Forbes of the Times and I went into an office 

•that adjoined the District Attorney's office. It had been a former 

pressroom and it was empty at the time. There was still a desk 

and a wastebasket in the room. The door of the District Attorney's 

office was made of metal. By putting your ear to the door, you 

could hear loud talking in the adjoining room. It was interesting 

for a moment to listen to the District Attorney first threatening 

this guy, "Listen, you son of a bitch, you wanna tell me or would 

you rather land up in San Quentin?" When threatening him didn't 

vork, Buron tried wheedling and said, "You don't want your wife to 

have you in San Quentin and have to suffer that disgrace, so why 

don't you tell me?" The guy wasn't saying anything; Fitts wasn't 

getting anywhere. 

We started to leave disgustedly, and Forbes accidentally 

kicked over the metal wastebasket and made a hell of a clatter. 

The office alongside of the room we were In was occupied by the 

chief trial deputy, a guy by the name of Stewart. 

He came roa ring out into the hallway and caught us making our 

exit. He let out a bloodcurdling shriek and said, "What's going 

on here?" He yelled for Buron. Nearly all of the deputies had 
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gone, but some of them were still around, and with them was 

Blainey Matthews, of Warner Brothers later. Blainey was chief 

detective for the District Attorney. Buron came roaring out of 

his office yelling, "Goddamn it, can't I even conduct an investi-

gation in my own office without having you sons of bitches listen 

in on me? You guys get out of here and never come back again. 

You're out of this office for all time; this is it." 

Naturally, we weren't shaking in our boots. We didn't like 

it particularly, but he said, "Get out of here now, and I mean 

now." Forbes, who worked fcr the Times, went and picked up his 

coat and left, but I didn't. I made Matthews put me out bodily 

when I said, "I'm not going to leave." He grabbed me like a 

detective would be expected to under the circumstances and 

hustled me down the hallway and shoved me out the door, [laughter] 

I at least had the satisfaction of being thrown out bodily. 

I think that it was next day that we were reinstated—I 

don't remember whether it was the next day or whether we had to 

wait one additional day, but I know that the Times and the fellow 

who was managing editor of the City News Service where I worked 

both called Wayne Jordan, a deputy close to Fitts. Wayne was 

our special friend and mild-mannered with a gentle disposition. 

They called him and said the usual: "For Christ's sake, what's 

ihe matter with that silly son of a bitch in the corner pocket? 

Straighten him out, will you, because you know goddamn well we're 

not going to let him get by with this." Forbes and I returned 

to the D.A.'s pressroom just as though Fitts had never told us 

"goodbye forever" finally and profanely. We were in the pressroom 

when our bosses phoned Jordan. Soon Fitts sent for me. When 





136 

I went into the "corner pocket," Buron said, "I always thought 

you were my friend. You shouldn't do that to your friend, what 

you guys did yesterday," and more of the same. I just listened to 

him. After awhile I said, "O.K. Everything's O.K." and he 

replied, "O.K." So Forbes and I were officially on the job 

again. 

Dixon: How much did the press have to do with ousting him? 

Larson: We never liked Fitts; fundamentally we disliked him for 

a simple reason. He prosecuted the man who had elevated him to 

a place of prominence in the District Attorney's office. That 

man was Asa Kyes. We didn't like him because he handled Keyes' 

prosecution personally. Now, let me point out what this meant. 

We understood the necessity of prosecuting Asa Keyes, but Fitts 

personally didn't have to do it, except he was so goddamn eager 

for fame. He crucified a man who had been very good to him person-

ally when he didn't have any need to do it. Now let me illustrate, 

by his own subsequent career, where he drew a line and didn't 

do that same thing. When he was District Attorney, one of his 

trial deputies, a fellow I think I mentioned to you, Dave Clark, 

shot and killed two men, Charlie Crawford and Herb Spencer, 

city editor of the Express. Dave admitted he shot them to death 

and pleaded self-defense. I don't remember if he made that stick; 

it seems to me that he did. I was working in Chicago when the 

case occurred. The killings took place in Crawford's real estate 

office. When Clark was tried, Buron hired a special prosecutor 

so he personally wouldn't have to prosecute Dave Clark. This is 

what Fitts should have done in the Asa Keyes case. He shouldn't 
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have had anything to do with it. He could have said, "Unfortunately 

I have worked with this man; I can't prosecute him. I don't care 

what I have said about the case, I won't prosecute anyone that 

I've been this close to." So we reporters never really liked 

or trusted him. 

Oh, he was jovial at times and all that. We couldn't help 

feeling Buron Fitts was unduly hypocritical about his patriotic 

leg. He was always having it operated on for political advantage; 

and we didn't care for the fellow who was very close to him. 

He was an ex-reporter--Harold "Buddy" (we called him Buddy) 

Davis. He was well known at the time. We didn't care for him 

either. There were many men we did like in the District Attorney's 

office. So it was a pretty personal matter as far as Buron was 

concerned, and we felt that we could never be sure he was telling 

us the truth. 

In this particular case, I was with the City Hews Service 

and one of its client papers, the Dally News, called me to ask 

about a story which had appeared in a smalltown Kansas weekly. 

The Dally News' city editor said, "We have a woman subscriber who 

receives a paper from a small town in Kansas, and in this paper, 

which she brought in this morning, is a letter written by a 

nun in a convent in East Los Angeles to a priest in this small 

town, telling how her convent was raided by the 'Dry Squad.' 

Do you know anything about it?" 

"No, I don't know anything about it." 

It was a hell of big story if there was anything to it. 

Since I didn't initiate it, I didn't have to tell the other 

reporters. If your paper dug up a special angle from the outside 
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that as a beat reporter you had nothing to do with, you weren't 

under any obligation to share it with the other reporters; all 

of us understood this, each one of us. 

I went in to see Buron and his immediate response was, 

"That's a goddamn lie; there's nothing to it." And I thought 

to myself, "Man, you're usually a goddamn liar so I'm not going 

to take your word for it." 

I then went straight to Captain Clyde Plummer, who was the 

head of the District Attorney's dry squad. He was a retired 

police officer, a very honest type of man who was blunt and out-

spoken. When I questioned Clyde about the convent story he said, 

"Yes, it's true, but it was a mistake. Hell, we had no thought of 

knocking over a convent. We got a phony tip and we went out there 

not knowing it was a convent." It was a blunder, you see. 

Besides, it had happened about two weeks before, which ordinarily was 

enough to turn news Into ancient history, but not under circum-

stances which led Pitts to try a cover-up. I returned to the 

pressroom and called the Dally News and they said, "Aw, hell, 

let's forget it; we're friends with Buron, you know." I thought, 

"The hell we are; I'm not." (That's Where the reporter had some 

power himself.) I thought, "Hell, I'm not any friend of Buron's 

when he lies to me." 

I wanted the story made public. So I told Lloyd Emerson of 

the Examiner. The Examiner was feuding with Buron. I knew that 

if one paper ran the story all papers would have to do the same, 

in self-protection. Thus, I forced my own paper, the Dally News, 

to publish the story it told me to drop. I remember Emerson^s 
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lead, not precisely, but well enough. It was to this effect: 

"A squad of Dry Squad operatives under the leadership of District 

Attorney Buron Fitts hammered down the doors of a convent in East 

Los Angeles, frightening the nuns, on a tip that a still was being 

operated on the premises." It sounded like Fitts personally was 

In charge of the raid. To make the story sound right up to date, 

the lead ended with these words, "it was learned yesterday...." 

Then followed all the details of what had happened. Man, the fat 

was in the fire, and as I had anticipated, all of us had to get 

on the story and carry it. 

Buron realized that he probably was in dutch with the 

Catholics. They would be sore as hell upon hearing that the D.A. 

had knocked over a convent and scared the sisters on a false tip. 

Perhaps if Buron had known about the intended raid in advance, 

he would have stopped it for political purposes. 

But anyhow, I think the Dockweilers were Catholics if I 

remember correctly--I don't want my story to fall down because 

I've made a mistake there. The day after the story broke, Fitts 

brought Isidore Dockweiler into the pressroom. He was a big 

attorney and the head of all the Dockweilers. We all liked him 

very much. And of course the reporters were all gloating. I 

don't care whether the papers were gloating or not, but we were 

gloating like hell; I was gloating especially. 

(I want to say here, parenthetically, I found one thing as 

a reporter: if you're on a beat and one of your news sources is 

giving you a bad time, you lie in wait. If there is some son 

of a bitch and you want to get him, you just lie in wait, because 

all men make mistakes, and when he does, you pounce that very 
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moment. That [was the] case with Buron, you see. You pounce that 

very moment, and put it In its worst possible light, and you got 

him, that's all. What can he do? He doesn't own the newspapers. 

He can't come back and say, "Can that guy; he's a dirty exaggerator.") 

So anyhow, he brought Isidore in to explain, and he started 

in by saying, "Isidore understands; the Catholics will understand. 

They really will understand that it was all a mistake; we didn't 

intend it." All I remember is that Isidore said, "Yes, yes," and 

he might have said something else. I don't remember whether he 

dLd, but he ended up by saying, "But it was a terrible thing to 

do." So what we did was to skip all the rest and said* "Isidore 

Dockweiler said it was a terrible thing to do." [laughter] 

We always felt that we lost Buron Fitts at least 50,000 

Catholic votes by having Isidore say it was a terrible thing to 

do. That only helped the story along. He deliberately brought 

him into the pressroom to explain It all away, so that everybody 

would understand this prominent Catholic layman felt that the 

District Attorney was blameless. But we turned the explanation 

into another blow at Buron. As I say, there were many instances 

along the way that made us feel this way. It wasn't toward the 

D.A. merely an isolated case that we felt we had to get revenge 

for, but altogether the total picture. We felt that we couldn't 

rely on him for honest information. He was always thinking of his 

main political advantage. Our main thought was to get the stories 

that were news. 

In 1929 when the stock market crashed, I was in Chicago 

working for the Herald-Examiner. The most recently hired reporters 

were the first fired and I was one of them. But the city editor 
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liked me and my work enough to phone the Chicago bureau of the 

United Press and get me a job there before I was laid off. I 

was put on rewriting and editing by the United Press and it was 

excellent training, the kind of training I should have received 

at the beginning of my reporting career. Wire services sharpen 

your way of handling stories, I think. At HX, as the Chicago 

UP bureau was called, I often worked the desk and especially the 

night desk. You'd have a lot of big stories coming in from all 

over America. Chicago is the main focal point for the whole news 

system. New York was the main source of news, but HX was a cross-

roads operation, with Midwest, Rocky Mountains west, and Pacific 

Coast regions transmitting their stories through our bureau. 

I remember the day Knute Rockne was killed in an airplane 

accident. As coach of Notre Dame's famous football teams, he 

was number one football hero of America. On the same day, there was 

a big hurricane down in the southern part of the United States, 

I believe around New Orleans, Louisiana, it seems to me. Many 

people were killed. I had these two tremendous stories come in 

at the same time. I remember that the pressure drove me nuts. 

One of the young fellows who had just been hired was Harrison 

Salisbury, who is now assistant managing editor of the New York 

Times. He Is famous as an authority on the Soviets and has written 

a number of books on Russia. I had some harsh words with him 

that night because I was trying to do this acrobatic act of getting 

these stories in,edited and transmitted as swiftly as possible. 

But he did not resent my short temper, I'm glad to saj5 and we 

remain good friends. 
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Big stories do not arrive in one piece; they show up in 

chunks and pieces as bulletins, substitute paragraphs, new leads, 

and so forth. A wire service, at least in those days, and I suppose 

it's true to a large extent today, is very undermanned. They 

don't have enough guys. You don't usually cover stories directly. 

In Chicago we'd get all the local papers and rewrite the stories 

that were worth sending out to client papers. We had a police 

reporter, because crime was big stuff in Chicago, One or two 

other staff members occasionally went out on stories. I myself 

interviewed the celebrated lawyer, Clarence Darrow, a number of 

times, to get his life story. I also interviewed and became 

personally friendly with the polar explorer, Dr. Frederick Cook. 

On a big story happening far away, you had to get on the phone 

and do a reporting job by long distance. We would call the sheriff 

or some other appropriate offical to find out what was going on. 

At the United Press, they made a practice of writing long biograph-

ical stories about famous persons. Such stories could be saved 

as obituary material or published immediately as features, I 

wrote the A1 Capone story that way, and the Darrow and Cook stories 

also. 

I talked to Darrow a number of times. He told me once 

(the Depression was on then), when we were talking one day about 

Russia and Communism, that "I suppose if I'm anything, I'm a 

Communist." He was describing his feelings and attitudes about the 

economy. 

Dixon: Philosphically a lot of people were Communists. 

Larson: They were, definitely so. We talked about it, but 





143 

naturally I didn't put it in the story. I doubt whether UP would 

have kept it in the story. 

I had an experience with the mayor of New York, Jimmy Walker, 

when I had to interview him. He came to Chicago in his private 

railroad car, the Boston. He arrived with his girlfriend, Betty 

Compton. When he got off the train, his face was well scratched, 

quite obviously by fingernails. They'd probably been having 

a hell of a drinking bout and she scratched him up. So I wrote 

a lead about the mayor of New York arriving with "crescent-shaped 

marks" on his face. The New York bureau knocked it out immediately. 

I was reporting objectively and made no mention of scratches; I 

didn't intimate that Betty had inflicted them, but they deleted 

it instantly. I had more than one such experience. 

I was with UP, of course, in the Depression. There was one 

period when we were ordered to engage in propaganda by our New 

York headquarters. All bureaus were told to seek out stories 

telling about people being hired to offset the enormous discharges 

of labor everywhere. So we were sent out on stories which proved 

to be pathetic. For example, one day we managed to show that 

between two and three hundred men had been given jobs but made 

not the slightest mention of the greatly significant fact that on 

that same day a single firm, the International Harvester Company, 

had discharged ten thousand employees. I want to make it very 

clear that in this suppression of news we were acting under 

specific orders of the United Press, an "impartial" news agency. 

I don't worship any institution organized by the human race 
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or any segment thereof. The press must not be glorified, nor 

mindlessly defended. The best thing that ever happened to 

newspapers and wire services was radio and television. Television 

is one of the most-to-be-admired institutions of communication 

that we have, because it has helped to straighten up the news-

papers, a lot of them. It has forced them, by simple exposure 

of news In action, to be more thorough and objective in describing 

people and events. Otherwise they could destory everything to hell, 

which they have been in the habit of doing. 

Another thing that people should always remember is that 

it's an impossibility to report news in completely objective fashion. 

It can't be done because you always have to be selective; you have 

to know what you're going to leave out of the paper as well as the 

facts you consider important to include. Such judgments usually 

are based on what sells the paper. Often a reporter's personal 

interests or those of the editors or the publisher are reflected. 

As I said, the common practice among papers was to not publish 

anything about libel suits brought against them or their competitors. 

