
NUGGETS OF HISTORY 

VOLUME 50 MARCH 2011 NUMBER 1 

William J. Hurlbut, 1878-1957: from Belvidere to Broadway 
to the Bride of Frankenstein 

Part I 

By P. Zoe Norwood 

Portrait of "W.J. Huriburt [sic], Author of 'The Fighting Hope""', 
N.Y. Times, Feb. 5, 1911. 

************************************************************************ 



FROM THE EDITOR'S DESK 

This issue is the first of a two part series about the life and works of Will Huriburt. 
While not well known now, in the early part of the 20th  century he was a very well 
known playwright in New York City and he hailed from Belvidere. Zoe Norwood, a 
first time contributor to the Nuggets has written a very well researched article with 
another follow-up article in the next issue. 

Zoe Norwood is a reference librarian in the Adult Services Department at Rockford 
Public Library. She's been working at the Main Library since 1987, after receiving 
her Masters Degree in Library Science at the University of Michigan, and she loves 
the variety in the work and her wonderful co-workers there. In 2000 she was 
Project Coordinator for the book Confluence: A Living Literary Legacy of the Rock 
River Valley, an anthology for Rockford 2000 that highlighted both living and 
deceased local authors, including brief biographies and some writing excerpts. It 
was through this effort that Zoe learned about Will Hurlbut, as she wrote the 
chapters on several deceased writers, including Hurlbut, Rochelle authors Earl 
Chapin May and Stella Burke May, Dr. Wesley Oliver of Belvidere, and the Eagle's 
Nest Art Colony in Oregon. Zoe has always loved going to the movies and to 
theatre, and so studying Will and his films and plays was a fun project, also leading 
to a study of "The Bride of Frankenstein" in depth. 

NOTICE TO RESEARCHERS 

If you have a subject that you have researched, or an idea for an article that you 
would like to pursue, give me a call. I would like to encourage original research 
into some aspects of local history that have not been adequately pursued. I can be 
reached at 986-4867 (evenings) or 987-5724 (day). 

Thomas Powers, Editor 

OUR FIFTIETH ANNIVERSARY 

You might have noticed the "Vol. 50" on our masthead. This year is the 5 01 

anniversary of the founding of the Rockford Historical Society. It is also the 
beginning of the 50th  year of publication of the Nuggets of History which had its first 
issue in 1963. If you are one of our founding members we would like to hear from 
you. 



William J. Hurlbut, 1878-1957: from Belvidere to Broadway to the 
Bride of Frankenstein 

Part I 

By P. Zoe Norwood 

On Wednesday evening, April 7th,  1909, "a middle-aged man, walking with the 
aid of two crutches," entered a Chicago box office and asked for a ticket to the play 
"The Writing on the Wall," requesting help to get to his seat. "When the performance 
was over..., the ushers got the crutches and went to assist the crippled man," but - He 
was gone! "Some of those who watched his enthusiasm over the play believe that he 
was stirred up to such a pitch of excitement and buoyed up to such an extent that he 
suddenly regained the use of his limbs." What had inspired this gentleman was a 
dramatic expose of "the frightful conditions of tenement life in New York "2  and the 
playwright was William Hurlbut of Belvidere, who headed to New York after graduating 
from Belvidere High School. This play, written for English actress Olga Nethersole - her 
first role in an American play - drew attention to these conditions, and as a result N.Y.'s 
shameful Trinity Church tenements were torn down.3  A playwright is not usually seen 
during performances, but on a cold January, 1909, night in Syracuse, N.Y., the actor 
set to play the lead male role "had a narrow escape from a serious accident due to the 
running away of the horse attached to a sleigh in which he was an occupant. William J. 
Hurlbut, the author of the play, went on at a moment's notice... and was letter perfect 
in the part and cut quite a figure (six foot four) on his first appearance on any stage."4  

