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Ford Sterling: “La Crosse’s Movie Star” 
 

In the years just before Europe plunged into World War I, a young man from La Crosse, George Franklin 
Stich, was starting a 25-year career in Hollywood movies using the stage name Ford Sterling. Audiences 
in La Crosse could visit several theaters in the city and see the hometown boy up on the silver screen 
performing with some of the biggest stars of the silent film era.  
 

 
 

George F. Stich, a.k.a. Ford Sterling 
 

(Courtesy of University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections) 
 
George F. Stich was born in La Crosse on November 3, 1883, although his birth record shows his last 
name as “Stitch.”1 On his 1918 draft registration card, he wrote his name as “George Franklin Stich.” It 
confirms his date of birth.2 He spelled his last name “Stich” on his 1920 application for a passport, which 
also confirms his date and place of birth.3 Contemporary sources often used the spelling “Stitch.” 
 
Some sources give him an incorrect year of birth. One newspaper article shortly before he died stated 
that he was born on November 3, 1886.4 Another article placed it in 1886 or 1887.5 His plaque in the 
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Hollywood Forever Cemetery shows 1882.6 The Hollywood Walk of Fame website also has the incorrect 
year of 1882. Wikipedia shows 1883 but does not provide a source.  
 
It could be said that La Crosse became the hometown of a famous movie star because of the telephone. 

 
His father, George Stich, came to La Crosse to be the first manager for the Wisconsin Telephone 
Company in this city. The Wisconsin Telephone Company was organized in Milwaukee in 1877 and 
slowly expanded to other Wisconsin cities. The first telephone exchange in La Crosse was created in 
1881, in the office of the Western Union Telegraph Company, at 108 Main Street. Louis Hambrecker, a 
clerk for the telegraph company, was the sole switchboard operator. At the time, James Sinclair 
managed both the telephone and telegraph companies.7 There were only eight telephones in use in La 
Crosse in 1881.8 
 
George Stich took over as manager of the western division of the Wisconsin Telephone Exchange in 
1883.9 The 1884 city directory shows the telephone company on the third floor of the building at 109 
Main Street. Stich was living at 119 S. 10th Street.10 This house was demolished years ago and an 
apartment building stands in its place. The 1885 city directory shows him living in the telephone office at 
109 Main Street.11 By 1888, Stich had taken up residence at 314 N. 4th Street, and the telephone office 
was still at 109 Main Street.12 
 
The telephone exchange moved across the street to 111 Main Street to the second floor above the 
Servis Clothing Store.  There were two female operators, “Miss Wimmer and Miss Connors,” during the 
day, while two men, Louis Johnston and Gus Allendorf, worked the overnight shift.13  
 
All these early locations for the telephone exchange are no longer in existence. The Radisson Hotel and 
100 Harborview Plaza now occupy that area. The former Stich residence at 314 N. 4th Street is also gone; 
this block is occupied by the La Crosse Human Services Building. 
 
By 1890, the telephone exchange had moved to the corner of 3rd and Main streets. Stich lived at 533 
Main Street.14 The telephone office was on the second floor of the Stavrum and Hulberg clothing store 
at the southwest corner of 3rd and Main streets.15 The ground floor of this building is now the home of 
The Crow restaurant. The 500 block of Main Street is the location of St. Joseph the Workman Cathedral.  
 

https://walkoffame.com/ford-sterling/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ford_Sterling
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The Western Telephone Company had its offices on the second floor of this building at 3rd and Main 
streets in 1890. 

 
(Photo by Jeff Rand, 2022 December 29) 

 
Soon after his arrival in La Crosse, Stich became involved in local politics. By 1885, he was the alderman 
for the 2nd ward of the city.16  He made a run for mayor against George Powell in 1887.17 That was 
unsuccessful.18 Stich ran as a Republican for the Wisconsin Assembly against Democrat James J. Hogan in 
1888.19 Hogan edged out Stich by a small margin.20 During this election, an Indiana newspaper described 
Stich as “a labor agitator.”21 George Stich thought of himself as “a great orator,” recalled George H. 
Gordon, a veteran of local Republican politics.22 
 
The Stich family left La Crosse and went to Texas, where George Stich got into the cattle business for a 
time in the early 1890s.23 The last La Crosse city directory that shows the Stich family is 1890, so young 
George would have been about seven years old when they moved away. Another source stated that 
George Franklin Stich left La Crosse when he was 14 years old, so that would make it 1897.24 In a 
biography of Ford Sterling, author Wendy Warwick White wrote that the family left La Crosse for Texas 
when Sterling was still an infant. White wrote that the Stich family had moved to Chicago by 1898.25 
 
There is evidence, however, that the elder George Stich had left Texas and moved to Chicago by 1892.26 
He was vice-president of the Western Telephone Construction Company of Chicago in 1895.27  
 