This is a good example of conspiracy to suppress news. I've 

often felt that there were certain powerful people who knew things 

that we didn't know in certain murder cases that never were 

solved. The papers Just deliberately decided that they weren't 

going to pursue those cases. 
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Larson: I haven't anything substantial to say about Darrow 

beyond the thing I previously told you. I've tried to think back 

over the times I went to see him, but no particular conversation 

comes to mind. And the only reason that came to mind [see preceding 

interview; Darrow's comment on Communism] was because a man of 

his prominence saying such a thing privately to me, knowing that 

I would respect his private feelings, made me remember it. 

I interviewed other prominent men of the time in Chicago 

when I was with the United Press. I remember interviewing E.L. 

[Errett Lobban] Cord of Cord and Auburn Motors. He had under 

his control at the time (this was at the beginning of the Depres-

sion) twenty-six corporations. I may be a little wrong, but not 

too wrong. He had many-Continental Motors and a bunch of other 

companies. He came to Chicago with a vice-president by the name 

of Manning; and a fellow from the Associated Press and I from the 

United Press went to interview him. We spent an hour with him, 

and our reason for questioning him was, at the request of our 

New York offices, to find out whether he was operating a pool 

in Auburn stock. This was about the only stock that was going 

up while the stock market generally was plunging downward. Of 

course he denied it, naturally. We assumed he would never admit 

anything like that. But we had to ask him. 

After we got that matter out of the way he kept us to tell 

us what a clever operator he was and how, in the case of Auburn 

Motors, he had managed a very difficult labor situation by the 
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simple expedient of telling everybody in the plant that the company 

was ceasing to make Auburn cars and they were shutting down the 

plant for good and everybody was out of a job. This was at 

Connersville, Indiana. In the meantime, he and his associates 

were secretly retooling for another model—another car. He said, 

"When we were ready to go into production we rehired our former em-

ployees at half price, half of what we had been paying them before. 

In that way we eliminated all labor troubles. They were so happy 

to get jobs again after being out of work for three months that 

there were no disturbances or any trouble. If we had told them 

in the first place that they were being laid off and that we in-

tended to resume operations with a new model and were only going 

to pay them half of what we had been paying them in the past, 

there would have been great trouble and I mean a big strike." 

Then he said the thing that I remember verbatim, not para-

phrased, and as my wife Mary pointed out the other night, it followed 

the good old Marxist line of attack on capitalist immorality. 

"Labor is like any other goddamn commodity; we get it just as 

goddamn cheap as we can." Those were his exact words. Exact, 

identical words. I remember them very well because I thought 

they were an absolutely ruthless statement of a philosophy that 

I ran into many times when I was interviewing businessmen. Such 

attitudes still exist today. I keep a file on expressions like 

Cord's that are cleaned up for the newspapers but have the same 

intent and purpose. What Cord said that day was never used, of 

course, because we didn't intend to use it. We knew that if we 
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attempted to use It, he immediately would have replied that we 

were lying sons of hitches, that he'd never said anything of the 

kind. He had this fellow Manning present with him to hack him 

up. The two of them would have contended that we misconstrued what 

he said. He would have said to our news editors, "They're lying 

bastards; I never said any such thing. Here's what I was saying," 

and then twisted it all around. So we never bothered to even 

report it, although I did tell my editor what Cord had said. 

My story simply reported Cord's denial of any manipulation of 

Auburn stock. 

Dixon: Do you think now with television coverage that this has 

changed? 

Larson: It has improved infinitely, due to television above all 

else. Not radio; because on television you can see for yourself. 

It's no longer possible for the papers to practice the perfidy 

that they used to practice, no longer possible for them to get 

by with the slanted type of reporting that they used to engage in. 

It's a waste of time to contend that they wanted objective stories. 

I covered too many. They wanted certain types of stories. And 

the way they'd get around it: "Oh, I don't like that lead; write 

it this way." Naturally I get rather worked up talking about this 

subject, because I have small use for the integrity of newspapers 

of the past, of the time when I worked, because they had none. 

Either that, or they were run by misshapen characters with neither 

intellect nor anything else except in-ness in the community, the 

hand-in-gloveness of working with the powers-that-were, financially 

and politically, so that they all carried coal for each other. 
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So you felt as a reporter--I did and I'm sure that some of 

the others felt the same way—that it was a very dishonest occupation. 

Where you covered a story with some sense of doing it objectively, 

it was usually a bunch of gossip and triviality that wasn't worth 

covering. But if it came to a fundamental point like the aspects 

of the Great Depression that should have been covered "in depth," 

as they say now, they weren't covered in depth, only superficially, 

and often with lots of lies, either by omission or by commission, 

but usually by omission. The way papers usually lie is by omission. 

They are great liars by this process. It's invariably said over 

and over again, "That's an exercise of news judgment." It's 

an exercise of perfidy and dishonesty; there's no question about it, 

most of the time. Some of the time it's due to ignorance, and it 

used to be more so because there were many more ignorant men run-

ning the newspapers then. I don't say they didn't have smartness 

of mind and alertness, but they were ignorant and uneducated 

men. I was too; I'm not exempting myself. I have thought about 

it a lot since you and I have talked, and it was a thoroughly 

stupid era in looking back upon it, full, of superficiality. 

Dixon: Back to Chicago again: were you in Chicago when the 

Samuel Insull thing broke? 

Larson: Yes. I was there. I should say, I think I was there. 

I remember one of the jobs I first had in Chicago was covering 

an Insull story. I think I was still on the Herald-Examiner, 

which was a Hearst morning paper that produced some of the 

characters of the play, The Frort Page, it and the Chicago-American 

the Hearst evening paper. And speaking of that momentarily, you 
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know that era was a great age for the glorification of the press 

and reporters. There were several plays that came out--one called, 

I believe, Gentlemen of the Press and they even put out a musical 

comedy called Good News, as I remember. But I remember The Front 

Page in particular. 

But anyhow, I was sent to a fund-raising banquet at the 

Blackstone Hotel. Samuel Insull had recently been instrumental 

in the construction of the new Chicago Opera House, right across 

the street from Hearst Square where I worked. He was in his very 

heyday and glory, one of the great determining economic and political 

figures of Chicago and the Midwest. This banquet was held for the 

purpose of getting together persons who would contribute to the 

building of a new hospital in Chicago. I believe it was the 

Billings Memorial Lying-in Hospital. The affair revealed the 

amazing arrogance of the man. He was in charge, as chairman. 

Working on papers, you are not used to being peremptorily ordered 

about by anybody outside your office. But Insull was powerful 

enough to get away with it. He brusquely told a photographer to 

get out of the way. Ordinarily the photog would have said, 

"Why don't you take a flying _ at the moon?" and the paper 

would have backed him up. But not in Chicago, when it came to 

dealing with Sam Insull. Chicago had rough newspapermen and news-

papers that were ever ready to put the lash to anybody who failed 

to cooperate with them, but they didn't touch Insull. He told 

this guy to beat it off to one side. 

This rather shocked me, but it didn't shock me for long 

because pretty soon he said, "Now, we're here for the purpose 
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of raising money for this hospital; we're going to proceed 

expeditiously to do it." He turned to one fellow and he said, 

"John Jones" (or whatever his name was, some hanker), "I want you 

to contribute $50,000." It was just like that. "I have you down," 

he said, "for $50,000." That was it; that was the public black-

mail technique he used on prominent men who didn't dare to resist. 

He proceeded to raise all the money for the hospital right 

then and there; one after another, the citizens who attended the 

banquet by Insull's special invitation were told what they had 

to contribute and not a "soul" demurred. 

That was my one occasion of being around Sam Insull. I 

can't remember now whether he fled to Greece while I was still 

in Chicago (when his utilities holding-companies empire collapsed, 

he left the country), or whether I had already gone into the 

sanitarium back heie in California. 

Dixon: Do you think that the way the papers handled the Insull 

case was somewhat because of the fact that he had been such a 

czar? 

Larson: Yes, definitely. Naturally, he was a much hated man 

because of his insolence and arrogance. Any reporter would want 

to get even with him and would be lying in wait for the moment 

he stumbled. If a reporter really means to do business he can 

do it, even if his paper, as I told you in the case of Buron 

Fitts, doesn't want to go ahead. You can turn your story over 

to somebody else that will, and that will force your paper to come 

into the game too and play it, even if they don't want to. I 
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think that this was true in the case of Insull and it certainly became 

apparent when they finally had a chance to jump. They jumped 

with both feet and kicked him in all directions. 

I remember one other occasion when I ran across Sam Insull; 

I had forgotten it. Hamilton Fish I believe was the congressman 

in charge of a congressional investigation of campaign expenditures 

in Illinois. The candidates had been Ruth Hanna McCormick running 

for the United States Senate on the Republican ticket, I think, 

and James Hamilton Lewis, running as the Democratic candidate. 

America had known about him at an earlier period. He had a 

Vandyke and pinkish whiskers and was quite a distinguished looking 

and acting man, and a well-known politician--I think he had been 

a senator before. Enormous amounts of money were spent on the 

McCormick campaign. I think maybe it was a million dollars, 

in those days a lot of money, and it was still during the Depression. 

Insull testified, as I remember, that he had given money to both 

sides. As a "big business" Republican he gave more to the Republican 

side than he did to the Democratic side. He gave more to the Ruth 

Hanna McCormick campaign (and she was elected) than he gave to the 

other side,and it was perfectly obvious why. He wanted the 

Republican side to win,but he paid the other side something also, 

just in case the GOP lost. Either way his interests would be 

protected. It seems to me, as I recollect it (there's no use giving 

you bad facts about this because the facts are in the record), 

that he gave twice as much to the Republican candidate as he gave 

to the Democratic candidate. But again it shows you the type 

of morality that moves business; they play both sides. After all, 

they're in business. 
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I was trying to think of attitudes in Chicago I hadn't found 

in Los Angeles. I went there when the gangs were in their heyday 

and were still booming. I actually had some trepidation about 

going to Chicago. There were such frequent wipeouts along the 

street, and you never knew when you were going to get "sprayed." 

I wasn't very happy, let's put it that way, about working there. 

I worked in the Hearst building on Wacker Drive near the river. 

It wasn't in a very good part of town--the lower end of Madison. 

Naturally nothing ever happened when I was around. Later on 

I came to regret that nothing ever happened when I was around, 

although it happened nearby--it always happened just before I 

got there, or after, or something of that sort. No gangland 

confrontations or killings took place in my presence. 

But I found, when I worked on the Herald-Examiner there, 

that the police "cooperated" even more than they had cooperated 

with the reporters in LA. You had a sense that the judges didn't 

have very high ethics. I had gone there with Mamie Louise Leung, 

and she was working on the Chicago Times. I was mostly doing 

rewrite or handling interview assignments. She was frequently 

sent out on court cases. One judge in particular, I remember, 

tipped her a couple of times. He slipped her a couple of dollars--

five or ten dollars—every time she came into his courtroom. 

Nothing like that ever happened in Los Angeles. No judge here 

ever even came close to doing anything like that. It was a 

rather incredible experience to find that the whole city was 

permeated by such an attitude. Prior to my going to Chicago, 
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the Chicago Sanitary Distrct paid many reporters $200 a month. 

These payments were "graft money" that had nothing to do with the 

legitimate operations of the Sanitary District. But the corruption 

--you sensed it and you felt it--was completely accepted in the 

city, even by the general public. 

I was working nightshift at United Press the night a gangster 

named Jack Zuta*, was bumped off, about two blocks from the 

United Press. The next morning,authorities opened his safe deposit 

box and found in it a number of interesting items, including 

promissory notes from a prominent Chicago judge. If that had 

happened in Los Angeles, the judge would have left town, I swear. 

He wouldn't have remained on the bench; he would have been ousted, 

no question about that. Two Los Angeles judges were ousted 

(I think it was after I left for Chicago; it wasn't while I was 

here), for accepting overcoats from somebody involved with the 

law. Trivial in a sense. But in Chicago nothing happened to the 

judge. There wasn't even any huge outcry that he should be chased 

off the bench. 

Dixon: It was just accepted. 

Larson: "Well, he's just another crook; that's all we've got." 

I knew Chicagoans and I talked to them about these things, and they 

Just shrugged. That was the way it was around Chicago. That was 

what you expected. 

They established a group called the Secret Six, if I remember 

correctly. They were supposed to do something about the state 

of crime in Chicago. I covered some of their early meetings. 

*This name has not been verified by the interviewee. 
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I don't remember anything about it now, except that they had 

meetings in one of the hotels, and discussed what they were going 

to do about cleaning up the city. But before they ever really 

acted, I'd broken down with T.B. and came back to California. 

I don't know how Instrumental they were In doing anything 

about Chicago, but while I was still there it was starting to 

collapse and it was evidenced by a couple of things. One was the 

murder of Jake Lingle in the subway. He was a Chicago Tribune 

reporter. All of us felt when it first happened, that finally 

the mobsters had made a mistake. They had finally got the wrong 

guy, because he was a police reporter and no paper would tolerate 

its reporters being bumped off. They had too many places where 

they could reach out and hurt too many people, you know--the police, 

the D.A., judges. The paper was in a position to wield enormous 

power and just blow a city wide open, right down the middle. So 

we figured, "Boy, this is it. We're going to have a big expose 

now and they'll really go to town. This place will be really 

cleaned up now." 

The next day we found out that Jake LIngle was getting a 

nickel off of every barrel of beer that was being sold in Chicago. 

He'd been on the inside—one of the boys. Afterwards, when a 

known criminal was convicted of the assasination, we reporters 

felt that he had been specially hired to take the rap and cover 

up for others. On that particular story I wrote thousands and 

thousands of words. 

It isn't at all easy for me to remember vividly and accurately 

what happened so long ago. Of course, if you keep working around 
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a pressroom all your life the guys drop in front time to time and 

they'll say, "You remember that old son of a bitch Larson who used 

to work here?" And they'll go over the past in detail with ex-

changes of "Remember this, remember that," and so they manage to 

keep their memories restored. I'll be sixty-five soon, in another 

week. I hear some old-timers say, "The older I get, the better 

I can remember the distant past and the less I seem to remember 

about my todays." Someone said it to me just the other day. 

And I though^ "Oh, manI It doesn't apply to me." It seems to 

me I used to have a very vivid, fresh attitude toward my memories 

that I don't have at all anymore. It seems to me that I must have 

put them far away and cfeep down. 

I often dismiss all this long-ago period of my life with 

the feeling that, "Thank God, I'm not a reporter anymore!" And 

with my friend Fred Herr, nearly everytime we've been together 

during the last twenty years, we've said, "I'm sure glad that I 

don't have to work for any goddamn newspaper." Although we might 

attempt to glorify those days, or felt at the time, in the Prohi-

bition era, that it was great, that we enjoyed it, looking back 

on it, we haven't ever wanted to go back to a newspaper. We have 

a friend, one of our 1920's group, who is now a publicity man in 

this city. He had been a publicity man in the movies during the 

first days of the talkies, I believe. He became an alcoholic, 

and he took the cure and got over it, and he doesn't drink anymore. 