That reporter didn't know that as a boy in Belvidere, Illinois, Will "had been cast 
for some part in about every amateur production that was staged."5  To learn about Will 
is to learn about his era - from Illinois to New York to Hollywood. Let's start by viewing 
life at 524 E. Hurlbut Ave .6  in the 1870s and 80s through a magnifying glass, or - 
better yet - imagining it through the lens of a "detective camera," invented by Will's 
father George  when Will was in grade school. William James Hurlbut was born in 
Belvidere on July 13, 1878, the second child of George H. and Eliza Wilkins Hurlbut.8  
From early on, it would have been delightfully - or painfully - apparent to Will and 
older brother Stephen that theirs was a family with high achievements and 
expectations. When Will was 1, his father worked with the Illinois River Survey Corps 
of Engineers, 9  and later, through George's efforts as City Engineer, "the first artesian 
well was sunk in this city".'°  He operated a plumbing, heating, ventilating, hose, and 
hose reels business; organized the Hurlbut Manufacturing Company, that sold the 
"Hurlbut instantaneous camera"; and served two terms (1887-89, 1893-95) as Mayor. 
Regarding Will's mother, Eliza, it was noted at her death in 1910 that she "was a 
woman of rarely beautiful traits of character and she was much beloved and esteemed 
in a wide circle of friends". 12 

Will was "a stage-struck boy, inflicting amateur theatricals upon a long-suffering 
neighborhood and spending all his spare quarters for gallery seats to see the rather bad 
plays that visited Belvidere. "13  In an interview, Will was quoted: "My first plays were 
written at about twelve. One of them was given in a theatre the 'troupe' had built in 
the carriage-house. The stage had a trap-door, real home-made scenery, and a rolling 
curtain. The play was written to suit the players, each member specifying what he 
particularly wished to say and do." Then he described his first produced play, "The 
Stolen Check," in which he played the father of a large family, Will's mother played "the 
thunder" with a Chinese gong, and the "son" steals a check from the "father". He went 
on to recall his first unproduced play, "Helen of Troy," adapted from "Classics for Boys." 



He stated, "That's as near as I ever got to Homer. I soon realized, however, that the 
Belvidere, Boone County, Ill., public was not up to high-brow stuff like that, so we gave 
them domestic melodrama - a lesson well worth learning .,,14  Will staged some plays in 
the attic of their home, 1-9  and he was also an avid artist. "As a boy of Belvidere, 
William Hurlbut thought of art, talked of art, made efforts at being an artist and was 
encouraged by family and friends and everybody else in Belvidere. He would stand and 
watch sign painters by the hour, and when the holidays neared and traveling craftsmen 
made cheery Christmas scenes and mottoes in soap on the mirrors of Belvidere 
barrooms our young art aspirant had to be warned to keep out of the various premises 
licensed to sell strong drink - although as a member of the Juvenile Band of Hope of 
the First Presbyterian Church of Belvidere he was pledged though life to Touch Not, 
Taste Not, and Handle Not.... After he graduated from Belvidere High School, young 
Hurlbut cluttered up the parental abode with so many sketches in water color and black 
and white that bespoke so much latent genius...."6  Whether due to clutter or a desire 
to show off Will's talent, his parents hosted an "Art Reception", with a room "set apart 
for the art display, and the walls were artistically hung with water colors and oil 
paintings". 17  Also in 1896 Will portrayed Presidential candidate McKinley in a ceremonial 
program,'8  fifteen years after President Garfield had likewise been assassinated, the 
very day that 3-year-old Will had boarded a ship to Panama. 

On July 2, 1881, Will, his brother Stephen, and their parents and grandparents 
boarded a steamer from New York to the Isthmus and from there to Callao, Peru's 
seaport.19  "The Hurlbuts gave a reception just before they left, and there must have 
been great bustle and excitement in the family. "20  They were going because Will's 
grandfather was newly appointed Minister to Peru, and George was studying the canal 
work the French were starting. George reported on their accommodations in Panama: 
"Every night troubled with thousands of musquitoes [sic], water not very good... It was 
very hard on the children as they could not sit down and keep still as we could, but 
would run about and get heated, and then the cooking was not good for them.... Both of 
the children were taken sick, but by care and medicine we brought them through it all 
right." They arrived on Bastille Day (National Day of France), with a huge celebration 
all night, fireworks, and dancing - keeping the Hurlbuts from getting any sleep. They 
enjoyed their journey on the USS Alaska to Callao Bay, and then by train to Lima, "to a 
house which had been secured for us, where we found servants, food, and everything 
ready. ,21 