The 1900 Census has George F. Stich, 41 years old and married for 17 years, renting a room on 43rd 
Street in Chicago. There is no mention of his wife and son (who was in boarding school in Indiana).28  
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George Stich was in La Crosse during the summer of 1901 and remained until the fall of 1902. He died of 
the effects of a stroke shortly after he returned to Chicago. A La Crosse newspaper called him “one of 
the city’s most prominent business and political characters” during his residence in La Crosse.29 Another 
La Crosse newspaper reported that Stich had suffered the stroke while living in Chicago, and his left side 
was paralyzed when he visited La Crosse for several months in 1901. In this same newspaper, Stich was 
characterized as “. . . a smooth worker, and he knew politics from Alpha to Omega, and proved to be a 
valuable man to the Chicago politicians who wanted to be elected and didn’t care how it was done. Stich 
was supplied liberally with money, and he bought votes, it is said, with a lavish hand.”30 
 
George F. Stich was just 42 years old when he died on October 7, 1902.31 He never lived to see his son 
rise to Hollywood stardom. 
 
According to a La Crosse newspaper columnist some years later, the younger George Stich ran away 
from home at the age of 17. He “tried the art game until he got hungry” and decided to become an 
actor. The story was that Stich’s acting career began as a clown in the John Robinson circus and then 
progressed to a Broadway theater where Mack Sennett discovered him.32 A 1939 newspaper article 
stated that he “ran away from home at an early age to join George Hutchinson’s Repertory Co.” before 
joining a circus.33 The part about him running away from home seems to be a myth. 
 
George Stich, Jr., who had taken the stage name Ford Sterling, told a reporter about his early career in a 
1914 interview, and he never mentioned running away from home. He provided a detailed account of 
his ascent to Hollywood but allowed that he might not have remembered the chronology exactly as it 
happened. 
 
On September 2, 1898, George Stich, Jr., had enrolled at Notre Dame College in South Bend, Indiana. 
This was a “private Catholic preparatory boarding school” open to students of all faiths.34 He was almost 
15 years old at the time. 
 
Stich did well academically at Notre Dame, and he also performed in some plays. His formal education, 
however, was cut short by an unspecified illness. He was taken ill in January 1901 before going home to 
Chicago on March 2, 1901, when he was 18 years old. He never returned to school.35 
 
James O’Neill, a Notre Dame alum, had seen Stich in one of the theatrical productions at Notre Dame 
and suggested Stich pursue acting as career. Stich became part of George Whittier’s repertory theater 
company in Chicago. When Stich decided he wanted to focus on musical comedy, he convinced the 
manager of a musical comedy production to take him on as an actor and jack-of-all-trades for the 
company.36 
 
According to a La Crosse newspaper columnist, Stich adopted the stage name of Ford Sterling because 
Sterling, Illinois, was the birthplace of his mother.37  
 
That may not be true because his mother’s birthplace was recorded differently by several census takers. 
The 1910 Census has Mary and her son, who is listed as “Ford Sterling,” living in Atlantic City, New 
Jersey, and it states she was born in Kentucky. She has no occupation or profession, and his is listed as 
“traveling theatre.”38 The 1920 Census shows her place of birth as Ohio.39 For the 1930 Census, Sterling 
told the census taker that he was born in New York (not true) and that both of his parents were born in 
New York.40 There is a Sterling, Illinois, but its connection to the family is not known.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Robinson_Circus
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One summer Sterling joined a carnival or circus trapeze act. Because he was an athlete, Sterling claimed 
“it came easy to me.” He also did a high-wire act, and sang and danced. This experience led to him 
becoming “Keno, the boy clown” in the John Robinson circus where he performed with a baby elephant 
and a pig.41 Another time, Sterling said that he had been “Zeno” the boy clown in a one-ring circus. The 
name Zeno put him last on the payroll, and, according to Sterling, “about half the time the cash ran out 
before they got to me.”42 
 
At some point in his early career, Sterling performed on a Mississippi River showboat.43 
 

 
 

Ford Sterling 
 

(Photo by Witzel Studio; courtesy of the California State Library) 
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Sterling also played professional baseball for five seasons in Gulfport, Mississippi; Mobile, Alabama; 
McKeesport, Pennsylvania; Saginaw, Michigan; Toledo, Ohio; and two seasons in Duluth, Minnesota.44 
 
A talented artist, Sterling used pen and ink to create caricatures and cartoons. He created and drew the 
“Sterling Kids” comic strip that ran in The Chicago American. He also earned money as an illustrator for 
advertising companies, newspapers, and magazines. Sterling once shared an art studio with painter 
George Ford Morris.45 He spent years painting and doing sculpture as a pastime.46 
 
But acting was his first love and main vocation. Sterling performed in stock theatre companies in 
Chicago; Worcester, Massachusetts; Providence, Rhode Island; Buffalo, New York; Denver, Colorado; 
and Milwaukee, Wisconsin. He performed in musical comedies in New York City and “one or two 
seasons in burlesque,” as well as vaudeville.47 
 
