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The Essanay
Building in Niles,
December, 1913

Wishing All Of Our Members A Happy New Year!
Need a Ride To The Society Meeting On January 16th? Contact Bill Lloyd.
Visit — SRVHistoricalSociety.org
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Silent Film Making In Niles District And Famous Early
Movie Pioneers Remembered At November Meeting
The history of the silent film industry in the Niles District was the topic of the November 21st Dinner Meeting.
David Kiehn, the manager of the Essanay Film Museum in Niles, was our speaker. David is also the author of a
book, Broncho Billy and the Essanay Film Company, Farwell Books, Berkeley, California, 2003.
The Essanay Film Museum mission statement is given below.
“The Niles Essanay Silent Film Museum is more than a repository of photographs, posters, books, and artifacts.
It is a resource for all facets of silent film making, from their planning and production to their presentation. The
Museum offers a way to re-discover America’s movie pioneers, and see their remarkable work in an authentic
setting - a theater setting - a theater where Charlie Chaplin and Broncho Billy Anderson saw themselves and their
contemporaries on the screen. This museum keeps the spirit of silent films alive.”
The Essanay Film Company began in 1907 with George Spoor and Gilbert Anderson. Essanay is a phonetic
S and A.
George Spoor got his start in the film business in 1886. He distributed projectors and films to Orpheum theaters
around the country and made his first fortune.
Gilbert Anderson started out as an actor and became a Broadway theater star. In 1900-1901 he was out of work.
An agent told Anderson about the Edison Film Company that was making films in New York. A film director in
the company, Edwin S. Porter, was preparing a film, The Great Train Robbery.
Anderson arrived at a perfect time to enter the movie business. Anderson convinced Porter to let him play a
bandit riding on horseback. They went to New Jersey to make the film. During the activities, Anderson mounted
the horse on the wrong side and was immediately bucked off.
Porter forgave him and Anderson wound up playing several roles in the film: a train robber on foot, a man shot
in the back during the robbery, a tenderfoot in a saloon tap-dancing to gunfire at his feet and one of the barbers
(Continued on Page 2)

Sixty Years Of Camp Parks History Will Be The Topic
Of Discussion At Our January 16th Dinner Meeting
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Camp Parks To Be Discussed At January 16th Dinner Meeting.
Our tour of historic places moves to Camp Parks in Dublin. Steven Minniear, Vice President of the Dublin
Historic Preservation Association, has a story to tell about the US Navy base that was commissioned in Dublin on
January 19, 1943 some 60 years ago. Steve is writing a book on Camp Parks. The base was huge and could muster
20,000 troops plus their officers at one time on their parade ground. More than likely, service personnel from
the San Ramon Valley were stationed there during various American wars. Steve has entitled his presentation:
“Ghost Town Dublin or Whatever Happened to those Three Naval Bases”.
Join us on a winter night for a hot dinner and warm tales about Camp Parks.
The meeting will be held at the San Ramon Golf Club, 9430 Fircrest Lane, San Ramon. We will gather at 6:30
pm, eat at 7:00 pm, and enjoy our speaker. We hope to see you there.
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Silent Film Making In Niles District And Famous Early
Movie Pioneers (Continued)