Later in life George made South America his residence, 22  but he died in New 
York in 1930, and the Belvidere paper lamented, "There having been no notice previous 
to that day [of the funeral] of the death and funeral of Belvidere's former prominent 
citizen, many who would have liked to attend the services were not aware of them until 
too late. ,23  Will's father may have lived much of his life in the shadow of Will's 
grandfather, Stephen Augustus Hurlbut. He moved to Belvidere in 1845 and set up a 
law practice, marrying Sophronia Stevens, daughter of the New York lumberman for 
whom Stevens Point, Wisconsin is named.24  Hurlbut became friends with Abraham 
Lincoln, was elected State Representative and U. S. Congressman, and was a Civil War 
hero - Brigadier General of Volunteers, Major General, and later Commander-in-Chief of 
the Grand Army of the Republic. The last year of Stephen's life, as Minister to Peru, 
embroiled him in "an incredible tangle of politics, finance and intrigue," revolving 
around the "immensely valuable nitrate beds belonging to Bolivia."25  George wrote 
letters to the Belvidere newspapers defending him, and General Hurlbut was 
exonerated. However, "Those last months in Peru must have been cruelly hard on 
him.... He wrote once to his brother, 'Wanton and wicked disgrace and disaster have 
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been brought upon us..... 26  This brother was probably half brother William Henry 
Hurlbert, accomplished writer and editor-in-chief of the New York World. Stephen's 
1882 obituary in the World stated "In return for this faithful execution of his 
instructions he was assailed by interested clamor in the Chilian and English press, and 
by ignorant clamor in the press of his own country. ,27  Will was 3 or 4 during this time, 
after which their street was named Hurlbut Avenue. Oddly enough, William Henry 
Hurlbert's last years were also marked by scandal, accused of writing "a sheaf of 
salacious letters to his London mistress, Gladys Evelyn... A British court indicted him for 
perjury in 1891, and Hurlbert fled incognito to Italy, where he died in 1895.28  Since 
Will's brother (who became a Professor of Latin and Greek and founded St. Albans 
Press29) was named after Stephen Augustus Hurlbut, it's likely Will was named after 
William Henry. Interestingly, Hurlbert had changed the spelling of his name from 
Hurlbut, probably to distance himself from a difficult, demanding childhood.30  (Our 
Will's last name was frequently spelled - or misspelled - in various ways, including this 
one.) Another well-known person related to Will was Miss Mary Crandall, the first 
director of the Ida Public Library. She was a cousin of George, and Mrs. L. L. Crandall 
his aunt.31  When Will returned to Belvidere in 1914 for a visit, he stayed with his great 
aunt. 32  

After graduating from high school, Will studied at the St. Louis School of Fine 
Art, located then in the St. Louis Museum of Fine Arts. He attended The School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago for one semester during 1898-99, taking two classes and 
receiving honorable mention in one.34  While there, "William Hurlbut had a piece (cat. 
No. 185 'June') in the 1899 annual watercolor exhibition .,,35  "At 22 he was pronounced 
by his instructors as a first class Al Illustrator in line, washdrawing of sepia, and he 
was advised that he had better translate himself to New York, where the magazines 
were published, and show [them] how fiction in the leading periodicals should be 
illustrated."36  The 1900 census still showed George, Eliza, Stephen, William, and their 
housekeeper Minnie Blank from Germany, living in Belvidere, 37  but around the turn of 
the century Will followed the advice and headed to New York City. We can thank 
Morning Telegraph writer Roy McCardell for describing his experience: "He made a lot 
of drawings of men and women evening dress in elegant attitudes near grand pianos, 
and visited around the art departments of various New York magazines with these 
evidences of his genius. f38  Will persevered, opening a studio on Fifth Avenue, where he 
illustrated "for Harpers, Fred Stokes, the Delineator, and other firms. "39  For Stokes he 
created the "Emily" frontispiece for the 1902 novel, A Woman Ventures.40  McCardell 
continues, "At Harper's the art editor gave him a story to illustrate at his first approach. 
He did the work and was paid for it, but it must have been too good for Harper's, for 
they gave him no more articles to illustrate. He sold articles to the Cosmopolitan and 
to Life, but not enough..., and so in his spare time ... he began to write plays. 'A' This 
experience demonstrated recurrent aspects of William's life: good luck, hard work, and 
seizing opportunities. The article continues: "His first written play ... was entitled 'One 
by One,' on the theme of Kipling's 'Tomlinson," that 

'The sins ye do by two and two 
Ye must pay for one by one.' 