Eventually he went back to work on one of the papers, and we always 

said about him, "God, I'm glad I don't have to do what he's doing 

--work for that damn paper." But he found it suited him, even 
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though he didn't like it either, really, hut it suited his per-

sonality better than public relations work. Now his present 

job pays him better, the hours are better, and in my mind, I 

would think it would be a good job; I would like it. He's with 

the Los Angeles County Museum, and I like the kind of associates 

one has in a university or museum. He hates it, and we tried to 

figure out why. I believe he hates it because as a reporter, 

he had the power of the press behind him—a power which allows 

you to roust people around and mistreat them if you feel like 

it. You are free to say, "Whkt are you doing, you old son of a 

bitch? Where in the hell did you get that idea?" You can say 

this to the mayor, you can say it to the county supervisors, you 

can really shove and push on them and show them your contempt 

and all your bad feelings toward them. You can act surly, in-

solent, arrogant and they have to put up with you, because they 

are afraid of your newspaper. They may hate you--may loathe you— 

but you don't care. I'm not saying that all reporters do this, 

but more than a few. Since you don't get much money you try to 

compensate for it by feeling that there must be something good 

about it. You could get personal revenge in your paper if you 

wanted to, and your paper wasn't too fussy. They didn't care 

either. If you like a guy, on the other hand, you could squeeze 

his name in, squeeze it and resqueeze it. They might knock it 

out a few times because they didn't want to play it up too much. 

The fellows sitting on the desk weren't getting any benefit from 

this individual—none of his booze or his handouts or anything— 

so why should they put his name in the paper. But you'd try to 
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sneak it in some way so that you could get more handouts. Or you 

might just like the guy, you know. Or he might he smart like 

old Yankwich and help you out on stories and be useful. 

Crime doesn't get much of a play anymore, relatively. 

Dixon: Not the kind of headlines it used to. 

Larson: Nothing like it used to. The courts and crime both— 

there's too much of it. The national and world news has super-

seded it in such a large way that those who still cover the D.A.'s 

beat down there say they're lucky to get a couple of stories 

published in a week, where they used to have a front-page story 

nearly every day. There was no question then; crime was the top 

news of the time. 
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Larson: To me the '20's were highly superficial and trivial. 

I always think of it as being superficial—when people didn't 

think seriously about anything. There was a spirit of Coueism 

which permeated the land and everybody's feelings. But the 

Depression really woke me up. It was the Depression as I experienced 

it in Chicago, working first on the Herald-Examiner and then on the 

United Press, that made me aware of subjects I had never had any 

interest in—economics and the political consequences of men's 

acts and philosophies. 

As I said, Mamie [Leung] and I lived in an apartment 

building on Stoney Island Avenue, in southside Chicago. We had 

lived previously near 54th and Harper, which wasn't far from the 

University of Chicago. I remember well coming home each evening 

during the Depression and talking about the bank failures and other 

Depression stories I was having to write about. I felt very strong-

ly about these matters. In fact, I felt so strongly and I talked 

so urgently that two of my friends who lived close by subsequently 

became Communists. At that particular time I felt that the 

economic upheavals in our society were so tremendous and so 

senseless that there was something fundamentally wrong with the 

American system. We couldn't lightly overlook the fact that 

there was no impairment of the machinery of production, on the 

farms or in the factories. Never before in man's history had he 

sat down to starve in the midst of plenty. The whole thing was 
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so preposterous; it was beyond my thinking about it in an un-

emotional fashion. I felt violently emotional about it; I felt 

violently emotional. Hoover at the time was preaching that 

everything was going to be all right—don't worry, just keep 

buying and people won't be fired. He seemed to me an utterly 

"tupid man to preach such a thing. 

So, as I say, I would go home and rage about the bank 

closings and other disasters of a similar nature. And of course 

all such news flowed through the United Press office from all 

parts of the nation. I covered much of it directly and was in 

direct contact with the whole news flow day after day as the 

Depression deepened. We were all In a state of ferment around 

the UP bureau in Chicago even more than the public on the streets 

because the whole thing drained back and forth through our office 

and we ourselves were contributing to the great flow of news. 

At that time (and I assume that it's still the same) the 

Chicago bureau was a major crossroads and forwarding relay point 

of the United Press system from all parts of the country. Every-

thing came in and out, like the railroads. You felt the effects 

of the Depression greatly, particularly as it affected farmers. 

America's largest grain exchange and livestock market operated 

in Chicago and it was second after New York in financial trans-

actions . 

I remember interviewing Holabird of Holabird and Root, 

nationally-known engineering, architectural firm in Chicago. 

They had just completed a big packing plant in Soviet Russia and 

Holabird told me what a wonderful experience it was to go to a 
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place where, when you walked in to carry out your assignment, 

they didn't try to put the pressure on you to pinch here and 

cut corners there in order to keep the cost down to a minimum, 

where you were unable to do an optimum job of putting up the most 

perfect meat-packing plant that you could think of. There they 

were able to do this. He was very enthusiastic when he was telling 

me about this experience, not like it was here in America, where 

they'd say, "Well, let's cut out everything we don't absolutely 

need to make a profit." The Russians said, "We want to make this 

the prototype of a superlative meat-packing plant and the sky's 

the limit; go ahead." 

He said, "I never had any such experience in this country 

at any time. Here the idea is always to make profit and to 

squeeze it out of everything, including the last cry of the hog." 

So this story helped to shape my feelings and opinions at the 

time. I thought this was a pretty good thing, naturally--at 

least compared with our stupid system that fell on its face when 

everybody was working and the factories were running full tilt--

the farms producing plenty. And people just gave up and started 

selling apples on street corners, and guys were out of jobs. 

Nobody moved in instantly and sa.:i_d, "We're going to readjust 

this situation; we're not about to horse around and have people 

starve in the midst of plenty. We're not just about to do it. 

A lot of people are going to be hurt, starvation and joblessness 

won't be tolerated." But there was no such determined attitude. 
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My friends who became Communist party members were pretty 

violently in opposition to me thereafter because I didn't join 

up also and they would attack me vigorously. We had some tremendous 

rows. When the great purge trials took place in Russia, this 

definitely made it impossible for me to become a part of such a 

doctrinaire viewpoint toward the world. It was against my own 

experience in the courts. 

Well, anyhow, in 1930 my wife, Mamie Leung, was going to 

have a baby, our firstborn son. She had been going to a doctor 

at Billings Memorial Hospital. She developed symptoms that to 

me, having previously been through a similar ordeal, indicated 

that she was going to have her baby right then, on October 22. 

I called a cab and sent her to the hospital, and she never forgot 

this because she didn't know ho-time had come, but I felt sure 

it had. I wasn't with her when our son was born but a close 

friend was, and that relieved my guilt feelings. 

I had an assignment that day to cover what was scheduled to 

be a great conference at the University of Chicago, at which the 

foremost leaders of industry in America were expected to propose 

a way out of the Depression. The conference had been organized 

by Robert Maynard Hutchins, who was then the chancellor, and 

famous for being the youngest chancellor of such a university in 

American history. The United Press and the Associated Press 

both installed special Morse wires at the university and we were 

all set to flash the word forth to the nations that a formula 

for restoring prosperity had been formed by the "Big Business" 

brains of American industry. It must be remembered that this 
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nation had absolutely worshipped at the throne of its business-

men and paid close heed to their prophetic pronouncements, [laughter] 

All of us were pretty confident that these fellows knew the score 

and would end the Depression. 

It took us no time to discover that they didn't really know 

what the score was. All they could do was repeat the same kind 

of platitudes that old man Hoover had been voicing to no avail. 

It was a disgusting thing, for nothing was said or done that 

was worth putting on the wires. These giants of industry had 

nothing new to contribute. In one fell swoop, that day destroyed 

my faith in so-called "business leadership." 

A year or so ago, I had occasion to write to Hutchins up 

at Santa Barbara. I recalled the fact that I had covered his 

conference and I said I thought it turned out to be a great 

fiasco and had often wondered what he thought about it. He 

wrote back and said, "I thought the same thing." He had come 

to the same conclusion, that it was an absolutely futile gesture. 

He had the best intentions in the world; he thought at this 

gathering, insight would be revealed that would help steer us 

back to whatever reformation was needed. 

Events and affairs like that made me pay more and more 

heed and read more and more. I had never read along those 

lines to any extent, but I started, and by the time I was broken 

down with T.B. and returned to California, I was well on my 

way to being engrossed by the whole subject of what was happening 

not only in America but in the world. 

•When we lived in the apartment on Stoney Island Avenue, 

a small chain of thirteen neighborhood banks closed. I can't 
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remember the name of the chain; it wasn't a major banking firm. 

The Stoney Avenue bank, where most of us various folks in the 

apartment house had accounts, was only a couple of blocks away 

from where we lived. 1" came home the night that the thirteen 

banks failed and I told an old friend of mine, Jane Anderson, 

and her husband, "I think I'll go to the bank tomorrow morning 

and get my money out." I only had a couple of hundred dollars, 

at the most, and I didn't want to lose it. So I talked to the 

Andersons at length and they sort of pooh-poohed my fears. She 

had inherited some money, so they weren't really living quite 

as close to the bone as Mamie and I were. 

Dixon: California didn't feel the impact at first, but in the 

second depression they did; they really felt the impact around 

'37 • 

Larson: I was back here then, convalescing from T.B. Anyhow, 

I felt guilty and uncertain about closing out my account. I 

hated to be a fool, too, and risk losing every cent I had. So 

I said to the Andersons, "I think I am going to the bank tomorrow. 

I think I ought to anyhow." I had to be at work the next day at 

eleven A.M. at the United Press, which was down on State Street. 

About ten the bank opened. As soon as it opened I was there 

and I noticed there were six or seven women in the bank. I remem-

ber the scene quite well. I felt like a fool, silly, ridiculous. 

"What am I doing anyhow? Getting panicky." I kind of nosed 

around, being a reporter, and I looked over the shoulders of 

the women at the check-writing counters and I saw they were 

drawing out their entire deposits. So I thought, "Hell, I'll 
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do the same." So I did. I was about the only fellow in the 

bank—mostly women. I guess the husbands had all gone to work 

and the husbands had probably said, "Go to the bank and get 

our money out." So they paid us all off, just like that. I 

went to work and by noon the bank had closed down. Apparently 

word of the withdrawals flashed over the neighborhood and 

started a run that couldn't be stopped. Fell, my friends lost 

$400. They felt rather angry toward me because I hadn't phoned 

them then in the morning while there was still time to get 

their money out. But I said I didn't see any evidence of any 

incipient run at the bank. The tellers were very calm about 

the withdrawals. There were no long lines or anything like that. 

Those are some of the experiences of that period during 

the Depression, and all that happened subsequently only confirmed 

my feelings. Looking back now, I have nothing but good regard 

for most of the people who became Communists at that time. They 

were motivated by a real concern and a sense of logical outrage 

at what had happened in our society. The woman, Mrs. Anderson, 

was one who became Communist. (She's a woman eighteen years 

older than I am, still living with her sister back in New York 

state.) She had inherited a fair amount of money. It wasn't 

as though she neededthe money herself or that she was being de-

prived—she was never deprived during the Depression, but she 

had great concern for other people. She had been a social worker 

in Hull House in Chicago, working among people in the slums. 

She had a strong feeling about the kind of America that would 

allow this to happen to people. I understood her feelings 
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perfectly. The other friend who became a Communist had been 

raised a Catholic. They say ex-Catholics make the best Communists, 

and vice versa. Heywood Broun was a splendid example of this. 

But I can name many others. A man who was the managing editor 

of the Daily Worker, when he gave up Communism took up Catholic-

ism. It's a natural thing to do, I would think, because both 

belief systems are absolutist in doctrine. Ultimately there 

will be established a perfectly acceptable coexistence arrangement 

between the Church and the Communists, I believe. 

Dixon: There's a great deal of similarity in the hierarchical 

setup. 

Larson: There is, definitely. The people look to one leader 

for authority and live under an authoritarian philosophy 

interpreted and administered by a College of Cardinals or its 

equivalent. 

Dixon: And among the religious, they live a communal life. 

Larson: I hadn't thought about that particular aspect. I only 

thought about the hierarchical thing. Of course, my opinion 

was formed when Stalin was head of the Communist party in Russia 

and Soviet dictator. 

I remember when Earl Browder, during World War II, endorsed 

a position taken by the United States Chamber of Commerce and 

concurred in it. I went down with a great deal of glee to the 

United Seaman's Service operation in San Francisco where I 

worked and said to two of the social workers whom I knew to be 

Communists, "What do you make of this?" They were flabbergasted 
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and didn't know what to say. They had to wait to receive the 

official party line before they could offer a defense. And, 

of course, ultimately Browder was kicked out of the party, [laughter] 

But the point is that as soon as they got the line they were 

able to rationalize what had been indefensible. 

It was during 1931 that I broke down with tuberculosis. 

I wasn't going to return to LA but several of the reporters 

I had known here said, "Why do you want to stay back there? 

Come out here and we'll get you into Olive View Sanitarium." 

And so I did. I thought it would be better. The climate wouldn't 

be so grim as it is in Chicago around wintertime. By then 

Mamie and I had a baby boy and she was working again on the 

Chicago Times. She planned to stay there while I "took the cure." 

I didn't have any idea of how long it would take me to be cured 

of T.B., but I didn't think it would be long. It didn't occur 

to me that it would take four years, as it ultimately did. 

This breakdown didn't upset me terribly at the time because 

I didn't really realize that anything serious could happen to 

my health. I found out later on that tuberculosis is often 

a psychosomatic disease in the sense that it arises from a 

troubled life that prevents one from sleeping and eating properly. 

I want to revert a minute to the Depression. Another 

story that I remember was interviewing P.K. Wrigley, of Wrigley 

chewing gum. The day I went to interview him, I was so tired 

and worn out by ten o'clock in the morning (I remember this in 

particular), I thought I would just perish from exhaustion. I 

had been having terrible night sweats, but I didn't know the 

symptoms of tuberculosis. I didn't realize that I had it. 
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Besides, I was going to a doctor and he didn't know it. I was 

seeing a doctor who was a professor of nutrition at the University 

of Chicago, a well-known physician I had met him in the course 

of my reporting. We sort of liked each other personally. He 

was doing an experiment to ascertain the effect of vitamin B 

on a child's learning capacity. He and a Chinese psychologist 

were conducting these experiments with rats at the university, 

and I went out there to report their progress and conclusions. 

He had an office downtown in the Loop, hy Lake Michigan. As 

he told me once, "Down here I make the money that permits me to 

do what I'm doing at the university. I have a lot of society 

women as patients, and so I make quite a bit of money here." 

There are quite a few of the medical professors that do this, 

I think. He was wonderful but he didn't know anything about 

tuberculosis. He knew everything about nutrition, and he said 

to me, "You're undernourished," which I was. I was so under-

nourished I was having enormous boils. I couldn't understand it. 