There were lean times in his early acting career. For a while, he shared a large attic in a New York City 
boarding house at 46th Street and Broadway with Jack Dean, Dick Bennett, Wallace Worsley, and 
Herman Leib. Sterling slept on top of a baby grand piano.48 
 
In his vaudeville acts, Ford Sterling did comedy and singing with a partner. His first act was “Sterling and 
Woods.”  “Sterling & Derr” was another tour in which Sterling portrayed a German comedian. He later 
played a Dutchman.49 
 
It was his vaudeville performances that gave him his break into motion pictures. While looking for a 
comedian, Mack Sennett saw one of Sterling’s performances and recruited Sterling for the Biograph 
company to join Mabel Normand.50 One source states this was in New York in 1912.51 In an interview a 
few years later, Sterling said, “When I entered the motion picture business I sized up the situation and I 
knew that it was my field and that I could force my way to the top and that is why I accepted a much 
smaller salary to start with than I was earning on the variety stage.”52 
 
Mack Sennett oversaw the comedy division of Biograph. Ford Sterling made his film debut at the age of 
29 by acting in four Biograph motion pictures released in 1912. The first two, both released on August 
15, 1912, were The Interrupted Elopement and Tragedy of a Dress Suit. These were the first of 286 films 
that Ford Sterling would perform in during his career.53 
 
The motion picture industry was in its infancy at the time. In 1890, Thomas Edison and his assistant, 
William Dickson, invented a camera and a projector that could make a series of still photos on 35mm 
film look like they were moving. The Lumiere brothers in France invented a true motion picture camera 
in 1895. Edwin Porter, a cameraman who worked for Edison, came up with the idea in 1903 of creating 
an event to be filmed. By 1911, there were 5,000 theaters in the United States where people could 
watch motion pictures. In October 1911, the Nestor Company became to first motion picture company 
to make its home in Hollywood. Many more would follow.54 
 
Sennett, Sterling’s recruiter, established his own film company in Hollywood because of a gambling 
debt. He owed $100 to two bookies in New York, and they cornered him one day. He claimed there was 
big money to be made in the new motion picture business. Sennett talked them into loaning him 
another $2,500 to make four movies. Sennett, Mabel Normand, Fred Mace, and Ford Sterling were soon 
on a train bound for California. They got off in Santa Fe, New Mexico, obtained an automobile, and 
drove toward the center of town. A Shrine parade blocked the street. In a flash of inspiration, the actors 
bought a doll that looked and sounded like a baby. Sennett sent Normand into the parade with the doll 

https://chicagology.com/newspapers/chicagoamerican/
https://harnessmuseum.com/content/george-ford-morris
https://vaudeville.sites.arizona.edu/node/30
https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/vshtml/vsforms.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_Dean_(actor)#:~:text=John%20Wooster%20Dean%20(born%20John,1874%20or%20Washington%20in%201875.
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0071992/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wallace_Worsley
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0509287/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mack_Sennett
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biograph_Company
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mabel_Normand
https://www.loc.gov/collections/edison-company-motion-pictures-and-sound-recordings/articles-and-essays/biography/life-of-thomas-alva-edison/
https://iphf.org/inductees/auguste-louis-lumiere/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edwin_S._Porter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nestor_Film_Company
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fred_Mace
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to accuse one of the Shriners of not supporting the baby they had together. Mace and Sterling went 
along to support her claim while Sennett filmed the whole episode from the car. The Shriner’s wife was 
in the parade with him, and she was outraged. Sennett recalled, “The cops came up and were funnier 
than our actors. When they discovered the hoax, Mabel and the boys got back in the car and we drove 
away, fast.” The following day, Sennett rented a store in Los Angeles and created an opening and ending 
to mesh with the Santa Fe footage for what would become the first of his 700 comedy films.55 
 
Sennett called his film company Keystone, with Sterling and Normand as two of his primary actors.56 
Other Keystone actors were Henry Lehrman and Fred Mace.57 In the early years, Sennett did not even 
have a movie studio; he shot films in people’s front lawns.58 
 
Sometimes, fans could even visit a movie set during the early days of filmmaking. In February 1914, the 
public was invited to see an old ranch house burn at the intersection of Sunset Boulevard and Coronado 
Street in Hollywood as part of a movie being made by Mack Sennett. The cast included Ford Sterling, 
Mabel Normand, Roscoe Arbuckle, and Charlie Chaplin.59 
 
Ford Sterling became the chief of the original Keystone Cops. Some of the members of his squad were 
played by Hank Mann, Roscoe (Fatty) Arbuckle,60 Bobby Vernon, Chester Conklin, Clyde Cook, Mack 
Swain, and Jimmy Finlayson. According to Fred W. Fox, “. . . there has never been another knockabout 
troupe of acrobats, tumblers and muggers like the Keystone Kops.”61 The short Keystone Cops comedy 
films usually started with a telephone call to the police station from someone in distress. The ragged 
squad of policemen would assemble in the station to receive their instructions from their harried 
captain before spilling out into the street to respond to the call. Their madcap foot pursuits and frenetic 
car chases always featured a multitude of mishaps in their frantic pursuit of the bad guys. Their narrow 
escapes from disaster often left a path of destruction in their wake. 
 