It was about "running away from your own wife with another man's, and the other 
pleasures, pains, and pastimes of the upper classes." Walking along Broadway, he saw 
the sign for "CHARLES FROHMAN'S BUREAU OF PLAYS," and carrying this play, "He 
walked right into the Empire Theatre Building ... and took his play right in to Theodore 
Bart Sayre and told Theodore how good it was, and Theodore told him he'd give it the 
once-over.... Sayre told him it was good but 'lacked construction.' 'Suppose you 
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construct it, then', suggested Hurlbut. So Sayre constructed it and Harry Sommers, 
who was then the manager of the Knickerbocker, happened to drop in.... Sommers 
throught it was a corker and immediately paid $500 for the rights." That play was 
never produced, but Sayre and Hurlbut split the $500 "and decided that playwriting was 
a cinch. They have both learned since that it isn't.... For three more years young 
Hurlbut kept on writing plays and never selling one. Then he wrote 'The Fighting Hope,' 
and believing in aiming high, took it to David Belasco." Incredibly, "Belasco read it that 
night, paid a thousand dollars in advance, royalties in the morning - Oh, boy." 

William was smart to seek help from David Belasco, "the Bishop of Broadway. ,42 

According to playwright Channing Pollock, "There is reason for doubting that Belasco 
ever had an original idea in his life, but he was a wizard with other people's ideas - and 
the greatest stage director and master of dramatic structure of his time. A3  "The 
Fighting Hope" opened in 1908, starring famous actress Blanche Bates, making "its 
author, Wm. 3. Hurlbut, famous over night... and has become one of the recognized 
American classics." 44  I didn't have a copy to read, but a novelization described the 
play: "A strong man bravely facing the foes who would brand him with disgrace, calmly, 
silently fighting them to a finish; a convict declaiming his innocence from behind prison 
walls...; a beautiful young mother battling for a stainless name for her children and for 
the fair name of their father."45  It's interesting that Hurlbut's first produced play in New 
York involved a worthless check or stolen money, while his first produced play as a child 
was "The Stolen Check." McCardell pointed out that "it ran a year in New York, a year 
on the road, and it is still going strong in stock," adding that Will "believes modern 
stagecraft ... is indebted more to Belasco than it is to Ibsen and Shaw," quoting 
Hurlbut: "If for no other reason than because Belasco praised and produced my first 
play to see the footlights - what have Ibsen and Shaw done for me?"46  The year after 
"The Fighting Hope," the first of his plays to travel west was "The Writing on the 
Wall."47  In 1916 "The Fighting Hope" was adapted to the screen through "picturization," 
presented at Belvidere's Majestic with Laura Hope Crews in her "photodramatic 
debut."46  Other plays by Will shown at the Majestic included the comedy "Romance and 
Arabella"49  and "Body and Soul," presented by Frohman Amusement Corp. and telling 
the story of a New York society girl who suffers from loss of memory and gets involved 
in a love triangle that ends with murder in a roadhouse.50  