The reception of this film was tremendous. Anderson decided to revive his career in the movies.
At this time most films were much shorter than the 12 minute The Great Train Robbery. Most films were used
as chasers in vaudeville houses to get people out of the theater before the next vaudeville show started. The Great
Train Robbery changed that.
In 1905, Nickelodeon theaters started. The new method of presentation was profitable and sparked a resurgence
in the film making industry. The Great Train Robbery was often used in Nickelodeons to open the hundreds of
new theaters across the United States.
The three partners of the Edison Company built their own studio. Anderson learned how to direct films while
working for them. He wanted to be a partner or a producer. They would not let Anderson join the partnership.
Anderson next went to Chicago and met William Selig. Selig was making short travelogue films. Anderson
was hired and made his first westerns in Golden, Colorado. These films were a success. Narrative films were
money makers. Selig started constructing a studio in Chicago. Anderson felt he deserved a piece of the pie. Selig
disagreed. Anderson quit.
Anderson then went to George Spoor, who knew how to distribute films, but did not know how to make them.
They formed the Peerless Film Manufacturing Company in April, 1907. Spoor provided $2,500 to finance the
operation. They were immediate successes. The Essanay Film Manufacturing Company was formed in July,
1907.
Winter weather in Chicago was not conducive to filming. Anderson decided to move his film making to
California. He and some co-workers went to San Francisco in December, 1908. They were rained out. They went
to Los Angeles.
Their first stop was Westlake Park. Anderson liked the area and the lake as filming sites. He asked actor Ben
Turpin to jump into the lake and capture a duck. A policeman watching the filming arrested the crew for being a
public nuisance. The judge ordered them to never again shoot a film in Los Angeles.
The filming was moved to Pasadena then to Santa Monica. After a difficulty in Santa Monica, the crew went
to Boulder and nearby Morrison, Colorado, where four westerns were filmed. The crew then returned to Chicago.
Anderson was still interested in the San Francisco Area. After a short trip to Santa Barbara in 1910, he went
to Los Gatos in the winter of 1910-1911. It was one of the wettest winters on record. He was again rained out and
went to Redlands.
The Essanay filming schedule called for two films a week. One film was completed each week in Chicago.
Anderson was to complete one film a week also.
In 1911, Anderson went to San Rafael to film. He filmed in San Diego during the winter. He sent Jesse Robbins,
his camera man, to San Rafael to find new filming locations. Jesse found Niles and Niles Canyon. In April 1912
the entire crew went to Niles.
In 1912, most of the buildings in Niles were thirty years old or less. A few structures dated back to the 1840’s
Spanish Land Grant era. It was a railroad town. Over 24 passenger trains went through Niles every day. People
could easily come and go. It was well situated for a film company. Some of the crew stayed at the Belvoir Hotel.
(It is still there today.) The rest stayed at the Niles Hotel.
The film company used Bell & Howell’s new movie cameras.
Of the many westerns made most were character films. Anderson played Broncho Billy.
The films were distributed throughout the United States, Europe, Australia, as well as other parts of the world.
A photograph showed Broncho Billy’s leading lady, Marguerite Clayton, and two camera men, Rollie Totherob
and Ira Morgan. A photograph showed Niles Canyon during the Essanay era and another of today. The landscape
and greenery is about the same; the Eucalyptus trees are taller.
Many small towns had baseball teams in those days. The Niles team was the worst in the league. Anderson
was the manager. Rollie was on the team. Anderson hired a semi-pro baseball player to work for Essanay. He
also played on the Niles baseball team.
(Continued on Page 4)
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The Sales Table — Nancy Ramsey

(Nancy Ramsey)
Packets of cards depicting Mount Diablo, Front Street, Southern Pacific
Depot, Tassajara School, “Grand Dames” of San Ramon, Alamo
Grammar School 1876, and a collection of assorted historical scenes are
available. Each packet contains 8 cards and 8 envelopes. Member price $3.50 per packet. Historic scene postcards are $0.20 each.
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Founded 1970
P.O. Box 521, Danville, CA 94526
OFFICERS
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Kathy Halverson
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Frances Lloyd
Treasurer

Do stop by the Sales Table.
Need a Ride
To The Society Meeting
On January 16th?
Contact Bill Lloyd.

DIRECTORS
Lee Halversen
Bill Lloyd
Jean Mello
Judy Sandkhule

Visit — SRVHistoricalSociety.org

Member’s Memorial Gift

NAMES HONORED BY MEMORIAL AND COMMEMORATIVE GIFTS, AND NAMES OF DONORS, ARE
ENTERED IN A BOOK OF MEMORY AND WILL BE PLACED IN OUR MUSEUM. For tax purposes, we are a
non-profit organization. You may make your donation to the Society or to the Museum — Please check box, below.
Make check to: San Ramon Valley Historical Society Memorial Fund.
Mail to: SAN RAMON VALLEY HISTORICAL SOCIETY P.O. Box 521, Danville, CA 94526
This contribution to the Society REMEMBERS ( ), HONORS ( ),
This Donation for:
EXPRESSES APPRECIATION ( ), OTHER ( ). Please check one.
____SRVHS ____ MSRV
NAME _____________________________________________________________________
DONOR(S): Name(s) _________________________________________________________
Address __________________________________________________________
PLEASE NOTIFY:
Name ____________________________________________________
		
			Address __________________________________________________

Dinner Reservations
$20.00 per person
MAKE CHECK PAYABLE TO S.R.V.H.S. (Deadline January14, 2014)
Mail to: S.R.V.H.S., P.O. Box 521, Danville, CA 94526

NAMES:_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________

Thursday,
January 16, 7 p.m.
San Ramon Royal Vista Golf Clubhouse
9430 Fircrest Lane
(North off Alcosta Blvd., San Ramon)
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Niles Canyon Train Of
Lights —A Great
Members’ Night Out!