He gave me vitamins. In those days it was so different. I 

remember he gave me vitamin B in suspension, wheat germ in 

suspension, meaning in oil, and also liver extract, horrible-

tasting things. He gave them to me free. He was a generous 

man; he never charged me for any of these things, or for going 

to see him. He was perfect to me, except that he didn't know 

what was wrong with me. By the time he found out, I had far-

advanced tuberculosis. I worked for eight months at least 

after I had started to have T.B. But this, I found in my long 

association with doctors, is not uncommon. Most doctors are 
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not very competent when it comes to diagnosis. 

But getting back to Wrigley, he had just instituted some 

hocus-pocus deal in which he was going to hook into the cotton 

market and boost the sale of cotton through the sale of gum. 

Don't ask me to try to remember what it was, but this was the 

sort of scheme that was typical in those days. And another 

such weird story that I remember covering was of Big Bill Thompson, 

mayor of Chicago, who announced he was going to (or did, and I 

can't remember which now) conduct a raffle--get everybody 

revved up with a big raffle so that they would get out of the 

Depression. 

Dixon: Circulating money with a raffle. 

Larson: Right. Getting everbody cheerful and having them 

raffle themselves out of the Depression, out of the dumps. All 

sorts of things like this seemed to be going on in those days. 

And in the street cars, I remember, there were car cards, 

quoting President Hoover: "Don't stop buying because it will 

cause a downward spiral," so that you felt personally responsible. 

I said this earlier, but the United Press had a policy that 

we were to make a national roundup and call on all the UP 

bureaus in the western United States, west of us and in the 

Midwest, to send in a list of any people hired each day. Just 

think of this! I remember one day that we sent out a story to 

the effect that 219 people had been hired that day. On that 

same day, the biggest farm-implements manufacturing company in 

the nation let out 10,000 people and closed down. We didn't 
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say a word about it; we skipped it because those were our orders. 

UP's assumption was that people would get panicky and other 

large-scale layoffs would start. Well it isn't the function of 

a big news agency to manage the news. It's supposed to tell you 

the news and all the news. I am sure that the newspaper editors 

would have taken it upon themselves to properly reduce such an 

item so that its panic content would be reduced. They were 

only too willing to play ball, as the saying goes, locally. 

But we were engaged in the operation too. We were trying to 

practice a Coue thing, you know, or play Mary Baker Eddy, or 

whoever you want to bring up as a proper philosopher of optimism 

under such circumstances. 

Dixon: Yes, positive thinking. 

Larson: The power of positive thinking, yes. Naturally, it 

wouldn't work. What happened was that it delayed and postponed 

the real settlement of what was wrong. We had people going 

around and talking to themselves in this preposterous fashion, 

believing it. Or not really believing it, but pretending it--

whistling through the graveyard. 

I suppose I could think of many more incidents connected 

with the Depression that really impressed me but it's not neces-

sary. I returned to LA then, at the behest of Bob Kenny and 

other former fellow reporters. Supposedly they had made all 

arrangements for my going to Olive View (the county's T.B. sani-

tarium). But when I got back I found out they hadn't made any 

arrangements at all. I had to live as cheaply as possible and 

got a crummy room In the old Clift Hotel at Fourth and Figueroa. 

I then got in touch with the fellows and they said they were 
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going to do something. I wouldn't say this was atypical; it 

was pretty typical of us reporters. We paved the way to hell 

itself with good intentions along with the best of them. And 

they really meant what they promised and I regarded them as 

warm and generous friends, except that they didn't feel the 

urgency that I felt once I knew that I had to get care and I 

wasn't working. 

I think about the third or fourth day I was in Los Angeles 

nothing had happened and I was still in this lousy old broken-

down hotel. I was walking, and I was kind of lonesome and gloomy. 

I had walked to Chinatown for dinner. I shouldn't have been 

walking in the first place; it was at least a mile or two from 

where I was. I was returning to the hotel through the tunnel 

when I had a hemorrhage. It wasn't a big one, but I started 

spitting up blood. That rather alarmed me and made me mad too, 

so I called these guys. They could always get action if they 

wanted to; this was the whole point of it, and I suppose this 

was sort of burning me too. All of us knew strings you could 

pull because of working on the paper. So immediately an ambulance 

came from Georgia Street Receiving Hospital and took me there, 

from the hotel. Then I was transferred to the communicable 

diseases ward of the old General Hospital, in a gloomy, old 

red brick building. When I landed there it was absolutely jammed; 

it was out of this world, this place. I had never been there 

before to see anyone or as part of covering a story. I remember 

it did set me back to be a patient in such a skidrow ward, 

but not too much because I didn't realize the serious state 

of my health. It was so crowded, there was barely room to 
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sidle between the beds that stood out from the walls on both 

sides of this huge ward. It was so crowded that they had 

still another row of beds coming down the center of the ward, 

jamming what would ordinarily be aisle space between the other 

rows of beds. The fellows in the beds were mostly terminal 

cases, off Skid Row and all the slums of the city. This didn't 

upset me terribly, I must say. I had worked in logging camps, 

on ranches, and beoi a seaman. I felt ther^ and feel now, that it 

was a good experience in the sense that I experienced personally 

how these people were treated and neglected—something I hadn't 

realized before; and I didn't identify my self apart, as I say, 

for the very simple reason that I had done too many laboring 

jobs as a kid. So these were the kinds of guys I had known often 

and lived with in my earlier life. 

I remember sitting there and watching two guys die. (I would 

wander around the ward; I wasn't supposed to. I loved to talk 

to people so I would wander around and talk to them. I met some 

wonderful characters—a Negro pimp, a young guy, who told me 

wonderful stories of how he was a pimp and how he operated and 

the whole thing. And a nice guy. I mean, OK, that's your role, 

and I accepted it. I talked to these different fellows.) I 

was talking to one fellow and I was looking at a Mexican guy 

when his head kind of fell back and he just died. He never made 

a sound or moved his body. He quietly died, that's all. Then 

a few days later I was out in the same area of the ward, talking 

to another fellow, and there was a Chinese fellow, probably a 

Chinatown cook, who started screaming horribly, and obviously 

was dying. Within ten minutes he was dead. I felt so sorry for 
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him. (That's a weak way of putting it.) I felt greatly moved 

because here was a guy absolutely isolated from fellow Chinese, 

who spoke very little English if any, you see, and with no 

friends, nobody. I at least was in a city where I had many 

friends and knew many people, knew how to get out of my dilemma. 

Well, anyhow, a number of deaths occurred, but none touched 

me personally at this point. None touched me because I didn't 

identify with the dying patients as one who also might die. 

It couldn't happen; it wasn't going to happen to me. I was 

that confident about recovering at that time. 

I was walking, even though I wasn't supposed to get up; 

I was supposed to use the bedpan. But I would wander about 

the ward, go to the lavatory and smoke cigarettes. (I hadn't 

given up smoking.) They had to keep making room; if you 

didn't die they had. to get rid of you because other guys were 

being brought in so they could die in bed instead of along Skid 

Row. The death rate wasn't keeping enough vacancies in the 

ward so they had to get rid of the excess. The county had at 

that time, under lease arrangement, a number of rest homes, so-

called. I was sent to one at Newhall called Wildwood Sanitarium. 

I was put in a shack with a young Mexican guy--a very nice guy 

who had been born down in Baja California. I remember we didn't 

have our clothes; we had old grey county pajamas. Every day 

I was running a temperature of 101® but not suffering because 

you don't have many pains or aches with T.B. to warn you that 

your lungs are being destroyed. It felt good to be out in the 

sun so I often sat on the ground outside, just to be warm. It felt 
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chilly in the shack, because it was wintertime. They'd send 

a doctor once a week to check our condition and "see how you 

guys were doing." 

So here were all us discards of human society up at Newhall, 

housed in a collection of shacks. As I say, we were the strag-

glers that weren't dying forthrightly and they weren't getting 

rid of us so promptly. When you have T.B. you don't feel like 

eating and we were being fed very unappetizing stuff. We 

frequently had weenies and beans for dinner^ and I mean all too 

frequently. Of course the sanitarium was feeding us under 

contract arrangement, so the cheaper the better for them. 

I really didn't mind living in a shack at all. But I 

did mind what happened to us as patients when I saw how the 

young Mexican who shared the cabin with me was totally neglected 

when he had a massive hemorrhage one day. There was no one 

to look out for him; he was left to lie there for hours in all 

the blood he had coughed up. I remember I notified some em-

ployee at once, but they didn't do anything about it. 

He had said to me many times, "Come with me, we'll go down 

to Mexico. My folks live down there," he said, "and down 

there they have a way of curing tuberculosis." He told me the 

treatment used by his people had to do with eating the meat 

or blood of the large sea turtles found in the Gulf of California. 

"And this way we'll get healthy again." I fancied the idea because 

we both wanted to get away from this awful place where we 

weren't getting any care at all—none. 
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So anyhow, after his frightening hemorrhage this poor 

fellow said, "I'm not going to die in this place; I'm leaving." 

And he walked out. Weak as he was, he got up within a couple 

of days and went out and hitchhiked back to Los Angeles. I've 

often wondered what became of him: Did he make it? Did he die 

on the way? Did he get home and die? What happened to him? 

Then I remember another fellow at Wildwood who took another 

way out. You could get codeine--four grains, I think. He 

committed suicide; he just saved his daily doses until he had 

enough to put him out of his misery. Two fellows committed 

aaicide while I was there, because they felt that they were 

abandoned, and they just bumped themselves off. Of course, 

I didn't feel a bit like dying at that point. But I was mad 

after what happened to my Mexican friend. I was so damned mad 

that I wrote to Kenny. I said, "I'll be a son of a bitch if 

I stay in this place any longer. If I don't get to Olive View 

Sanitarium I'm getting out of here. I'm not going to die in 

this dump." And boy! The next day I was in Olive View. You 

know, that's all it took. I really laid it on the line. 

I was not going to stay; I had already put two or three months 

in these dumps, in the General Hospital and Wildwood. I'm not 

talking about days; I put in two or three months in these hell-

hole places. Anyhow, they got me right in through Supervisor 

Prank Shaw. All they did was call Frank Shaw and bang--I got 

in Olive View the next day. Naturally, there was no comparison 

between Olive View and these other dumping grounds. It was the 

best that you could hope to want, anywhere. I know the patients 
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were supposed to pay a certain amount if they could, or sign up 

to pay for it someday, but because I came in through Bob Kenny 

and Frank Shaw, they never came near me on this subject, never 

asked me to do a thing about it. I couldn't pay then anyhow; 

it was impossible at that point. But I was never asked to sign 

up to pay at some future time. Altogether, I was in the General 

Hospital and Wildwood Sanitarium and Olive View Sanitarium for 

something like four years. 

Dixon: How long were you on your back after you got there? 

Larson: All the time I was there, practically. Toward the very 

end, after I had been getting pneumothorax treatment on my left 

side for years, the doctor examined me and said it looked as 

though I was getting an infiltration in my right lung also 

after three and a half years. He said my left lung had improved. 

It was under pneumothorax and semi-collapsed. So he said, 

"You might as well go home for a while, and then come back and 

I'll give you a pneumothorax on both sides,"--bilateral pneu-

mothorax, they call it. 

This was a horrible thing to contemplate, because I had 

seen a young fellow next to me killed by this kind of treatment. 

He had what they call a spontaneous collapse, and his lungs 

both went down on him one night. They kept him alive for about 

three months and I saw this husky, powerful, young fellow--

big, huge,bony young guy--become a veritable skeleton. This was 

the special danger in a bilateral pneumothorax. It was bad 

enough to have a spontaneous collapse in one lung; this could 
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kill you by itself, if it came down fast enough. If you already 

have one lung that's partially collapsed and your other lung 

collapses, you're done for. Beside pneumothorax, I had also 

had an operation to burn away adhesions that were interfering 

with the effectiveness of the pneumothorax treatments. This 

was done by inserting a pencil-size, hollow trocar between a 

couple of ribs and then an electrical cauterizer was run through 

the trocar into the pleural cavity between the lung and inside 

chest wall. I was lying on the table and a big electric spark 

went from this metal trocar to the surgeon's nose, about that 

far. [laughter] He jumped back like he had been electrocuted; 

he nearly was. There had been a short circuit in the machine 

and parts for repair had to be obtained from Germany, so I had 

to undergo this bit of surgery all over again in about three 

months. 

But anyhow, I was in bed nearly four years. I could go 

into that but no use. Really, though, those years certainly 

fastened upon me a neurosis that became very pronounced. I 

finally did get the idea I might die. I not only got it; I 

finally became convinced that I was not going to live. Even 

after I got out, it never did make sense, for I don't know how 

many years, that I could still be alive. I'd had T.B. throat 

for a while. For seven months I was in a "dying room." (Each 

ward had one room where the worst patient was isolated) I was 

in there for seven months. It's like being put in the death 

cell, psychologically, at least. But I loved to argue and talk, 

and in the ward it was not good, if you had T.B. throat; my 
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talking irritated my throat constantly. As time went on, the 

whole thing seemed to be: "I'm getting it worse." 

Dixon: But you survived them all. 

Larson: I did. And it's been thirty years since I was discharged 

as cured. Those four years in bed had the most influence on 

my life--on my way of looking at life--of all the years I have 

lived. You think that you can never get going again, but you 

do. 

Dixon: It must have been a frightening thing to come back into 

the world. 

Larson: Very much so. One of the fellows in our ward had 

worked for the telephone company. His job was waiting for him 

when he returned. He had a nice wife and one or two little chil-

dren, and he made the mistake of becoming a Christian Scientist. 

I mean this seriously, because it turned out to be a life-

destroying mistake. He believed it and he practiced it, and he 

wouldn't stay in bed. He was going to rely on faith and belief 

to cure him. The doctors said, "OK, you won't stay in bed; this 

ward is for bed patients, so you go to the ambulatory ward,"--

which he did. But within six months or so he became so ill 

that he had to go to the hospital and have a thoracoplasty--

a rib resection operation where they collapse the diseased 

lung by removing part of your ribs. And after he went through 

this ordeal, his wife left him. Then he became so frightened 

of life that when I left the sanitarium he was on his feet again, 

but he was too frightened to leave. He was working in the 

laboratory running specimens back and forth between the wards 
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and the lab. He just couldn't bear to go out into the world 

again where all his hopes had collapsed. He wasn't the only-

one, but he stands out conspicuously because of all those people 

I knew there who seemed to have everything set up for them 

for the future--everything going OK--he was ahead of us all. 

He completely smashed his future by taking up Christian Science and 

actually practicing it. I had another friend in the ward who 

also became a Christian Scientist, but he was playing it safe; 

he never failed to do everything the doctor said. He didn't 

miss a chance, and he came out beautifully. 

Superior Judge Douglas L. Edmonds, who later was named to 

the State Supreme Court, was a Christian Scientist. When he 

came to see me the first time, he brought me Science and Health 

and The Key to the Scriptures, a handsome India paper, bound 

volume, specially inscribed. It was intended to help me make 

my recovery. My gratitude was such that I sold it to this 

other guy for two bucks, and he read it devoutly and made a 

wonderful cure. But if the doctors said, "Don't move," then he 

wouldn't move all day. We'd ridicule him and laugh at him. 