 
 

Keystone Cops, In the Clutches of the Gang, 1914 
Ford Sterling is using the telephone; Roscoe Arbuckle on far right 

(Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keystone_Studios
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Lehrman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keystone_Cops
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hank_Mann
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roscoe_Arbuckle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bobby_Vernon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chester_Conklin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clyde_Cook_(actor)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mack_Swain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mack_Swain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Finlayson_(actor)
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It took three or four days to shoot a 10- to 15-minute short film.62 The capabilities and cost of early film 
are the reason silent films make the action look like everybody is on a combination caffeine and sugar 
high.  Films had to be shot at 16-18 frames per second to create the illusion of movement, but the film 
was projected at 20-24 frames per second.63 Because of how fast the action appeared on the screen, it 
required the audience to remain focused so they would not miss anything.  
 

 
 

(Exhibitors’ Times, 1913 June 7, p. 21; courtesy of the Library of Congress) 
 

By early 1913, 30-year-old Ford Sterling was billed as “the principal comedian of the Keystone 
company.”64 He would appear in more than 100 Sennett-produced comedies.65 
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Silent films had to tell a story with just pictures, movement, and an occasional bit of projected text. 
Without audible dialogue, the actors and actresses had to make maximum use facial expressions and 
movement to convey the action and plot. Silent comedies were especially expressive and animated, and 
some of the actors, including Ford Sterling, were noted for their physical, almost acrobatic, comedy. 
 

 
 

(Exhibitors’ Times, 1913 July 5, p. 49; courtesy of the Library of Congress) 
 
In those years, Ford Sterling was recognized as “the reigning monarch of film comedians.” Harold Lloyd 
called him “the funniest man on the screen,” and Allan Dwan said Sterling was the “screen’s best 
pantomimist.”66 His wire-rim spectacles and goatee chin whiskers made him one of the most 
recognizable actors on screen. Sterling was credited with being “the original pie hurler of the funny 
pictures.”67 According to one story, Sterling, in a comedy about bakeries, threw a custard pie. Audiences 
appreciated the obvious reality of the pie splattering in the face of the victim, so a pie in the face 
became a standard device in slapstick comedy.68 In another version of this story, Mack Sennett had a 
nine-foot custard pie baked for Ben Turpin to bomb Ford Sterling in a Keystone Cops film.69 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harold_Lloyd
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allan_Dwan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ben_Turpin
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Giving Sterling credit for originating pie throwing is just inaccurate movie lore. Pies in the face were part 
of vaudeville acts even before silent films, although they became such a staple in Keystone films that 
Sennett needed his own bakery to supply them.70 In Mr. Flip (1909) by Essanay Films, Ben Turpin gets a 
pie in the face at the end of this short comedy after having spent three-and-one-half minutes sexually 
harassing almost every female he encounters. This is well before Sterling started in motion pictures. One 
instance that did involve Sterling was at the end of The Jazz Band Leader (1913). Sterling’s band leader 
character is pummeled by a barrage of fruits, vegetables, and a pie thrown by heckling audience 
members. 
 
Ford Sterling did have an unintended role in launching the movie career of the great Charlie Chaplin. 
 
When Ford Sterling demanded more money, Mack Sennett set out to find a new leading man for his 
comedies. He found Charlie Chaplin, who was making $50 a week, at a theater in Los Angeles.71 When 
Chaplin went to work for Sennett in 1913, he did so for the relatively princely sum of $125 a week.72 
According to Sterling, it was he who supplied Chaplin with his oversize shoes; Fred Mace provided the 
baggy pants; and Charlie Avery gave Chaplin a coat. Chaplin’s trademark cane was courtesy of the Mack 
Sennett wardrobe department.73 
 
Charlie Chaplin surpassed Ford Sterling as Keystone’s primary comedic actor. Chaplin brought a more 
restrained style to the screen that used subtlety rather than slapstick to tickle the funny bone. One critic 
wrote in 1914 that “his acting is such a relief from Ford Sterling’s old worn beaten tiresome stuff which 
got awfully monotonous towards the last.”74  
 
Beside money, Sterling left Keystone because of the workload. He acted in 26 motion pictures in 1912, 
84 in 1913, and 46 in 1914. Granted, many of these were short films, but Sterling was acting, writing, 
and directing multiple projects at once.75 
 
The timing of Sterling’s departure from Sennett and Keystone is cloudy. By some accounts, it was after a 
year or two.76 For his draft registration in 1918, Sterling wrote that he was still employed by the Sennett 
Company.77 At the time of his death, it was reported that he had been “a star in Mack Sennett’s slapstick 
comedies from 1912 to 1917” and then formed his own production company in 1917.78 Some of this is 
not correct and omits what really happened. 
 