About 52 SRVHS members and guests rode the Niles
Canyon Train of Lights on Sunday, December 8, 2013.
The group boarded the train in Niles, starting at 3:45
p.m. Our trip was aboard Southern Pacific #2979, a
vintage 1940’s parlor lounge car restored to its original
layout, appearance, and atmosphere. The car featured
lounge seating and a semi-circular mahogany bar
framed by etched glass and mirrors. This car was the
only one on the train that was heated. About 400 more
people rode on many other vintage cars. The train
departed Niles at about 4:30 p.m. for Sunol. The train
speed was about 15 mph. The train stopped briefly at
Sunol and returned to Niles at about 6:15 p.m. Jerry
and Mae Warren served wine and other goodies from
the mahogany bar.

Santa Claus, Tegan, and Jackson Discussed
The Many Joys Of The Season While
Boarding The Niles Canyon Train Of Lights!

Museum News
2014 Exhibits
December 31, 2013 – January 26, 2014: Mystery in the Sky: The Crash of Flight 773
Almost 50 years ago, quiet Danville was shaken by the crash of Flight 773 just east of town. The plane plunged
into a hill on a cattle ranch with the loss of 44 lives. No one knew why. The cause of the crash was veiled in
mystery: equipment failure? pilot error? a bomb? inclement weather? Why??
The “Mystery in the Sky” exhibit features a collection of artifacts and records never before shown in the San
Ramon Valley. More importantly it will unravel the mystery just as it happened back in 1964. Danville was the
base of operations for Civil Aeronautics Board investigators and others operating out of the San Ramon Chapel
just south of the Village Theatre whose second floor they used as well. Do not miss this unusual exhibit!
General
When the Museum is open, a trained docent is always on duty and can provide exhibit tours for visitors who drop
in. Reserved tours are available during open or closed hours by appointment. Large groups are encouraged to call
ahead to assure that a docent is available specifically for your group.
The Museum of the San Ramon Valley is located on the southwest corner of Prospect and Railroad Avenues
[P.O. Box 39, Danville, CA, 94526, (925) 837-3750]. Hours: 1-4 pm Tuesday-Friday, 10 am.-1 pm. Saturday.
The information above was taken from the Museum’s informative website, www.museumsrv.org.
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Members’ Corner
The Board of Directors and fellow members of the Society extend a warm welcome to a new member:
Barbara Blalock				
Brian and Gloria Cameron			
Jeffrey and Carolyn McClung		

Danville, CA
Danville, CA
Alamo, CA

We hope that you will enjoy this organization. We urge you to attend the field trips and the bi-monthly dinner
meetings with guest speakers discussing their areas of expertise, participate in the selection of historic sites in
the San Ramon Valley, and share your views and experiences with other Society members. We also urge you to
join and support the activities of the Museum of the San Ramon Valley and the San Ramon Historic Foundation.

President’s Corner — Karen Stepper
EMAIL YADDA YADDA YADDA
An updated directory is being put together--this time with email addresses!
Why? We sometimes need to tell a lot of people that a dinner, a picnic, or a field trip has changed. For the Train
of Lights, we sent out one email to confirm that we had received your reservation. We sent a later communication
to get signups for dinner. Finally, we had to let you know that dinner was unfortunately canceled. And unlike the
spammers, we only sent it to those who were signed up!
We promise not to give the email to anyone else. Nor will we flood your box with unnecessary epistles or
“forwarded” emails!
By the way, the Train of Lights was a blast of fun and cold air. We had the only heated car on the train--kudos
to Jerry Warren! The train showed us again how important it is for the Historical Society to attract the next
generations. We all had a chance to get to know Pedersen’s adult son, Warren’s version of a kid’s zoo (and mine),
and two generations of Blalochs, three generations of Aikins, to name a few.
Remember, most of our updates are now on the website. We are still refining the site and encourage your
comments and participation (that is, your stories and your historical photos!)