His name was Jake Wickser and we used to laugh at him. "What 

the hell's the matter with you, Jake? Why don't you move a 

couple of inches at least?" Then he'd give us a Christian 

Science grin and just lie there like Buddha. Oh, we had some 

rare characters in that place. I learned to like Mexican people 

especially well in Olive View, because they were without exception, 

as far as I knew in our ward, nice and cheerful guys. Patient, 

cheerful and courteous. Thoughtful people; I like them. I 
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don't say that all Mexicans are like this; that's a stereotype. 



TAPE NUMBER: V, SIDE ONE 

January 19, 1966 

Larson: I got out of Olive View in 1935- I'd had the news 
that I'd probably have to have a bilateral pneumothorax, that 
I might as well go home and spend a few months and then return 
to the sanitarium to undergo this medical technique that I so 
dreaded and feared. 

Mamie was living with her folks at 1619 West Pico Street 
at the time. It was a big house of eighteen rooms which her 
father had built in 1914. He was an interesting man who had 
a large library on the third, or top, story of his residence. 
In it were nearly 30,000 volumes of Chinese works, which usually 
are not of the same thickness as American volumes. He gave 
10,000 of the books to the library at USC before he died. 
He was one of the last of the classical Chinese scholars. 
He wrote poetry and there were poetry scrolls around on the 
walls showing his scholarly skill in Chinese calligraphy . 

I lived upstairs at 1619 West Pico about three months and 
then went back to Olive View. Being away from the sanitarium 
had healed up the infiltration in my right lung. But I was very 
fearful of having a relapse so I stayed at Olive View a couple 
of months. The doctor wanted me to stay also, just to make sure 
my TB was actually arrested after my four years of "taking the cure." 
I was supposed to stay in bed most of the time, but the doctor 
said I might as well be at home, because it was killing me 
psychologically to be in that place year after year. 
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Mamie had come back from Chicago a year or so after I 

entered Olive View. She was living in San Fernando with Stanley, 

our son, during the big earthquake in 1933 • I think I mentioned 

that when the earthquake occurred everybody who could, got 

up and ran out of the ward I was in. Stanley and his mother 

lived in a concrete-block house and I was positive that such a 

terrific jolt would collapse the structure. There was no way 

of getting any news, and I was enormously shaken up emotionally 

that night, I remember. My complete weakness didn't permit 

me to get up and move; I couldn't even have crawled out of the 

ward on my hands and knees, I was so weak. The first stories we 

heard broadcast (I believe it was a KNX story) said that 500 

people had been reported killed, mainly in the Long Beach area. 

Naturally all of us were agitated. Mamie worked on the San 

Fernando Valley Sun for a while. She did little squibby pieces 

for the society section and local stuff, just to make a few bucks. 

Subsequently, she got a job with the State Relief Administratbn as 

a medical social worker, although she had no background in it. 

When I got out of Olive View finally, she was doing that and was 

assigned to an office in the southeast part of town. So we moved, 

I remember, out to 60th Street. 

I was in bed all the time and she hired someone to come in 

every day and clean the house and cook. Of course, she hardly 

made any money, but then it took hardly any money, either, to 

get such help. The person she hired was a high school girl 

who didn't have any money, so it was a universal situation that we 

were in. 
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Dixon: Did you do a lot of reading? 

Larson: I read, read, read all the time. That's what I had done 

in Olive View and I kept up my reading after I got out. I 

never went to a university, but I feel in many ways I had a 

superior advantage in that repect, because I did have a chance, 

during the more than four years I was in bed to read enormously. 

I didn't read always things that were of the greatest value 

to me. I mean they were valuable but they weren't of the greatest 

value. 

Just to revert a moment, something just occurred to me 

about being in Olive View. One of the patients had the complete 

works of Edgar Allen Poe in one volume. In the volume was a 

little short story called "The Art of Diddling." I said to 

Bill Rich, the fellow next to me, "I have a terrific idea. 

Let's publish this piece by itself and advertise it in Love 

Story Magazine. We'll just use the title and say 'Art of 

Diddling' by world-famous author but not give his name and 

mention that it is unexpurgated." Well, as you know, the word 

"diddle" as commonly used has a sexual connotation, but it 

doesn't actually in the dictionary. I looked it up and all 

it has to do with is cheating, so I thought this was a wonder-

fully Ironic, delightful trick to pull on the public, because 

they would react the same way I did when I started to read it. 

You couldn't have been more let down to read it; it was such a 

dismal thing it wasn't worth reading, even if you had known 

what it was going to be about. Mamie didn't think anything 

of the idea; she though it was disgraceful. So I abandoned my 

idea to Rich, and when he got out of Olive View, he published 
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the story in a very small folder and added one item to the ad 

and ran it: he put "Daringly illustrated." The "daringly 

illustrated" was a reproduction of an old post-card which he 

included with the cheaply printed story. It showed dames in 

long outmoded French bathing suits. They were as preposterous 

as the story. 

What gave me the idea of publishing the Poe story was an 

ad in one of the True Confession or Love Story magazines that 

some of the fellows in the ward read from time to time. It 

said that for one dollar the latest unexpurgated "Maggie and 

Jiggs" and "Tillie the Toiler" jokes could be obtained. Having 

been a reporter, I suspected a hoax. I knew you couldn't send 

through the mails anything that was rotten; it was impossible to 

send such stuff without being caught. In spite of my warnings, 

they took up a collection (a dime each from the guys). Sure 

enough, what they got was a single strip of orange-colored paper 

about four inches wide and it had one joke for each of several 

comic-strip characters. As might be expected, the jokes were 

completely innocuous and not even slightly off color; not one. 

I think Rich made about $2,000 before Post Office Department 

inspectors told him they would start to prosecute him. What 

it amounted to was a threat to harass him so that all his profits 

would be used up paying legal fees. So he had no choice, for 

$2,000 during the Depression was a lot of money to gamble against 

the Post Office people. Unfortunately, he bought a new car and 

plunged over a cliff. Maybe he was drunk; I don't know. 

I was in a very bad condition mentally and emotionally 
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after four long years of being down on my back. I was leery 

to venture forth in the world. We got a car, a used Plymouth, 

and to be able to drive immediately made an enormous difference. 

It really rescued me because I was living in the greatest tre-

pidation and fear; I was absolutely fearful all the time, even when 

I was driving. But at least I could do something. I knew I 

could always go somewhere and get back from somewhere. So this 

was great; this really made a great difference in my life. 

I'd felt imprisoned in bed for four years. I was told so many 

times, "You're supposed to lie still and don't move." The 

doctors disposed of their responsibility by saying, "You stay 

in bed." That's the safest thing to do from their standpoint, 

since they weren't so sure of what could happen. It took me 

a long time to get the message, but when I got it, it took me 

a hell of a longer time to get over it. I had never had such 

fears before. 

Then I tried to get back into circulation a little bit, and 

working for the California Zoological Society was the way I 

got back. I read something in the paper about them and that 

they had taken over the old Selig Movie Zoo out by Lincoln Park 

on Mission. It was also near the Cawston Ostrich Farm, which 

was still operating then. I don't remember exactly how it 

came about,, but I made some sort of arrangement with them. 

They had set themselves up as a nonprofit organization to preserve 

the zoo. It was about to be lost. Naturally, everything of that 

sort was being lost during the Depression. It had been a very 

profitable enterprise before. They depended on sightseers, 
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paying admissions, to sustain it, more or less; so they were in 

a had shape. The Zoological Society was trying to sell memberships, 

and I went to work on a contingent basis to handle publicity. 

The conditions were such that I even had two unpaid assistants, 

young fellows. One had been at Olive View and put out the patients' 

paper there. Both wanted to know how to do publicity and they 

were willing to work for carfare only. I know we were there for 

six or eight months at least. The thing floundered and we 

changed the name to Zoo Park, trying to pep it up a bit. The 

only money I ever did make, was when I got Melvin Kuntz,, the lion 

tamer, to do a testimonial for Camel cigarettes. He wanted the 

fame and I wanted the money. Melvin and Jackie, his prize lion , 

appeared in color in the Saturday Evening Post, etc. I was paid 

$500. 

But we had a wonderful time, as far as enjoying life around 

the zoo was concerned. I found out, for one thing, that it's 

not true that elephants are afraid of mice. Anna May, our 

famous elephant, was in a stable with another elephant named 

Jenny, and I remember one day they took up the floorboards to 

clean the stall and literally hundreds of mice ran in all directions. 

One night Jenny died of pneumonia. That night I remember 

well. It was rather cold; it must have been in winter or early 

spring. Her trainer, Frank Phillips, was desperately trying to 

keep her on her feet, and he was prodding her back and forth 

in front of the zoo's headquarters. Then he gave her a quart of 

whiskey. We poured it down her--made her open her mouth and 

poured it in, but she died anyhow. There's something more 
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pathetic about such a mammoth creature like that dying than 

there is about other, smaller things. 

I don't know what happened to Anna May ultimately, but I 

remember she was a pleasure to everybody. Her stomach would 

apparently stand anything. She loved cigarettes--I don't mean 

lighted ones. Just give her a cigarette and she would immedi-

ately swallow it; she loved it. Or give her a candied apple 

on a stick; she would grind up the whole thing, stick and all; 

she loved that. She was great, and of course the lions and all 

the other animals we had at the zoo were great. I arranged 

many special events for wheel-chair patients, kids in general, 

and the public at large, in order to attract attention. I'm 

quite sure that I brought a lot of attention to the zoo, no 

question about that. But still it wasn't enough to drag the 

old zoo out of the mire they were in. Frank Buck used to come 

around to visit Billy Richards, the fellow who ran it, and the 

various trainers. When the Zoological Society folded, Richards 

moved the animals to Jungleland near Thousand Oaks. 

Dixon: Was that the same property that used to be Gay's Lion 

Farm? 

Larson: No, Gay's Lion Farm was over in El Monte. The Selig 

Zoo went back to Selig, the Selig Pictures of silent movie 

days. He was one of the very first of the silent movie producers. 

This is the reason I think it would be worthwhile, because of 

its connection with the early days of the silent pictures, to 

try to get the stories of Frank Metcalf, another elephant man, 

and Madame Olga Celeste, trainer of black leopards, and the others 
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I have mentioned. Olga could tell you plenty. She still talks 

with a slight Swedish accent, I think. 

Well anyhow, after that I attempted to do other things and 

none of them turned out well. All this time I was trying to 

just ease into life again. I felt that I had to work under 

circumstances where I could not break down. I didn't want to 

go through that again. I didn't want a regular full-time job, 

cut-and-dried as to hours, where I had to be there in spite 

of how I felt. I answered an ad in connection with the projected 

writing of a book, and I found out that the ad was put in the 

paper by a woman by the name of Lulabelle Seidler. She told 

me she was an oil woman from Oklahoma, but hated being called 

Seidler, her married name. She had divorced Seidler, whoever 

he was, and she wanted to be known by the name of Ma Sanders. 

She was in her late sixties, I guess. (It was in the Depression, 

let me say again.) She wanted to publish an autobiographical 

book about her pioneer upbringing in Oklahoma and how she had 

made a big success in life--she wanted to tell the whole story 

and wanted me to write it. She had actually checked the refer-

ences I gave and found out that I would be OK to do this job. 

So I started to work for her. And she looked like a Lulabelle; 

she looked like a Ma Sanders. She was a big, husky, grey-haired 

woman, rather dynamic, and she seemed to be absolutely OK when 

she'd tell her stories. She told me a lot about her childhood 

and how as a kid she had lived in a log cabin down in Oklahoma. 

Her mother used to make her underpants out of flour sacks and 

she was ashamed because the brand remained—a boast called the 

"Pride of Denver." 
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I wrote a couple of chapters I thought were very good but 

she didn't. I should have kept them. I wrote them in a way 

I considered appropriate to her childhood and as she had spoken, 

in a homey, earthy vein. She didn't like this because it wasn't 

high-class enough. She had a chauffeur and she lived out in 

Leimert Park in a brand-new apartment house and seemed to have 

money, and she paid me regularly, fifty dollars a week. It 

wasnft much but she paid me regularly. So she got someone else 

to write her book, The Common Herd. After explaining that she 

wanted someone else to write it, she said, "You do the publicity 

for my book." I think she arranged with someone like Harper's 

to publish it; I'm not sure now. 

To get advance publicity, she made a trip up through Kern 

County, up to Arvin, to Delano and other places where the 

Okies had settled. She took a lot of used clothes I had col-

lected for the project in newspaper and radio appeals. I got 

publicity all over America for this woman. She made a trip 

to New York to arrange for the publishing, and everywhere she 

stopped she was interviewed. She got big interviews in the 

Los Angeles Times, she met Harry Chandler, and he like her. 

(There's a good denouement to this story, the only reason for 

telling it.) Before the end of the assignment, she told me that 

she had sold 80,000 copies of the book. Later on I was in a 

book store on Sixth (at that time there were several old book 

stores along Sixth), and I ran across thousands of volumes of 

her book, remainders, just heaped up on the floor, and they 

were giving them away for nineteen cents a copy. Before that, 
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I had believed her. It was strange--in spite of my cynicism 

and general skepticism, and after all the people I had inter-

viewed, I had never disbelieved this woman. She seemed genuine, 

you know. 

I didn't agree with her viewpoints but I felt that she 

was honest in her attitudes and meant what she said: "3?m old 

stock; I made it and the others can. I made a lot of dough in oil." 

She told me all about her career as an oil promoter. The essence 

of her book The Common Herd was, "I worked hard all my life and 

so have you. We're all in the common herd together. By acting 

like pioneers again, we can save America from the Depression 

and rejuvenate the American spirit of self-reliance." 

She was closely associated with a Baptist minister--I 

can't remember his name, unfortunately. But she told me later 

that he was no good. I kept in touch with her over the 

years. Occasionally she would phone me, and she would tell 

me what had been happening in her life. She told me that this 

fellow had deliberately pushed his car over one of the bluffs 

down at the beach to collect his car insurance. 

As things finally ended up, she was indicted by the Grand 

Jury for fleecing the postmaster of Los Angeles, William 

Jennings Bryan, Jr. She was charged with swindling him out of 

$4,000 on some kind of a deal--an oil deal, I think. She was 

a very convincing woman and her grandmotherly appearance gave 

her an air of complete respectability. Dick Cantillon handled 

her case, and I've got to talk to Dick and find out what happened. 
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They might ultimately have dismissed it; I don't know. She 

was a rare character, I nust say. 

I took my son Stanley one day on a Unitarian Sunday school 

picnic up Topanga Canyon, at Barton's Ranch. The year was 1939 

or 1940. Barton's was a private school conducted in a back-to-

the-land atmosphere. The kids who went to school also helped 

with the chores around the place. It was run in a sort of 

Old World fashion. Sven Hildor Barton and his wife were Theo-

sophists. I know these people intimately; they have a ranch 

now up near Springville, one of the southern entrances of Sequoia 

National Park, at the foot of the mountains. It's an eighty-acre 

place called Graham Creek Ranch. Topanga became too citified 

for them, and I think they were a little fed up with the school 

operation. 