A contemporary newspaper article stated that Ford Sterling had moved on to the Universal Film 
Manufacturing Co. in early 1914. He formed a new comedy production group within the company and 
planned to appear in all the comedies that it created.79  His partners in this venture were fellow actor 
Henry Lehrman and studio executive Fred Balshofer.80 It appears that these films were known as Sterling 
Comedies.81  The first Ford Sterling comedy, centered around an automobile race, was released in the 
spring of 1914.82 An overwrought promotional piece called it “the greatest comedy ever flashed on the 
screen of any motion picture theater in the country . . . hundreds of people have seen this comedy at 
the American [theater] and without exception satisfaction has been written all over their countenances 
and many went away with hands held to their sides. Weak hearts are not welcome at this show for 
laughter is contagious.”83 
 
The Sterling Motion Pictures Corporation was short-lived. From early 1914 until it ceased production in 
January 1915, the company created about 32 motion pictures.84 Sterling then returned to Keystone and 
Mack Sennett.85 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2fo2fG3t0eE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8-qAX9kEufo
https://www.charliechaplin.com/en/articles/21-overview-of-his-life
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Avery_(actor)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fred_J._Balshofer
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An early motion picture projector 
 

(Exhibitors’ Times, 1913 September 27, p. 23; courtesy of the Library of Congress) 
 
About the same time that he formed his own production company, 30-year-old Ford Sterling married 18-
year-old Nora Sampson, an actress who used the stage name “Teddy Sampson,” on January 3, 1914, in 
San Diego, California.86 The five-foot-two-inch, 110-pound actress was born in 1895 in New York City. 
She graduated from the Academy of the Sacred Heart in New York before appearing in vaudeville and 
comic opera. Sampson got her start in Hollywood with the Majestic-Reliance company and specialized in 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teddy_Sampson
https://www.cshnyc.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reliance-Majestic_Studios
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comedies.87 Her father drove a hansom (horse-drawn) cab from a stand at 42nd Street in Broadway in 
New York City. Her brother was a decorated war hero who had served in a French ambulance unit during 
World War I.88 “Teddy” Sampson had appeared in some films by D. W. Griffith and was touted for her 
ability to play a variety of roles.89 Sampson was described as “dainty”90 and “petite.”91  By the standards 
of the time, this made her the perfect comedy heroine.92  
 

 
Nora “Teddy” Sampson 

 
(Who’s Who in the Film World 1914, p. 158; courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 

 
A reporter for the Movie Pictorial weekly interviewed Sterling at his oceanside bungalow in Venice, 
California, in May 1914. The reporter was surprised that the movie star shared his home with his 
mother. There was no mention of his wife.93  
 

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/d-w-griffith-about-d-w-griffith/621/
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1914 May 25, p. 4) 
 

The Lyric Theatre was located at 318 Main Street.94 It started as the Crystal Theatre in 1907, but 
the name changed to the Lyric Theatre later that same year.95 It closed on July 4, 1915, and the 
building was torn down the following month.96 It was replaced by the Lynne Tower building at 
318 Main Street.97 
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(La Crosse Public Library Archives, PC001-12-27-003) 
 

At the Majestic Theater, located at 514-518 Main Street,98 an eight-piece orchestra played for 
the silent movies.99 This grand movie house opened on January 3, 1910.100 It was later known as 
the Wisconsin Theater before a fire in December 1952 gutted it. Offices remained in part of the 
building that survived until 1972, when it was razed to create space for a parking lot.101 
Ironically, the George Stich family resided just east of this building, on the same block, in 1890, 
twenty years before Ford Sterling’s movies would be shown on its screen. This side of the block 
is now occupied by the parking lot for St. Joseph the Workman Cathedral. 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1915 December 25, page 2) 
 
There was plenty of work for Sterling because Sennett’s Keystone company cranked out 520 silent films 
over a 10-year period, an average of one per week.102 A typical example was the short comedy The Little 
Widow (1919), with a run time of 20 minutes.103 Sterling also appeared in Sennett’s longer comedy films, 
such as Married Life (1920), which was 50 minutes long.104 In addition, Sterling was a script writer and 
director for some movies.105 
 
Ford Sterling lived the life of a movie star on and off the screen. He owned a villa on the French Riviera. 
He was recognized as one of the best-dressed men in Hollywood. Sterling was said to be conversant in 
four languages.106 Sterling was one of the best-known movie-star golfers, and he seldom missed a 
chance to play in a golf tournament.107 Later in his career, a newspaper reported that he was studying 
spiritualism.108 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1919 July 16, p. 4) 
 

The La Crosse Theatre was located at 115-121 S. 5th Street.109  Sometime after it closed, the 
Hollywood Theater opened next door in 1936.110 

 

 
 

(La Crosse Public Library Archives, PC001-12-25) 
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This is that location today. 115 5th Avenue South (Scenic Center) was the site of the La Crosse 
Theatre; the Hollywood Theater is the smaller building to the right. 