William had a strong focus on commercial success. When asked why all his 
plays were written for women stars, Will responded that he likes women, but added: 
"Mr. Belasco... advised me to write about women and for women. He said the success 
of the theater depended on the women. They make the men take them where they 
want to go."5' There was an initiative discussed around this time to create a "national 
theater", possibly inspired by the National Theater of Ireland. Will continued: "I think 
this talk about a national theater of art is all tommyrot... .The theater, to succeed, must 
be a commercial theater.... I don't believe in subsidized theaters." That article hailed 
Hurlbut as "the Clyde Fitch of to-day," appropriate since Fitch, 1865-1909, was prolific 
and successful, "the first millionaire dramatist in America."52  
These were heady times for a 23-year-old who had gotten three plays produced on 
Broadway, the latest - in 1910 - appropriately named "New York." While Hurlbut was 
sometimes described as quiet, he was anything but when Evening Sun reporter Acton 
Davies overheard Will, at the opening of a Broadway play, declare to actress Blanche 
Bates: "There is no use in my saying what I THINK, because I KNOW, that this play of 
mine, 'New York,' will be the greatest thing the American stage has ever seen," 
continuing in this full-of-oneself vein and escalating, labeled a "violent attack of artistic 
temperament. "53  Hurlbut threatened to sue Davies for libel on reporting these allegedly 
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candid remarks, as well as comments about Will's play. (For those wondering about this 
"greatest thing," the NY Review article pointed out that according to Davies "there were 
no outward or visible signs of a conflagration," even though Hurlbut had expected his 
"erotic drama" "to set Newark Bay on fire at its first performance.") It sounded like 
most people took the whole thing in stride, including Miss Bates, who was prepared to 
go on the stand and state that Mr. Davies had correctly quoted "Mr. Hurlburt's [sic] 
modest remarks concerning his play." Some may have felt charitable to Will, knowing 
that his mother was dying in New York City, after a long illness, and figured he couldn't 
think straight. Eliza Hurlbut died a little over a month later, on Nov. 4, 1910. 

In the years before Eliza's death, Will's parents figured prominently in his life, 
having moved to New York in 1901, to a home at Athens on the Hudson.55  He was 
often "assisted by his mother" at the "chafing-dish parties" that he threw in his "studio 
apartment on Fifty-fifth Street, near Broadway," as she was "a charming woman with a 
wealth of beautiful gray hair, who enters into the pleasures of her son with the heart of 
a young girl, and is most popular as a chaperon [sic]."56  He saw his parents and 
Stephen (St. Albans School, Washington, D.C.) in summers at the family's cottage at 
Shoreham, Long Island. (George had remarried and moved to Toms River, N3.57) At 
Shoreham, a photo shows Will on the beach with friends, including playwright Channing 
Pollock, 58  who wrote that he moved with his wife to Shoreham early-on, and "within 
three or four years, many distinguished people had followed us to, or otherwise settled 
in Shoreham. The number included Harriot Stanton Blatch, daughter of Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton,...; William Hurlbut, who wrote The Fighting Hope,...."59  Another photo shows 
Will carrying his canoe on his back.60  Shoreham was also a writing location for Will, 
"who will leave for his Summer home at Shoreham, L.I., this week, there to write a new 
play for Bertha Kalich with one hand and a comedy for Blanche Ring with the other, 
meanwhile dictating a drama for Olga Nethersole, renders brotherly assistance to other 
playwrights if asked .,,6'  The 1909 interview observed that Will had "a delightful sense 
of humor," talked fast but was "an excellent listener," was "always immaculately 
dressed" (with cuffs and haberdashery), and displayed "dignity raised to a high power." 
His friends called him "Billy. ,62 

Will described his writing process in that interview: "It is the conciseness, the 
concentration of playwriting that appeals to me - the fact that one must give the 
essential material of a long novel in two hours and a half of spoken dialogue.... I think 
the appeal of the drama may be found in the instinctive love of action in human 
nature...., such as two human beings meeting and, through this, creating a situation.... 
Certain things must be held back and brought forth as a surprise, and others must be 
'handed out' to the audience, so that they will be 'in the know." He added: "A play 
must not only be strong; it must be something that the people want. They are 
interested in the things that are happening to-day. ,63  Tenement house blight was a 
timely topic, but of the 30 or more plays written by Will, those that were "best received 
invariably dealt with women confronting crises. "64  An excellent example is Will's "The 
Bride of the Lamb," deservedly included in The Best Plays of 192526.65  In this Freudian 
drama, set in "a small middle-western town," the lead character ma, living a repressed, 
secret-laden life with her alcoholic husband and teenage daughter, becomes sexually 
infatuated with a tent evangelist, while her daughter is becoming religiously moved by 
him. Hurlbut effectively builds suspense to the insane climax. One reviewer observed, 
"It is proof of Mr. Hurlbut's skill and honesty that the play impresses us as truthful and 
it sequence of disasters as resulting naturally and without exaggeration from each other 
and from his fundamental premise.... [He] has irony, a sort of grim humor in dealing 
with the ridiculous aspects of the limited American scene; he has also the pity of the 
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born realist. ,66  For example, Act III begins by describing ma as "interested in the 
routine duties of her home, [moving] around mechanically, with a kind of intent 
absentness.... It is as though her consciousness were already determined upon a certain 
desperate course without yet being aware of that determination .,,67  Will is also adept at 
creating ditzy female characters that provide comic relief. In "Bride of the Lamb" this 
is Minnie Herrick, and later, in "The Bride of Frankenstein," it's another Minnie. A few 
years after "Bride of the Lamb," someone named William Hurlbut published two short 
stories: "Blue Gentian: Suspicion Grew Out of an Innocent Situation and Fear Did the 
Rest, ,68  and "Importance: The Man Who Overrated It, and His Love-Affair. ,69  I think 
this is the same Will. The excellent "Blue Gentian" reminds me of "Bride of the Lamb", 
and "Importance" shows his skill at creating male characters that are all puffed-up. As 
Will said, "the women like to see a woman who is onto the men and who puts it over on 
them when they try to put it over on her. ,70 