While the Topanga picnic was going on, I talked to Barton. 

He had a bunch of goats and a big spring and a wonderful spring 

house, and he had decorated it to make it look Swedish. He had 

a stonemason, Frank Hoerzenhauer, brought from Europe, and he had 

done much rock work around the place. I immediately became 

interested because I had always liked to live out in the "sticks" 

anyhow, and this is what I wanted to do. So I told him, "I 

would sure like to live up here." I felt that I needed to from 

the standpoint of my health--I wanted to be outside. We hit it 

off pretty well and before long he notified me about a cabin I 

could get for fifteen dollars a month. So Stan and I moved 

up to Topanga. This doesn't imply any exceptional dissension, 

any split or anything close to it, in my relationship with Mamie. 

We just felt it would be a better thing for my health if I did. 
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She would stay with her folks on Pico Street and then come up 

weekends. Or we'd usually drive downtown and bring her up for 

Saturdays and Sundays. I remember that the cabin had no bathroom 

of any kind. Instead, we had an outhouse and we had an outdoor 

coldwater showei; and Stan and I showered outside the year around. 

I had lived on ranches, so I didn't mind it; I liked it all right, 

and it was beautiful country up there. The Depression was still 

on and everybody was living in Depression circumstances. 

One thing you find in a place like Topanga, you find all 

kinds of odd characters. Some may think it's cheaper to live 

"in the wilds" but actually it's more expensive. You live 

primitively at greater cost, all things considered, than you would 

in the city. But you also have a sense of being away from it 

all, and certainly the people are more interesting, by and large 

(even if they are more politically reprehensible, a lot of them), 

than people are in town, because they aren't generally conformists. 

Topanga Canyon is beautiful country and I have often wondered 

why more perceptive people didn't get hold of it—those with 

money who could buy large acreages and so preserve it better. 

But anyhow, they didn't. There were all sorts of fellows like 

myself up there. There was a young artist and his wife—Elwood and 

Edel Fordham—living on fifty dollars a month, only a few 

hundred yards away from our cabin. They had gone to the Kansas 

City Art Institute and studied under Thomas Hart Benton and they 

were married as students there. 

Barton found out that some property was available tack of 

his place—nineteen acres that had been part of a subdivision 

before the Depression and laid out in ouarter-, half-, and third-
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acre plots. The Bank of California had foreclosed a mortgage 

on the land and wanted to get rid of it. I got hold of my friend 

Ray Rowe. He had stayed for some months up there with Stan and 

me when he was at the Malibu sheriff's substation, when he first 

transferred there. The bank wanted approximately $275 an acre 

for the property, property valued at three or four thousand 

dollars an acre before the crash of 1929« There were four of us 

in on the nineteen acres. We sort of split it. The part I 

got was 3.65 acres. Barton bought some more land because there 

was a ridge between his place and my place and he didn't want 

anyone to build on that ridge and be able to look down on his place. 

His idea was to run a line straight along the ridgetop and divide it 

between us so that it would be a boundary barrier. It was a good 

idea for those times anyhow. Ray wanted the creek bottom; he got 

four acres fronting on Old Topanga Canyon Road so that he would 

have a creek running through his property. 

After the deal was made, we started to build a house. It 

was a sort of a pioneer adventure. I got hold of a couple of 

Canyon guys during the Depression who could do the building and they 

worked for almost nothing by present standards. I simply drew a 

rectangular structure with a ruler on a piece of paper and showed 

the measurements. That's all the design there was; no design, in 

other words. Subsequently, after the place was all finished (and it 

was never really properly finished), I asked an architect friend to 

prepare a remodeling design for me. His name was Gregory Ain, and 

he had built a lot of award-winning houses. He taught architecture 

at USC. Greg looked the place over and said, "Why not tear it down 





193 

and start all over again?" That was all he ever contributed. 

You couldn't get any loans from a hank on property in 

Topanga. You had to pay for construction as you went along. 

The reason loans weren't granted was because the fire hazard 

was too great. As you saved a few bucks, you'd add a little. 

One of the things that we did was a little unusual. I found out 

you could get discarded crossarms that had been used on telephone 

and electrical power poles. They are four-by-eights, knot-free 

and, of course, thoroughly weathered. Whatever the reason, when 

they have to take a crossarm down, they don't reuse it, although 

the used timbers seem very stalwart and strong. A bunch of them 

had been accumulated by the Pacific Electric and were on sale 

for a dime each. With the help of a friend who had a truck, I 

collected at least 500 of those things. I had it in mind they 

could be used for floor joists and wall studs. Both the living 

room and the kitchen made use of the crossarms. 

I got great pleasure, I tell you, out of that sort of 

pioneering. My son hated it. He was only ten or eleven years 

old and I made him go with me to the new property and we would 

work like hell over there. We planted fruit trees, and that meant 

carrying water. I got some barrels. Because of the Depression 

it was possible to buy good oak, fifty-gallon barrels that had 

contained marshmallow for two bits each. They were still gummy 

with marshmallow and had to be scrubbed and hosed out before they 

could be used as water barrels. I also got used lumber. I'd 

go where they were wrecking a building and buy used lumber. It 

was cheap. 
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Our [rented] cabin where we first lived, was an old-style 

California board-and-batten structure. It didn't have a single 

wall stud in it. If you think of the force of an earthquake 

shock, and nothing but redwood planks going up from the floor to 

the ceiling to hold up the roof, its flimsiness is quite obvious. 

As soon as our own house was up, Stan and I moved into it. We 

didn't have electricity or running water. We did have a gas stove and 

we used bottled gas. Meantime, we managed to get a well drilled. It 

had a pumping capacity of 20,000 gallons a day, which is pretty good 

for Topanga. I found some old pipes from the bankrupt subdivision 

and used them to carry water from the well to the house. We used 

kerosene lamps for light and an oil stove for heat. 

On the mountainside above us lived Dolores Trujillo, the 

Mexican (or mostly Indian) man who had lived there since his 

birth on land homesteaded by his father in the l880's. I have 

only met a couple of Mexicans I think were inherently and funda-

mentally great men in character, and he was one. He and his 

family lived in a pioneer-days cabin, and it reminded me of 

similar ranch buildings and bunkhouses I had known in Wyoming and 

Colorado. He previously had another place in the canyon, but he 

couldn't afford it. After the Depression hit him he was forced 

to sell that part of the original Trujillo homestead. All he 

salvaged from the family homesite was the old cabin, which he and 

his team of horses dragged to his remaining mountainside acres 

and there he put it on a foundation of fieldstones. And there 

he and his wife, small son and daughter lived. An old wood 

stove out of the past heated the place and cooked their food. 
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Those Depression years in Topanga were good years. I've 

looked back many times and I've enjoyed those good "bad" years 

most. I felt I was able to do something directly connected with 

the process of living, of surviving effectively during difficult 

times. During the Depression, this way of dealing with life 

appealed to many Americans in the city (as in New York at the time 

of the power blackout when you're caught hopelessly, entrapped by 

the vast machinery of the metropolis, and you can't do anything 

about it). So, romantically, you entertain the idea (and one 

certainly did during the Depression), "I'm going to eat, anyhow. 

I want a place of my own." 

I had a goat at one time. I bought a goat; I had rabbits. 

I couldn't bear to kill them. I finally had to give up the 

rabbits. The goat was bitten by a rattlesnake, I think, or ate 

something poisonous, and died. I had a big garden and raised 

artichokes and tomates—everything but root vegetables like 

carrots and beets because that adobe ground was as hard as 

rocks. 

We had a few rattlesnakes. I never was very fearful of 

snakes. I overcame my initial fear of them as a boy and since then 

snakes haven't frightened me. I wouldn't attempt to pickoneup, but 

I feel that ordinarily they are as afraid of me as I am of them. 

They're not going to hang around waiting for a chance to bite me if 

they have a chance to go somewhere, and so I just try to watch out. 

We had the wonderful coyotes then. They're marvelous; it 

made me sick when they exterminated them. I used to love to 

listen to them at night. That's one thing that I hate to see 

disappear from the scene. 
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In those years I put up some olives. I learned how from 

Barton. I didn't actually try to can them because he said it 

was dangerous on account of possible botulism. He had olive 

trees and a wonderful way of curing the olives. He had cows, 

goats, a spring house for storing vegetables in a dark, cool 

place, and all the activities of farm life were carried on 

incessantly. And besides all this, the farm had a green for 

folk dancing, with Barton playing his violin. Marguerite Barton's 

mother had lived in China for eight years and her home on the 

ranch was full of many Chinese art objects. 

[Side Two of Tape V was not recorded.] 
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Dixon: Would you say something about your work in Civil Defense? 
Larson: I think that the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima 
certainly had a profound effect on my whole thinking. It 
suddenly made a line of demarcation in my life and in my attitudes 
about life. From the very moment it was announced, the things 
I read about this new and awesome power excited me enormously. I 
could see that all in a moment's time a great discontinuity had 
occurred in man's historic development. I was prepared the 
very first day to argue it, not because I knew anything about 
atomic physics, but I did know enough to be aware that this 
wasn't merely a bigger explosive or bomb; it went to the root 
of the nature of energy and matter. I can't tell you how that 
realization affected me. 

It affected me so much that I attempted to work with the 
atomic scientists in their new organization. It had been started 
by some of the men who had been associated with the Manhattan 
Project, men who were deeply concerned. I read about them and 
I got in contact with a young physicist who was most active, 
Dr. HIggenbotham. I met him--we had several talks--and I tried 
persistently to become an organizing staff member but the group 
was without funds and so nothing came of my attempts. I wanted 
to be on the inside if I could, because it seemed to me a great 
thing and much related to the future. The subject continued to 
fascinate me, so when Civil Defense was reactivated on account 
of the Korean War, the state organization was set up and before 
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long I made an effort to become part of its publicity staff. 
Governor Warren was in office at the time and I found it necessary 
to pull some strings before I was accepted. I was hired to do 
publicity for Civil Defense in the Los Angeles-Southern California 
regional office. 

I was with the organization from about 1951 to 1958. In 
that period of time I became quite intimately aware of how Civil 
Defense operated. Very soon after I was on the job I began to 
see that some of the activities they were engaged in had 
no effect on the populace. I'm talking about such things as 
the attempt to get people to provide themselves with survival 
supplies. I would say I had a series of running feuds in the 
organization of Civil Defense trying to induce those who were 
working for Civil Defense to do the things they were urging 
people to do. For instance, I said, "You know, not one of us 
fellows carries survival supplies in his car. Not one of us. 
And yet we fear the possibility of sudden atomic attack and we 
know that if we were Isolated we would have need, everybody 
would have need, for such emergency rations." 

Apathy was not only a public problem, it was fully as 
much a problem within our own organization. We shared with the 
public a general disbelief as to the possibility that anything 
so horrible could happen. It was the attitude that it can't 
happen here. We're going through these motions, you know, but 
it means nothing really. 

The siren warning system had to be tested occasionally to 
make sure it was operative. I objected to such a system because 
continued testing simply conditioned the public to ignore it. 
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What we needed was a warning system which would alert the people 
in a way that left no uncertainty about its meaning. The moment 
such a warning was sounded, the public would know this was it; 
this meant business. 

One of the younger staff members had a good idea to set 
up an aerial rocket system in all communities, using fire 
stations as the rocket-firing installation points. There 
are always fireman on duty, and if a genuine alert should come, 
the aerial rockets would be fired over the community. There would 
be no need at all to go through test exercises. The rockets 
would give you the message straight. "This is it"--there 
wouldn't be any uncertainty. 

From the beginning Civil Defense had many difficulties 
with the red and yellow alerts, and so forth, because of public 
confusion as to which meant what. Even we were just as uncertain 
at times. 

We went through a phase — the great evacuation phase—which 
I always advocated in those days. I was an advocate because 
I assumed that people were going to run anyhow, and there should 
be a system set up which should be universal throughout the 
country, a system of signals, signsj and symbols universally known 
in advance, so there would be no confusion in an emergency. 
If a person went from one city to another, he would know exactly 
what to do because the same signs would be seen in every city. 
All streets should be one-way exit streets from the cities 
(the target cities I'm talking about right now, not just any 
city). My view was predicated on the fact that if you feel that 
a nuclear attack Is an all-destructive force, you might as well 
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run for it and not simply sit and wait for destruction. I'd 
just as soon be killed in my automobile as in my house. So 
let's make running as easy as possible, and let's go ahead as 
far as the populace is concerned and say, "Here are the rules 
on the freeway or the one-way streets." People would know in 
advance what to do about a disabled vehicle, their own or some 
stranger's; get it out of the way and allow the exodus to 
continue swiftly. This means shoving a car off the road by 
any means possible, without regard to its being demolished in 
the process. 

Well, we went through that phase--a great debate raged 
back and forth even publicly in those days over whether there 
should be evacuation. It's all been dropped by now, I think. 
But up in the northern part of the state, I noticed, when we 
traveled there, that you still see: "This is an evacuation route." 
It always seems ridiculous. 

I felt one of the main contributions I could make to 
Civil Defense was to spot and insist upon answers to weaknesses 
in CD planning. "What do we do when we put the evacuation plan 
into effect? What do we do, for example, when people are coming 
into Sacramento on Highway #40 out of the east? How do we 
get that traffic off #40 and reverse the whole flow so that 
all lanes of freeway traffic will be flowing outward, away from 
the target area?" This is the sort of questions I kept asking. 