 
(Photo by Jeff Rand, 2022 December 29) 

 
Although Sterling’s movie career was in good shape, his marriage was not. Teddy Sampson sued for 
divorce in November 1919. She claimed the couple separated in New York on October 8, 1916, and 
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Sterling went back to Los Angeles. She says she asked him for a reconciliation in early June 1918, but he 
refused.111 Sterling, on the other hand, had told a fellow actor that Teddy had left him two years into 
their marriage.112 
 
In 1920, Ford Sterling, 36 years old and separated from his wife, was living at 5638 Carlton Way in Los 
Angeles with his 55-year-old mother, Mary L. Stich.113 
 
Sterling added to his acting credits by working for every major Hollywood studio from 1920 to 1930.114 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1919 November 16, page 15) 
 
Perhaps to escape the publicity of a divorce, Sterling took a golfing trip to England and Scotland in early 
1921. He and another man played on the best courses and visited the top country clubs. While on the 
trip, Sterling, “an expert photographer,” took photographs of all the best golfers in the world.115 
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Sterling had taken up photography as a hobby when he started his career with Mack Sennett because he 
did not have time to continue painting. Sterling became an expert in the process of bromo-oil transfers 
when only a small number of people in the country were doing it. In June 1921, twenty-six of his 
photographs were exhibited at the Louvre in Paris.116 Sterling also won prizes in Art Institute 
photography competitions.117 
 
In an apparent attempt at reconciliation, one source reported that Sterling and his wife took a vacation 
together to New York in 1921.118 This appears to have not been successful for long because Teddy 
Sampson made news in the 1923 divorce case of well-known movie director Edwin Carewe. Carewe’s 
real name was Jay J. Fox, and his wife, Mary Jane Fox, testified that Carewe was having an affair with 
Teddy Sampson. 119 

 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1924 April 9, page 10) 
 

https://www.alternativephotography.com/introduction-to-oil-and-bromoil-printing/
https://edwincarewe.com/


20 
 

Ford Sterling Expanded version 2023-02-17 

 
 

(La Crosse Public Library Archives, PC001-12-30) 
 

The Strand Theatre was at 1113 Jackson Street.120 It had 400 seats and operated from 1916 to 
1955. This is now the site of the parking lot for The Soap Opera laundromat on the corner of 
West Avenue and Jackson Street.121 

 
Sterling’s marriage to Teddy Sampson seemed beyond repair. In August 1924, Sterling was the one who 
sued for divorce this time. While listening to the proceedings in court, Mary Stich, Sterling’s mother, had 
a stroke and was taken to a hospital.122 According to one report, she was stricken while her son was on 
the witness stand recounting how his wife had deserted him.123 Mary Stich died at the Clara Barton 
hospital in Los Angeles on August 8, 1924, at the age of 62.124 The death of Sterling’s mother caused an 
indefinite postponement of the divorce hearing.125 Teddy Sampson was not present at the proceedings 
because Sterling could not locate her.126 
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Teddy Sampson 
 

(Photoplay, 1922 February, p. 14, photo by Alfred Cheney Johnson; courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 
 
Four years later, Teddy Sampson renewed her pursuit of a divorce from her husband. The divorce suit 
stated that Sterling’s weekly income was $5,000 at that time.127 That would be over $87,000 in 
purchasing power today. 
 
Teddy was living in New York, but she did appear in court for this round of divorce proceedings. She had 
plans to go to Europe to pursue a career in British and French films. This divorce was never finalized, so 
Sampson and Sterling remained separated until their eventual, and final, reconciliation three years 
later.128 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1924 October 4, page 5) 
 

The La Crosse Theatre Company operated the Riviera Theatre at 1213 Caledonia Street.129 It 
opened on October 17, 1920, as a sister theatre to the Rivoli on the south side. Designed by 
Parkinson & Dockendorff architects, it featured the Obrecht Sisters’ Orchestra when silent films 
were playing.130 It closed in the early 1960s.131 
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The Riviera in 1931 
 

(La Crosse Public Library Archives, PC001-12-28-001) 
 

 
 

The same building today 
 

(Photo by Jeff Rand, 2022 December 29) 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1924 October 16, page 8) 
 

The Casino Theatre, operated by the La Crosse Amusement Company, was located at 303 Main 
Street.132 It was in business from 1911 until the late 1920s. In the 1970s, this was the site of the 
River City Palace.133 This location is now a parking lot for the Verve credit union. 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1925 September 12, page 5) 
 