In 1921 Will wrote "Lilies of the Field," but it wasn't a precursor to the film with 
Sidney Poitier and German-speaking nuns. As reviewed in the NY Times, 71  this play 
consisted of "an assortment of gaudy courtesans sitting around loose and chatting over 
their lives in a humorous and philosophical manner.... So long as he indulges himself in 
this vein, Mr. Hurlbut manages to be richly and continuously amusing." Unfortunately, 
the plot was "ungainly and generally incredible," about "a pure divorcee who gives 
herself to a multimillionaire for safekeeping...., because she hears her little daughter is 
dead. Then she finds her little daughter is not dead." The reviewer noted that "in the 
more tearful moments the firstnighters tittered mutinously," and the curtain came down 
prematurely. Sadly, another kind of curtain - bankruptcy72  - came down several weeks 
later (due to "dissension within the corporation"), although reportedly the play would 
continue "indefinitely." The lead was played by Marie Doro, also a silent film actress. A 
filmed version was shown at Belvidere's Apollo on Mon., 3/31/24, advertised as a 
"drama of beautiful women who spend their lives in the search of pleasure; of men who 
doubt the nobility of womanhood; of a neglected wife, who, tempted on the brink of 
folly, is saved by love. ,73  While the reviewer couldn't compare it with the play, he 
praised its "dramatic intensity and much heart interest, 04  and the next day's ad 
reported that 1017 people attended! Around the same time as "Lilies of the Field," Will 
wrote "Trimmed in Scarlet," also involving a mother's search for her child. On returning 
home after years in Europe, she "meets with a rather chilly reception from her former 
friends," with her son - not knowing who she is - defending her.75  

An earlier play that also depicted prejudice against Europe and a mother's love 
for her son was "The Strange Woman." It is set in the "Adelphi, Iowa" ("Delphi" in the 
novel adaptation 76  I read), which local articles consider to represent Belvidere's Adelphi 
Hall, where "[Will] acted many times as a boy. "77  The lead character's family in the 
novelization is "the oldest in Kishwaukee County, 08  Will directed the play himself, ' 
and the following year he started to produce all his plays himself.80  The story is about 
a local man who brings his French girlfriend home to visit, and how the locals can't 
understand why she doesn't believe in marriage - but that his mother rises above this 
prejudice. It may be one of the most personal of Will's plays, as he never married and 
probably tired of being asked about it, saying "I'm every inch a bachelor - a real one, 
you know - not divorced or anything like that. "81  There's also a harbinger of writings to 
come in a "text" about childbirth quoted in the story: "The accident of sex alone laid the 
unpleasant duty at woman's door. If children could be produced by machinery, so much 
the better. ,82  In Part 2 of this article, we'll peer into the mill from "Frankenstein" - "a 
skeleton of burning timbers "83 - and also a mill closer to home, Belvidere's Baltic Mill, 



where Will's 1922 play "On the Stairs" was produced by the Baltic Mill Players in 1935, 
the same year "The Bride of Frankenstein" was released in Hollywood. 
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