You know, you couldn't get our people to seriously argue 
those points and devise a remedy because they were simply going 
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through the motions of "carrying on" and not allowing themselves 
to he emotionally involved. The prospects were so gruesome 
they couldn't bear to picture them with starkly realistic 
rationality, at least, it seemed so to me time and time again. 
Dixon: Was the feeling in Civil Defense that a strike, if it 
were an atomic strike, would hit production plants, as well as 
Air Force bases? An atomic war is a one-strike (or three 
strikes probably at the most) war. It's either over and won 
or over and lost. 
Larson: That was always the assumption, yes. 
Dixon: It would be wasteful of the attacking force to hit 
production plants, because what they ought to hit are the possible 
retaliatory striking bases, and a few centers of population to 
create panic. But they wouldn't concentrate, as they did in 
World War II, on the destruction of production. 
Larson: Civil Defense took various viewpoints that followed 
national military strategy, mainly. At the time I was with them 
they wavered between these various viewpoints, but at one time it 
was felt that an enemy strike would be a major smash of the 
heavily populated cities. Just knock cities out; that would be 
adequate because it would tend to be a great deterrent and there 
wouldn't be any recuperative capacity left. 
Dixon: Yes, you can hit the cities and create the panic that's 
necessary. 
Larson: That's the point. Destroy them. Destroy the people 
in cities. They present large targets. Thus the enemy can be 
almost inevitably sure of a productive strike. That was the 
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assumption. And of course, at that time there was still heavy 
reliance on strategic air force bombing by both sides--use of 
airplanes for bombing purposes—and so it was an important 
consideration. Now it's all missiles practically; no one is 
thinking any longer in terms of airplanes. Our Civil Defense 
planning counted on enough advance warning of an impending attack 
to evacuate the target cities at least partially before a strike. 
One time a false "true" alert, a yellow alert, was transmitted 
by Hamilton Air Force Base north of San Francisco. It was a 
perfectly legitimate immediate response to a situation involving 
what seemed to be a flight of unidentified planes over the Arctic 
area. It was due, I think, to some of our own airplanes on 
maneuvers that confused the spotters at radar sites. Maybe a 
flight of Canadian geese suddenly registered on radar; I'm not 
sure now. "Whoever observed it up there had no doubt that this 
was the real thing, and we received a straight yellow alert 
out of Hamilton Air Force Base. There could be no question 
about its authenticity. The politicians, however, were so 
fearful of the consequences of going through with an alert and 
precipitating a vast evacuation of the metropolitan area, that 
Mayor Poulsen called Hamilton Air Force Base for confirmation. 
He and other municipal and county officials were scared to death 
of possible panic. They spent seven or eight minutes calling 
and stalling and checking. Fortunately for all concerned, the 
"real thing" turned out to be a mistake. But you see, this proved 
the failure of the system right then and there, because you cannot 
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rely upon a warning system that is subject to the intervention 
of politicians. I pointed this out to Civil Defense people 
who would listen. I raged up and down the halls because of this. 
"We can't ask these men to do this; it isn't fair to them. Such 
warning signals should be activated directly by the military 
so that no time is lost." 
Dixon: Yes, there can't be a middle man involved. 
Larson: No, none of us should be involved, but certainly not 
mayors and people like that. Because it's true; if you had an 
alert and people panicked and the city fell apart, that would 
be a catastrophe in itself. So you can't expect local officials 
not to be very cautious about that. But what if it had been 
a real alert? Seven minutes were lost—time that people should 
have been taking some evasive or protective action. At that time, 
such action meant getting on highways and trying to get the hell 
out of there. 

It wasn't possible to get anywhere internally. The 
political dynamite involved was tremendous. I found that our 
own people wouldn't concur and bear down for fear of being 
held responsible if the warning system fouled up in some way. 
The politicians knew the populace wasn't interested, and most 
of our own staff weren't interested, either. Except Larson. 
I was. I can't bear to work on something I think is useless 
like that —either it should work effectively or I don't want any 
part of it. 
Dixon: Tell about the recordings for the stations. 
Larson: Yes, the CONELRAD Emergency Broadcasting System required 
programming. There was no set standard out of Washington or 
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anywhere else for such programming. Our job was to use CONELRAD 
to tell the people what to do when an attack was impending. It 
occurred to me that a recognizable voice of authority ought to 
voice the emergency situation and instructions for action. The 
original plan was to use Civil Defense officials to inform and 
instruct the public. I pointed out to them that people would be 
hesitant about believing and responding to an unfamiliar official. 

It was my idea to get the governor to announce the emergency 
and make very plain that this was the real thing, and here's 
what you must do, what we're all going to do immediately. The 
Intent of such a message was to get everybody busy, without 
delay, in survival activities—and to make them know that the 
state was active also, and ready to give all its assistance. 
So I wrote the script and we made transcriptions for CONELRAD 
key stations throughout California. In every area where there 
was a CONELRAD cluster of stations, we had a key station that 
would do all of the transmitting and send the message out to 
be transmitted in relays by other stations in the cluster. 
First one station would transmit a part of the broadcast, and 
then another would broadcast the next part. This was intended to 
deceive the enemy so that he couldn't tell at exactly what point 
of the compass the broadcast was coming from and therefore wouldn't 
be able to use the broadcasting beam for homing in on the target 
city. 

CONELRAD became a ludicrous mess. Key stations in Los Angeles 
and San Francisco were very fearful of being a part of such a 
warning operation. I went many times to talk to the chief 
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engineer at KFI and [to the one] up in northern California at 
San. Francisco, and I found out that they were afraid that they 
would he held responsible in case CONELRAD were employed in an 
accidental "false-alert" situation, precipitating a vast exodus 
in which many accidents would occur and probably many persons 
injured or killed. The stations figured they would be ruined. 
You could see their point. So they said, "We have no objection 
to giving our facilities but when an emergency does occur, we 
want you to be wholly reponsible for sending out the governor's 
message." That made sense to me; I couldn't argue against that, 
and that was the idea I attempted to get over in our headquarters. 

KFI in Los Angeles kept the transcriptions to use--the 
emergency broadcast transcriptions. The CONELRAD key station In 
San Francisco did not. They were so fearful of it that as soon 
as it arrived and the manager of the station found out what it 
was, he said, "Get rid of that son of a bitch. Throw it out; 
break it up; get it out of here. I do not want that platter 
In this station. It's dynamite." And he meant business, as 
I discovered when I went to San Francisco to talk to him. He 
told me precisely what he had done and why he had done it, and 
I certainly concurred that he had done the wise thing. 

I returned to Sacramento and told our CD director about the 
situation, so other arrangements could be made to transmit the 
emergency message to the key station in San Francisco for 
broadcasting. It was agreed that the California Highway Patrol 
at Oakland would be provided with a transcription player and the 
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governor's emergency message record so that CHP would be res-
ponsible for getting the message to the key station across the 
bay and thus relieve the station of any responsibility except 
that of affording us physical broadcasting facilities. The 
actual Installation at CHP was left up to our communications 
division. About three months after we announced this new 
arrangement, Jack Foisie, of the San Francisco Chronicle, called 
me and said, "I have a memo here I made for myself three months 
ago saying that the CONELRAD system transmission operation was 
to be switched to highway patrol in Oakland. Has it been?" 

I said, "No, it's in the very process right now." I 
didn't say "no" and leave it that way. I was really panicked 
inwardly. I knew the enormous menace of this inquiry. I said, 
"They're in the very process of doing it now," knowing that they 
hadn't done anything--that the communications and finance divisions 
had been wrangling over it. Foisie is an exceptionally fine 
reporter. Luckily, however, he wasn't really interested in Civil 
Defense, or otherwise he would have said to me in the next question, 
"How in the hell has it taken three months to do this?" I 
would have tried to worm out of that and he would have started to 
bear down on me like Lawrence Spivack of "Meet the Press," and 
he would have had me, dead to rights. I knew in my mind there 
was nothing I could say that was legitimate and honest. Anyhow, 
since he was satisfied, he said, "Let me know," or something of 
the sort. And his attitutde indicated what people thought of 
Civil Defense, because Jack was the Chronicle's military expert. 

Anyhow, I hung up as quickly as I could, glad that he was 
off the air, and I immediately raced down the hall. I went like 
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hell, and I said, "I've just gotten a call that could destroy 
Civil Defense. It would wipe us right out if it were made public." 
Jack didn't indicate that he was going to make it public, for-
tunately. I said to the assistant director, "We have nothing 
at all at CHP to play our message with. Nothing. So we have 
to tend to it immediately. We have to have a professional quality 
turntable, too, to be sure that we get a good transmission. We 
can't get something less than satisfactory to the key radio station." 

Our finance director said, "Why can't we use the kind of 
player they use to play kids' records on in nurseries; that would 
only cost us twelve dollars." He had asked me just before this, 
"How much will this cost?" I told him it would probably cost 
between $100 and $200 and he recoiled; he couldn't bear the idea 
of putting out for this sort of a thing. 

Dixon: He didn't believe it would be necessary to use it. 
Larson: That's the point. He thought it just a waste of 
money. Not that he was so frugal, not that Civil Defense was so 
utterly frugal, but they didn't want to spend money for things 
of this quality or character. They were wasteful in many ways; 
the whole thing was a wasteful operation, a waste of time, 
actually. It was really In a sense a political endeavor and 
used for that purpose, I thought. 

Well anyhow, we did install a turntable at the Oakland CHP 
station and installed a special wire to the San Francisco key station. 
At our state headquarters, we had a staff of about fifty-five 
people. We had regional headquarters in the Los Angeles and 
San Francisco areas, and the cities were pretty well organized 
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all up and down the state. San Francisco and Los Angeles both 
had rather big Civil Defense operations. It was impossible to 
get their staff people to think personally about the consequences 
of an atomic attack. Never was it possible to do this in any 
of our operations, or during exercises in any of our control 
center tests. We'd run the control center tests sometimes 
twenty-four hours at a time in night-and-day operations, and 
we would have a large gathering of control people from govern-
ment. You could never get them to face the issues directly. 
I used to say when I was at the Mount Lee control center above 
Hollywood, "How in hell are we going to get up here once we have 
received the alert down wherever we live? We're cut off; we're 
caught in the traffic. We start right out determined to get 
here, but how are we going to get here, in the physical sense, 
how are we going to make it?" We should have had many backup 
operators living nearby so that someone could get here once an 
emergency was declared. They would never face any of those 
issues, never. 

One experience I found especially interesting. I investigated 
and made contact with survivors of Hiroshima living in Los 
Angeles. I interviewed a number of them to get their first-hand 
accounts of what It had been like to be the first atom-bombed 
people in the world. I remember one girl in particular who told 
me she was eight years old when the attack occurred. Her mother 
sent her to the railroad station (they lived not terribly far 
from there) to get a ticket for her aunt to return to the town 
where she lived. The girl said she was standing in line to get 
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the ticket when she looked up and saw a "silver" airplane in 
the sky. I remember well what she said. "I saw a silver airplane. 
And the next thing I knew I was waking up against the wall of 
the station and I got up and I looked around and it was like 
I could see clear to Long Beach from Los Angeles. All the city 
was gone, and I could look and there was nothing there." The 
bomb blast had such force that she was knocked out of her shoes. 
She said she cried and ran home as fast as she could, through the 
wreckage and ruins. I noticed that she had two or three large 
keloid scars on her hands and arms where the flash had burned her. 
It knocked her out and most of the people standing in the ticket 
line were killed. When she came to, she found a body on top 
of her, she said, and that is probably what saved her life. 

I talked to several other persons; one, I remember, was 
Micki Nagamoto. I think she still lives in the town. She was 
born in America and she spoke idiomatic Los Angeleno. She had 
gone to Japan and had married a native Japanese. She was there 
during the war and had a very vivid story to tell about it. 
I collected a number cf stories telling what it meant to go through 
that bombing. There was a doctor by the name of Morokuma, I think 
his name was, who I read about in Time magazine. He lived in 
Nagasaki and had attained fame because he was the pioneer of the 
movement in Japan to dissect bodies for medical school purposes. 
I wrote to him and he and I had a good correspondence for a couple 
of years. He wrote me long letters about his family and himself. 
He wrote his letters in Japanese and I had a difficult time getting 
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somebody to translate them. They were long, excellent letters. 
He never indicated any feeling [of hate] in his letters because 
I used to encourage him to say what he actually felt about it. 
I myself expressed the fact that, in my own mind, neither 
bombing was justified because there had been no previous warning 
about the new weapon's vast destructive powers. I always felt 
that our nation should have had some of its high-ranking Japanese 
prisoners present at the Trinity A-bomb test in New Mexico. 
It would then have been possible to return these witnesses to 
Japan through a neutral government so that they could give a 
first-hand account of overwhelming awesomeness of the Trinity 
nuclear test shot. There is no doubt that such witnesses would 
have been horrified and overcome as Oppenheimer and other 
American nuclear scientists were. It would have been possible 
to fly the Japanese witnesses to Japan and parachute them to 
the ground, telling them to inform their government that "This 
is it and we're only giving you a few days, because we're on 
our way." 

Defenders of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki A-bombings constantly 
use the plea that American lives were saved. This is absolutely 
100 percent [true]. They saved American lives at the time, but 
how about engendering the hate that will take millions of American 
lives at some future time, under other circumstances? So they 
didn't save any lives at all in that sense. That's fallacious 
reasoning, according to my way of looking at the world. It covered 
the immediate situation, but we live in a world of continuity 
so the consequences of our acts will continue to be felt in the 
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years to come. There were some scientists who afterwards said 
they felt they had made the wrong decision. I don't see why 
so many persons find it so horribly difficult to say, "I think 
that my decision wasn't right." 

Be that as it may, in Civil Defense, I just want to make 
the comment that I found that the whole endeavor was not at 
all related to the realities of the moment. I would say that 
Civil Defense represented in its thinking the charge that's 
been leveled always against the military: that they're always 
fighting the last war and using tactics out of the past. Civil 
Defense to me was so farcical that I couldn't resist [criticizing]. 
In the Sacramento headquarters lunch room they used to call me 
the professor when we were there, the other division chiefs 
and I, at noon or during coffee breaks. I would often sit with 
four or five other fellows, the heads of the departments who 
were interested in the same problems, and I would give my 
criticisms and make my points. And that's where it started; they 
called me "the professor " because I was always making points 
they considered to be academic. 
Dixon: We were talking about panic. Remember during the Cuban 
crisis the panic that ensued in the grocery buying? 
Larson: This illustrates exactly what I said previously. People 
even in that time didn't have any true comprehension. Their 
imaginations, I say, have stopped them from imagining exactly 
what it would be like. I don't know how you are going to get 
them to realize it. To me nothing is more horrifying than the 
Bikini atoll test shot which hurled ten million tons of ocean 
water into the sky, ten million tons! That enormous ocean 
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mushrooming overhead! That to me is the most impressive demon-
stration of nuclear power I could possibly think of--unless one 
wants to envision a single multi-megaton strike wiping out Los 
Angeles. 

My best friend in Civil Defense was Dr. [Albert W.] Bellamy 
of UCLA. I have a great affection for Dr. Bellamy. He was the 
head of the Civil Defense radiological service and he induced 
the state to invest quite a bit of money in mobile radiological 
laboratories—big trucks equipped with detection and radiation 
measuring devices so that they could be moved easily during 
emergencies. He said to me afterwards, "You know, looking back, 
I think that was a mistake." This is the reason he and I got 
along famously. He had the attitude that anyone could make a 
mistake, operate under misconceptions. That's primarily the 
reason I like scientists. I don't like most other people because 
they won't admit their mistakes. Saying, "That was a blunder; 
that was a no-good effort"--I don't see what's so terrible 
[about that]. But Bellamy was great, and when he was the head 
of our Civil Defense radiological service, there's no question 
that it was the best in America. He was a very persuasive man. 
He had just the right attitude and demeanor to make everyobdy 
like him, and give him what he wanted. 

Dr. Stafford L. Warren out at [UCLA] had been in charge 
of the medical operations of the Manhattan Project which developed 
the atom bomb. When I met him through Dr. Bellamy, biophysicist 
in his department, he was adding to his fame by serving as the 
first dean of UCLA's Medical School, which he promoted and organized. 
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He has always "been very strong for Civil Defense. I used to 
see him often and we were good friends, but I gradually changed 
and came to think of CD as a farce, while he continued to believe 
in it. He set up a big CD system at UCLA that included large-
scale evacuation and shelter programs. He really had it well 
organized out at UCLA. Like Bellamy, he too is a very persuasive 
man and a very delightful character. One hot summer day when I 
left his office and went to the nearby parking lot to get my 
car and drive away, I discovered I had a flat tire and had 
started to change it, when he happened to look out of his office 
window and saw me jacking up the car. He immediately came out 
and offered to help me replace the flat—and it was a sincere 
offer; he really meant it. Dr. Warren, I would say, Is a great 
administrator and a good leader—a great advocate, but not 
primarily a scientist. I don't mean to say he doesn't know 
anything about medicine, certainly he does, no question about 
that. But I think his great bent is in the direction of organization 
and administration. 