Geoge K. Spoor

Edna Purviance and
Charles Chaplin in “In
The Park”, 1915
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Silent Film Making In Niles District And Famous Early Movie Pioneers Remembered At November Meeting

The Essanay Film Company stayed in Niles from 1912 into 1916 and made over 350 films. It was the most
successful silent film making studio in the San Francisco Bay area.
Most California film companies used open air stages. It could be very windy in Niles. When the wind blew,
scenery and costumes were adversely affected. The company built a glass enclosed stage 75 feet by 65 feet and
18 feet high. The glass prevented the wind from bothering the scenery and costumes yet the glass let in the
sunshine. There was only one other stage like this at the time.
Behind the studio, along Iron Horse Alley today, a false front set was built so that scenes could be shot without
disturbing Niles residents. Movies were being shot six days a week.
In 1914, 25 year old Charlie Chaplin was completing a contract with the Los Angeles Keystone Film Company.
He was being paid $150 per week. Anderson decided Essanay needed Chaplin and negotiated a contract for
$1,250 a week and a $10,000 signing bonus on the second week of December, 1914.
Chaplin came to Niles in December, 1914, looked at the studio, and didn’t like it. It was too rural compared
to his past experiences. So he went to the Chicago studio. He stayed for only one film, His New Job, released
on January 1, 1915.
The Chicago studio was regimented. A department headed by Luella Parsons sent scripts to the directors.
The directors were required to shoot the films according to the scripts. Chaplin would continually change the
script. It took two weeks to make a two reel film - outrageous compared to other film company outputs.
When George Spoor heard about the $10,000 signing bonus, he hit the roof. It took a while for Spoor to give
Chaplin the money.
Chaplin returned to Anderson and Niles in January, 1915. Chaplin made five films while he was in Niles.
A Night Out was released on 2/15/1915, The Champion 3/11/1915, In The Park 3/18/1915, A Jitney Elopement
4/1/1915, and The Tramp 4/12/1915. In the Park was shot in Golden Gate Park
The Tramp was the most noted film Chaplin made in Niles Canyon. The well known scene was shot with
his back to the camera while he walked down a dirt road. The girl he loved was interested in another man. The
dejected little tramp, continued down the road to his next adventure.
This film marked a turning point in Chaplin’s career. He began including comedy as well as tragedy in his
shows. The audience responded, and his career blossomed while at Essanay.
Chaplin look-a-like contests were popular. An image of Chaplin placed in front of a theater drew people to
the theatre in flocks. Chaplin’s old Keystone films were being duplicated and released under new titles. Statues
and merchandise appeared with Chaplin’s likeness on them.
The benefit for Essanay was a new demand for his films Typically, four prints of a film were made for
distribution. Chaplin films were now requiring over 250 prints for each film. It was a very profitable situation.
At the end of 1914, Chaplin’s contract came up for renewal. Anderson took Chaplin to Spoor to re-negotiate
a contract. Spoor would not agree to Chaplin’s new demands. In February 1915, Chaplin signed a contract with
the Mutual Company for $10,000 a week and a $150,000 signing bonus.
Anderson realized that short films were losing popularity and making longer feature films was the thing to
do. But Spoor was happy with the money currently being made and refused to let Anderson spend money for
longer films.
Anderson sold his interest to Spoor for $500,000-$1,000,000. The Niles studio closed, studio personnel left
town, and daily life in Niles slowed down.
In 1918, Essanay sold the film studio to a San Jose company that wanted to make films. The deal failed. There
was litigation all through the 1920’s while the studio building sat empty. In July 1933, the studio was dismantled.
Anderson continued to make films into the 1920’s. He got Laurel and Hardy together for their first films. The
films were not very successful. The team achieved success later with Hal Roach.
When Anderson retired, he owned two theaters that he had built in San Francisco: the Gaiety and the Casino.
They are gone today.
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In 1958, Anderson was given an honorary Oscar for his contribution to movies and entertainment. Spoor also
received an honorary Oscar in 1948.
The Essanay Silent Film Museum is on Niles Blvd. Silent film movies have been shown every Saturday night
for almost nine years. The newest schedule is listed on www.nilesfilmmuseum.org
A question period followed.
All cameras were hand cranked. All projection machines in the theaters were hand cranked. A consistent
speed was necessary.
Many films have been lost. In the 1920’s the film storage area was unlawfully entered. In addition, kids would
steal films and start unrolling them down the street while set on fire. David has talked to some of the people
who did this. They are now in their 80’s and 90’s.
The film material was a nitrate compound. Films could burn under water. Every major studio at some time
had a nitrate fire.
Even though electric motors became available for projection machines, projectionists preferred hand cranking.
The film might jam and there was always a potential for fire. If a fire started, a projectionist could deal with it.
If an unattended motor driven projector jamed, the film might well burn and possibly start a fire in the theatre.

Karen Stepper, Andy Frank and Jerry
Warren enjoying September’s meeting

Gilbert M. Anderson

Charles Chaplin
in 1915