Sterling once said, “A man can not (sic) retain his self-respect if he spends his entire life in clowning . . 
.”134 Starting In the mid-1920s, Sterling began to include dramas in his repertoire, although he often 
gave his dramatic characters a humorous twist.135 Even then, he was described as the “ace of character 
comedians.”136 One example was the 1927 Frank Capra film, For the Love of Mike.137 Sterling made a 
successful transition for short slapstick comedies to feature-length films.138 
 

https://www.wesleyan.edu/cinema/collections/capra.html
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1927 October 12, page 14) 
 

The Bijou Theatre was located at 113-115 3rd Street South.139 It had a long history of live 
performances before it became La Crosse’s first motion picture theater in 1909.140 It ceased 
operation in 1921 and became the Kinney shoe store until being remodeled and reborn as the 
new 500-seat Bijou Theater in August 1926.141 In early July 1939, the Bijou closed “for the 
remainder of the summer,” and movies booked at the Bijou were instead shown at the 
Wisconsin Theatre.142 There is no mention of it again in the local newspaper until June 1943 
when a local newspaper columnist wrote, “The Novelty was an all night restaurant, located in 
the building south of the old deserted Bijou theater on south 3rd street.”143 The Bijou had 
apparently ceased to be a profitable location and never reopened after the summer of 1939. 
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The Bijou Theatre in 1910 
 

(La Crosse Public Library Archives, PC001-12-22-001) 
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The former location of the Bijou Theater, 113-115 3rd Street South 
Big Al’s Pizza is at 115 3rd Street South 

 
(Photo by Jeff Rand, 2023 February 10) 

 
In October 1927, the Warner Brothers movie The Jazz Singer, starring Al Jolson, was the first motion 
picture with audio of the actors talking. This was a seismic event in the history of the movie industry.144 
Silent films almost immediately went on the endangered species list. 
 
By the late 1920s, motion pictures with audio were becoming more common. The difference was even 
more stark than football before and after the forward pass. With more emphasis on dialogue and a slow 
but steady deemphasis on physicality, at least as it had been portrayed in silent films, some Hollywood 
actors were able to make the transition while others saw their careers quickly fade. 
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Sterling’s first “talkie” was a film titled Fatal Forceps in 1929.145  His first all-sound film was The Fall of 
Eve, released in June 1929. Sterling, because of his stage experience, had no problem transitioning to 
talkies.146 His first comedy role in a sound motion picture was with Marilyn Miller, Alexander Gray, and 
Joe E. Brown in the 1930 comedy Sally.147 
 

 
 

Ford Sterling in The Fall of Eve, 1929 
 

(Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 
 
Despite his success on the screen, Sterling started to have financial troubles. In 1930, the Internal 
Revenue Service filed a lien for $1,714 against Ford Sterling for two years of income taxes.148 It was also 
said that Sterling lost most of his money in the stock market.149 
 
At the same time, his marital situation improved. After a 13-year separation, Ford Sterling and Teddy 
Sampson reconciled in late 1931.150 
 
Sterling retired in 1934, but a downturn in his financial situation forced him to go back to work in 
1935.151 
 
Warner Brothers studio revived the Keystone Cops franchise in 1935 by bringing back original cast 
members Ford Sterling, Ben Turpin, Chester Conklin, Marie Prevost, Vivian Oakland, and Hank Mann to 
make some new films in the mold of the originals.152 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marilyn_Miller
https://travsd.wordpress.com/2021/01/08/alexander-gray-accidental-idol/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joe_E._Brown
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marie_Prevost
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vivien_Oakland
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Sterling had parts in eleven more films after he came out of retirement,153 but his health prevented him 
from doing more work.154 One source stated that his final film was Alice in Wonderland,155 but his 
biographer, Wendy Warwick White, cites Many Unhappy Returns, a 1937 RKO release, as Sterling’s final 
motion picture.156 
 
Much like the title of his last film, Sterling’s life had an unhappy ending. 
 
In June 1938, Sterling entered Good Samaritan Hospital in Hollywood because of thrombosis in one of 
his legs.157  According to a newspaper reporter, Sterling had been in the same bed in Good Samaritan 
Hospital for over a year because of a heart condition that had been bothering him for two years. Blood 
clots in his leg made in necessary to amputate the leg on August 1, 1939.158 Gangrene had set in, and 
there was no other treatment.159 Despite having his left leg amputated above the knee, Sterling was 
reported to be in cheerful good spirits. Mack Sennett was a frequent visitor.160 
 
Although there was hope for a full recovery, his condition soon worsened. Ford Sterling died in the Good 
Samaritan Hospital during the evening on October 13, 1939, at the age of 56. Teddy Sampson was at his 
bedside.161 Ford and Teddy had been living together at 5272 Hollywood Boulevard in Los Angeles before 
he was hospitalized. The primary cause of death was a heart attack.162 
 