I wanted to stir everybody up about Civil Defense. On one 
occasion I promoted a big dinner under the auspices of the 
Los Angeles Press Club. The affair was staged at Earl Carroll's 
nightclub on Sunset in Hollywood. Dr. Warren was the featured 
speaker, along with Yal Peterson, the national head of Civil 
Defense. About 800 people attended. 

Later, I used the Navy's radiological laboratories at Hunter's 
Point, San Francisco, in an effort to make Civil Defense seem more 
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real to the state's county and municipal Civil Defense 
directors. The Navy employed some of the foremost radiological 
experts in the nation and its radiological facilities were 
unequaled in western America. The Navy's experts cooperated 
with Dr. Bellamy and me and we were able to conduct a statewide 
conference at the "off-limits" facilities. Naturally, Dr. Warren 
came and made a great pitch as usual; he was always good for that, 
[laughter] He was great. 

There's much more to tell, on each of these things. When I 
start talking about them, I think,"Well, how do I sort out for 
recapitulation what was genuinely important?' I know that 
I can't do it offhand. Only a few things come to my mind in a 
desultory way and afterwards I think there are many more important 
things that I might have mentioned. 

But to come down to the end of it, I considered our primary 
function to be communication with the public at large. Civil 
Defense is intended for the people, for everybody, it's not merely 
an operation conducted by government officials. It's not an 
outsiders' operatior^nor can it be. It's not possible for Civil 
Defense officials to come on the scene in an emergency situation, 
give a few orders, and have everybody immediately fall in line. 
People have to know beforehand precisely what to do. So I 
constantly urged that the principal resources of Civil Defense be 
put into my operation, naturally. But I meant it honestly and 
sincerely„ By then I was the chief of the state division in 
Sacramento. The previous chief of the Public Information Division 
had gone to the State Department's information agency. I was 
called to Sacramento to fill his spot. I really did not want to 
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go; I wanted Les Wagner of the Los Angeles Mirror (Rob Wagner's 
son, who died a few months ago)to take the job and leave me 
at the Southern California regional office. When I couldn't 
persuade the director to accept Wagner, I had to go north myself. 
I had to in order to make sure that some stupid, political type 
of person wasn't appointed. Such a person would make my job 
too difficult. That's the reason I reluctantly agreed to work 
at headquarters. 

Under the previous guy who had been chief, I said, "You 
know what we need? A governor's advisory committee. We'll 
get the state's most influential media officials in on this thing 
and once they get interested we'll get more of what we're after." 
So we did. There was no real opposition because headquarters 
believed it would be only window dressing, useless and harmless. 
Before I went to Sacramento, that's what it was. After I became 
the public information chief, I switched it into a power pressure 
group. The publisher of the San Jose Mercury-Herald and I 
became very close friends, even though he was a Republican and I 
a New Deal Democrat. Great guy; we got along famously. From 
time to time I would become very discouraged. He'd call me from 
San Jose and say, "Well, should we give up on our budget fight?" 
When we were working on the budget with the legislature, I 
might say, "I don't know, maybe." He said, "The hell we will!" 
That was always his attitutde. He was a real champion and ever 
ready to go to bat in behalf of our objectives. There was 
nobody he wouldn't speak his mind to, the governor or anyone 
else. This is what you need, if you are a bureaucrat--an outsider 
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with the power and ability to talk up, clearly and with guts. 
This is precisely what I had in my San Jose Mercury-Herald publisher. 
Dixon: You need your lever. 
Larson: You do; you need to put the pressure on the politicians. 
They're going to listen if you make them listen. But they won't 
listen to you personally when you're on the payroll. So your 
talking must be done by an outsider with power, especially the 
power of the press. The 'San Jose publisher spoke with the voice 
of plenty of such power when he spoke for our Civil Defense 
public information program because he represented not only his 
own paper but a dozen or more other papers besides the radio 
and TV broadcasters on our Advisory Committee. He was hated by 
Jesse Unruh, Caspar Weinberger, and other powerful legislators, 
and Governor Knight didn't like him either because of his insistence 
that the CD public information program be given full support. 
Our own director, Stanley Pierson, disliked him also because of 
the great and increasing power he gave to my division's operations. 
He was on his way to a Civil Defense meeting up at Tahoe when he 
dropped dead of a heart attack. 

When I heard the news, I said to someone, "That's it for me." 
It was, and expectedly so, because they knew I was behind all the 
pressure on the legislature and the governor's office to raise CD's 
public information appropriation. They probably figured, "We'll 
keep the storm down by going through the pretense of eliminating 
Larson's job from the budget, temporarily, until the heat is off." 
Jesse Unruh "cooperated" and I was out. You know, it was so 
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funny; they were so frantically mad at me at the end that they 
even canned my secretary too. I guess they thought she was loyal, 
and that she was contaminated. There was no personal reason, 
I'll tell you that. She was just a young girl--I'm serious about 
this--and not my type anyhow. But she had been around me long 
enough, it was true, to be very thoroughly contaminated, I must 
admit. They got rid of one of the best secretaries in the entire 
organization. 
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Larson: [When] I was with Civil Defense, I started to read the 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists and similar publications, tut 
primarily that one. As I told you previously, the A-bomb of 
Hiroshima made a profound impression on me, but I really didn't 
start to understand some of its implications for present and 
future happenings in the world until the mid-'50's, when I was 
with Civil Defense. I started then to think about the role of 
change in the life of man generally. Another periodical I got 
was a United Nationd publication called The Impact of Science 
On Society. It was a quarterly, I think. It really wasn't 
very good, I learned subsequently, but it did help to focus my 
attention on the nature and consequences of change. 

I joined the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science and the developments in science and technology occupied 
my attention. My past life had been completely different, as 
exemplified by the fact that I had been a subscriber to the 
American Journal for Aesthetics, and a member of that group 
since the late '40's„ I had had a special interest in art and 
I think I mentioned on another occasion that I made an attempt 
over a period of six months to get into the art business in 1949-

I knew many artists around in this area. It was only when I 
began to realize that science, not art, was giving the human 
race its primary direction that I began to switch my interests. 
Art expresses the individual and remains forever, by necessity, on 
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that level of life. Science, on the other hand, is universal 
and among the activities of men everywhere; it is the only 
activity that is everywhere the same in its ultimate findings. 

Fortunately for me, ahout that time I took a University 
of California discussion group course. It was a course In 
anthropology prepared by Walter Goldschmidt [at UCLA] and called 
"Ways of Mankind." The group was led by a young Sacramento lawyer. 
When we finished the course, I was "hooked" on anthropology and I 
thought, here was a subject that I should have known about from 
my infancy. The extension division asked me to take a group 
myself afterwards, but I couldn't, although I went over to 
Berkeley and I took their leadership course just to see how 
discussion groups were handled. The reason I was unable to 
serve as a group leader was because I was always traveling up 
and down the state. 

But from then on I started to really specialize In cultural 
anthropology. Eventually, I joined the American Anthropological 
Association. Believing that scientists have a determining role in 
the future course of mankind, I joined other groups too, such 
as the American Association for the Advancement of Science, 
Society for the History of Technology, and the Society for Social 
Responsibility in Science. That latter group is made up, in some 
measure, of scientists who worked on the Manhattan Project. 

I wanted to pursue in particular the dominant element of change, 
and here's where I felt that I developed prescience. In the 
beginning, I went down to the Sociology Department of the main 
library in Los Angeles. By then I had "dropped out" as a full-
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time publicity and fund-raising professional, although I did 
work sporadically. For example, I was publicity director in 
southern California in 1958 in the campaign against Proposition 
18, the so-called "right-to-work" initiative measure. It was 
during that campaign that I met my present wife and finally 
discovered what it is like to be married to an emotionally 
mature, really competent, and wonderfully devoted woman. She, 
like I, had been married before—more than once. 

When I started going to the Sociology Department at the 
main library, I had no idea where to start because I had no 
academic background in the field I had become interested in. 
I consulted a woman I knew who was working there, but she couldn't 
help me at all. So I just floundered around and read everything 
which seemed to be relevant. And that's what I've been doing 
ever since. 
Dixon: Do you think that's good? 
Larson: It is, because my search took me into history, pre-
history, economics, psychology, cultural conditioning, genetics, 
evolution, revolution, and philosophy. I had previously read 
about the philosophical views of Heraclitus but had been un-
moved. Now his great statement that a man never steps twice 
into the same river because he's not the same man, and it's not 
the same river, aroused in me what Edmund Wilson has called 
"the shock of recognition." Others also have attempted to maintain 
that we live in the midst of unchanging reality. There's a 
French saying that the more things change, the more they remain 
the same. This is unmitigated nonsense—a complete illusion. 
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Men deceive themselves. There may be enough similarity of a 
gross nature to make men feel that we have travelled this way 
before and that there's nothing new under the sun. That's one 
reason men keep repeating the errors of the past; they don't 
recognize a situation that must be dealt with in itself and by 
itself as something previously unencountered under precisely 
the conditions of the present. They always bring up Patrick 
Henry's assertion that the only way to judge the future is by 
the experience of the past. This is one of the poorest methods 
of proceeding into the future today. Only when change is so 
slow as to be almost imperceptible, does Patrick Henry's state-
ment make sense. Our language is loaded with words like "immortal," 
"unchanging," "permanent," and "eternal." Study of the process 
of change convinces you that In nearly all of their applications 
these words are misused and meaningless. 

One of the greatest books I have recently read is Kuhn's 
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. It tells how men es-
tablish paradigms that shape their thinking and their lives. 
There are always imperfections in theoretical systems and from 
time to time superior paradigms are substituted. This capacity 
for adding to and constantly seeking new and more appropriate 
explanations of the nature of reality is what makes science the 
hope of the world. It's the one and only activity of man that is 
unifying. Nearly all other activities are divisive—religion, 
politics, and so on. 

Getting back to the general subject of science and the course 
of change, I believe that all the efforts that are being made 
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to extend the Cold War are only bringing the world closer 
together, but not necessarily by intent. All sides keep making 
greater and greater demands on science and technology for 
improved communications, transportation and so forth, and in their 
contest to excel each other, they force the world together. 
They shrink it more and more. I think that if we can avoid a 
war, there's no question about how we are going to end up. 
You hear anthropologists talking a great deal about preserving 
cultural differences, but I think it is an impossibility. And, 
moreover, I think it is rather preposterous. There are enough 
complexities in today's life, enough complications without 
having to confront fossilized enclaves of people at every turn-
enclaves of people who insist upon living an apartheid style 
that is no longer viable in today's crowded-together world. 
The time isn't far off when traffic laws, signals and customs 

will be identical all over the globe. The reason for this will be 
to keep the mechanical level of our lives as mechanical as possible, 
so that our minds may be free to think on a human level. 

There's a difference between what's now happening to man-
kind generally and what happened in past times. Our ancestors 
had a specific final goal; we haven't. We can't have because 
it is against all the rules of life. People say, "You know, I 
believe in evolution," and prove by their outlook that evolution 
doesn't apply to "us." They don't really believe that evolution 
is a continuing process and not merely a process that used to take 
place. The problem is that most persons separate Homo sapiens 
from the rest of nature. Joseph Wood Krutch and others like him 
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think that nature is apart from man. Man is inseparably part 
of nature; he's inescapably a part of nature and so are all 
the artifacts he produces. If man is part of nature, so are 
his machines, for they are made of natural materials and operate 
according to natural laws. 

Man can't do anything unnatural. My contention is that 
it's an Impossibility. For instance, when Ray Rowe was here the 
other day we were talking about the conduct of horses and 
dogs. If you have a stable fire, your horses are liable to 
run right back into the burning stable; you have to watch out 
for this. Why? Are they acting natural? They certainly are; 
they're acting like horses and are incapable of being unnatural. 
Nature's ultimately decisive law is this: if you and your species 
continue to engage in unadaptive conduct your species will be 
eliminated. It's a very simple thing to understand. We can't 
do anything unnatural any more than lemmings rushing into the 
sea are acting unnatural. 

That's the reason I challenge the Catholic Church on what 
they call "artificial" birth control. There is no such thing 
as "artificial" in the first place. But if you think you can go 
contrary to any laws of nature (or the reality of nature; let's 
call it that instead of laws of nature), try stepping out of 
an airplane with perfect faith that you're going to either go 
up instead of down, or just float around in space. 

I really had an awakening about the nature of religion and 
miracles when I saw a play a few years back. I had a secretary 
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in San Francisco who was working with a Catholic little theater 
group. Similar groups all around the country were putting on a 
church play called Our Lady of Fatima. In San Francisco it was 
staged at the Geary Theatre, and she got tickets and more or 
less insisted that I go to see It. I went very reluctantly. 
Afterwards I was delighted; I'll tell you why. At one point, 
the two little Ignorant kids involved with the "miracle" tell 
ahout their experience of encountering the Virgin. The kids 
say in the play, "What wouldst thou have us do, Our Lady?" 
She replied with an order, "I want you to pray to me every 
Thursday." I thought to myself, "My God, not even a normal, 
sane person would say that to another human being. A godlike 
being related to the creative power of the entire universe could 
hardly be so trivial. The play dramatized the fact that the 
gods people create for themselves to worship seldom match in 
goodness the best men and women who have lived on earth. 
Believers in past miracles make one wonder why there are no 
present-day miracles. The miracles of the past usually took 
place in the presence of very ignorant people. 

I once covered a vast "miracle" [laughter] in Chicago when 
I was with the United Press. An apparition it was said, appeared 
on the blank wall of a big warehouse that was five or six stories 
high, perhaps. I think it was the second night of the "miracle" 
that I was sent out to cover it. The police were on hand to 
control the vast throng of tens of thousands of people. A 
large shadow on the warehouse wall was construed by most of the 
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crowd to be an image of the Virgin Mary and there was much 
crossing of breasts and kneeling and praying. All traffic was 
blocked and the job of the police was to trace down the cause 
of the shadow and get rid of it. Finally they found its 
source. As they rummaged through the surrounding buildings, they 
went into an apartment across the street from the warehouse 
and did a simple act: they pulled down the window shade and 
"Our Lady of the Warehouse" disappeared. Ironically, the 
apartment happened to be occupied by a petty gangster. The 
"miracle" had been caused by a lamp shining through a crudely 
patterned lace curtain, patterned and ruffled in such a way 
as to cast the "Virgin" shadow. Do you know that even when the 
shadow was wiped out, a lot of people wouldn't leave anyhow? 
Hundreds remained for hours, hoping and praying that the 
"Virgin" would reappear and that the miracle was for real. 
Such an experience shows how easy it was in earlier time to 
stage "miracles." 
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