After services at the Pierce Brothers mortuary in Los Angeles, his body was cremated.163 The chapel was 
filled to its capacity of 300, and many floral tributes came from others who could not attend. Among the 
notables who came to pay respects were: Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, Sr., Harold Lloyd, Eugene 
Pallette, Tom Moore, Louise Fazenda, Baron Long, Marshall Neilan, Barney Oldfield, Mack Sennett, Frank 
Borzage, Allan Dwan, Wesley Ruggles, and Jed Prouty. The Rev. Neal Dodd conducted an Episcopal 
funeral service, and there were two musical numbers.164 In addition to Sennett, Chaplin, Long, Neilan, 
Borzage, Moore, and Oldfield, honorary pallbearers were Earle C. Anthony and F. C. Griffin.165 
 
Sterling’s ashes are interred in a niche at the Hollywood Forever Cemetery in Los Angeles County, 
California.166 Sterling had died penniless, and the unmarked niche was paid for by the Actors’ Fund.167 

Although they had reunited in life, Ford Sterling and Teddy Sampson were separated after death. Teddy 
Sampson died at the age of 75 on November 24, 1970, in Woodland Hills, California. She was buried in 
the San Fernando Mission Cemetery in Mission Hills, California, and her gravestone was inscribed “Nora 
Sterling,” with “Teddy” beneath that name.168 
 
Over the course of a prolific career in almost 300 motion pictures, Ford Sterling worked with many of 
the biggest names in early Hollywood (besides those already mentioned): Gloria Swanson, W. C. Fields, 
Claire Trevor, Noah Beery, Norma Shearer, Douglas Fairbanks Jr., ZaSu Pitts, Claudette Colbert, Joe E. 
Brown, Myrna Loy, Walter Pidgeon, Ben Turpin, and even a young Cary Grant.  
 
They were all among the generation of actors, actresses, and movie makers who were part of the first 
stage in the evolution from exclusively live entertainment to mass entertainment via screens. People no 
longer had to attend a live theatre or vaudeville production, or wait for a touring theatre company to 
come to their town; they could see motion pictures in the convenience of their hometown movie house. 
They also had more than a single opportunity to view it. In the days before radio and television, the 
movie theater was the main choice for family entertainment. 
 

https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-and-diseases/thrombosis
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Silent motion pictures were also the first form of entertainment systematically preserved, although 
many early films have been lost, so that they could be viewed by generations not yet born. They are part 
of our cultural legacy.  
 
Republic Pictures, which had formed in 1936, built two new sound stages in 1941. One of them was 
named for Mabel Normand, and the other one was named for Ford Sterling.169 
 
Select filmographies of Ford Sterling’s work can be found on the Golden Silents website, Classic Movie 
Hub, the Internet Movie Database, the TV Guide website, the Movie fone website, and Wikipedia. Some 
of Sterling’s films can be viewed on YouTube and the Internet Archive.  
 
Wendy Warwick White wrote a biography entitled Ford Sterling—His Life and Films (McFarland, 2007). 
Her book includes a comprehensive filmography and analysis of his career. 
 

 
 

Marvel Rea, Ford Sterling, Alice Maison 
 

(Courtesy of the Library of Congress) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic_Pictures
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In a 1914 interview, Sterling summed up his acting philosophy, which also illuminated the challenge of 
acting in silent films:  
 

To make a success on the screen . . . the acting must come from the heart and the head. One 
must be thoroughly conscientious and love the work and one must think, think of every action 
and every look. There must be a reason for everything done and moreover that reason must be 
transparent to the audience or it is ineffective. This goes in regard to comedy, slap stick comedy 
if you will, as well as for psychological drama. With me it has been a matter of continuous study 
and so it is with others who really succeed and I insist upon those who act with me being 
intelligent. Every tumble, every apparently foolish bit of business, has some reason for its being 
done, the result being that even in a knock-about comedy that it is easily followed and has 
continuity---one rapid fire action leads to another.170 

 
Actor David Niven acknowledged the silent film stars, including Ford Sterling, for what they taught him 
about the “art of pantomime and timing.” “Modern comedians can learn plenty from studying the 
technique of these old-time stars,” said Niven in 1948.171 
 

 
 

Ford Sterling wielding a sledgehammer in Barney Oldfield’s Race for a Life, 1913 
 

(Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 
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Ford Sterling declared that making people laugh is the toughest job in the world.172 In his time and in his 
way, Sterling succeeded in doing that job.  
 
Today, silent films are a historical artifact of interest to a small percentage of people, and pies in the 
face are passe except for the occasional fundraiser. The only name from this era of Hollywood that is 
likely to spark a flicker of recognition for most people is Charlie Chaplin. Slapstick comedy has given way 
to more sophisticated scripts and polished acting with greater emphasis on dialogue and special effects.  

 
Although Ford Sterling is little known today, the term “Keystone Cops” lives on in our cultural lexicon as 
a synonym for bumbling incompetence. Ford Sterling, a renaissance man, was anything but 
incompetent. The life of George Franklin Stich was so much more than that, and he should be respected 
as a person who lived a life of varied accomplishments. 
 
Jeff Rand 
La Crosse Public Library (Retired) 
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