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HEN HE TOLD his 19-year-old stenogra-
pher that they would both be arrested within 15 minutes, she believed him. She
got in his car and they fled to Yuma, Ariz. There was no reason to doubt him.
Paul Bourgeois was “America’s greatest animal trainer,” a pioneer cinemato-
grapher in the Dutch film industry, the inventor of a new “iceless ice,” the pro-
moter of Los Angeles’ first full-size skating rink — and her boss. ¶ In Yuma,
Joyce Burns got a telegram from her mother, who told her to come home: It was
only Bourgeois who was wanted by police. ¶ “He admitted he had told me I was
in danger so that I would come with him,” Burns told The Times after she got
back to the city Aug. 22, 1916, a few days after absconding. “He told me he loved
me and wanted to marry me.” ¶ But on returning to L.A., Burns began to learn
things about Bourgeois. He had stolen the car and another woman’s heart (as
well as her money). He had stolen more than that. And he had never explained

to anyone how his iceless ice was
going to work.

Bourgeois wasn’t even his real
name: It was Paul Sablon.

His accomplishments in Europe-
an cinema had earned him a place in
early film history, and his Hollywood
pictures were hailed in the Ameri-
can press. But from 1916 until his
death in 1940, Bourgeois never made
another film, and scholars weren’t
sure why. Archival records reveal the
bizarre reason: Looking to take
advantage of a new fad for ice skat-
ing, Bourgeois pretended to invent
an ice that wouldn’t melt in Los
Angeles, took heaps of investors’
money and ran.

stars, Ernestine Schumann-Heink,
when she visited Universal City his
first month on the job. She agreed
and called it the greatest thrill of her
life — greater than singing for com-
poser Gustav Mahler and being
made an honorary citizen of 10 coun-
tries. “Am praying for you every
day,” she said in a telegram to Bour-
geois after the visit. “I am your true
and faithful friend.”

S
UCCESS CAME
quickly for Bourgeois,
who had a talent for don-
ning new hats when op-
portunities arose. He had

begun his career in Europe as a
cinematographer for Pathé Frères,
jumped in front of the camera when
a production needed an actor willing
to do a dangerous stunt and learned
to train animals with the help of the
nature documentarian who directed
his first films. Bourgeois’ first pic-
ture for Universal was a riotous
two-reel comedy, “Joe Martin Turns
’Em Loose.” A series of collabora-
tions with Marstini followed, with
Bourgeois credited as actor, writer
or director and his wife as the star.

“It was relatively easy in the early
days to move from acting to direct-
ing, or screenwriting to directing, or
back and forth,” says Stamp. “There
was an interesting kind of fluidity”
that helped husband-and-wife
teams thrive. Yet the actress, for-
merly known as the “Countess de
Marstini” (though there is no evi-
dence of her nobility) in “A Prisoner
in the Harem” (1913), was billed in
their films simply as “Madame Paul
Bourgeois.” Would it be unusual if
Marstini had had a greater hand in
writing or producing these films
than the credits suggest?

“Absolutely not. That’s the down-
side of husbands and wives working
together,” says Stamp. “After the
fact, the men were almost always
credited with all of the work, or the
majority of the work, and in many
cases, that wasn’t true at all.”

The media likewise made little
note of Marstini’s skill at working
with the world’s most fearsome
creatures, preferring to pepper
Bourgeois with questions about his
trade. “My method of training wild
beasts is as simple as ABC,” he told
a reporter. “Oppression and cruelty
will turn any lion into a demon, while
firmness, kindness and patience —
infinite patience — will make him as
gentle as a tabby cat.”

But Bourgeois wasn’t always a
patient man. In September 1915, he
was charged with animal cruelty,
accused of beating a lion to death,
reportedly for not posing correctly
during filming. Two months later, he
found himself in the Universal hos-
pital after his hand was crushed by a

Bourgeois and his wife, actress
Rosita Marstini, arrived in Holly-
wood in summer 1915 after he made a
name for himself as a gifted animal
trainer in New York. He had set up a
school that trained animals to per-
form on film, an innovation that
likely brought him to the attention
of Carl Laemmle, who was building
an enormous studio for Universal
Pictures in the San Fernando Valley.

“It was a functioning city,” says
UC Santa Cruz professor Shelley
Stamp, author of “Lois Weber in
Early Hollywood.” “It had a post
office and a little hospital and a fire
station. It was an amazing place to
work.” It also had a zoo to house the
stars of the studio’s popular animal
shorts. To run this vast new enter-
prise — and market its films — Uni-
versal’s chief was in need of talent
with a knack for self-promotion.

“Laemmle very frequently used
the word ‘go-getters,’ ” says Bernard
Dick, author of “City of Dreams: The
Making and Remaking of Universal
Pictures.” No one was more of a
go-getter than Bourgeois.

“Would you go into a cage with a
tiger?” he reportedly asked one of
the world’s most famous opera

That the entertainment industry
attracts greedy opportunists loose
with the truth will surprise no one.
In just the latest example, actor
Zachary Horwitz last month agreed
to plead guilty to running a massive
Ponzi scheme, wheedling more than
$650 million out of investors with
made-up movie deals at HBO and
Netflix. The little-known century-
old story of Bourgeois not only
shows that it was ever thus but also
foregrounds perennial questions
that bedevil America (before and
after its reality-scammer president).
When do benign hucksters become
malignant frauds? And why do
people fall under their spell?

The great
‘iceless ice’
swindle 
HOLLYWOOD SCAMS? OLD AS THE HILLS. CONSIDER PAUL BOURGEOIS:

FILMMAKER, ANIMAL WRANGLER, CON ARTIST. BY KEITH JOHNSTON
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El Segundo, CA - Sep-
tember 22: Rob Rubens,
founder and head distill-
er at R6 Distillery, with a
glass of his R6 Bourbon
Whiskey, in the tasting
room of the company’s El
Segundo, CA, head-
quarters, Wednesday,
Sept. 22, 2021. (Jay L.
Clendenin / Los Angeles
Times)

INCE ITS 2014 FOUNDING, R6 Distillery has
been housed in a 5,900-square-foot facility in El Se-
gundo, where co-owner and head distiller Rob Rubens
oversees an operation that can hand-bottle about
1,000 bottles of whisky, blue-corn vodka, gin and bour-
bon in a day — some of which regularly win notice in
prestigious competitions. The building also includes a
Prohibition-speakeasy-themed tasting room, where
visitors can swing by for a boulevardier and a live

cabaret show. ¶ But Rubens has something grander in mind. ¶ By next sum-
mer, he hopes to triple the size of his operation with a second distillery and
barroom in Long Beach, which would allow him to continue manufacturing
private-label spirits and canned drinks while burnishing his own brand. The
new warehouse, clocking in at more than 18,500 square feet, will provide space
for more drinking and eating — and a machine that can sanitize, fill and label
1,000 bottles in about 25 minutes. ¶ Rubens, 35, says it took at least 12 months
to find the right space, and he’ll have to spend a few more months transform-
ing the property. Once it’s finished, it could include a barrel-lined dining room
for private events or seminars or classes on distilling, and a central tasting
room with several spaces available for private parties, one of which will sit on a

mezzanine level and overlook the
main floor.

The rooms would vary in aes-
thetic. While the El Segundo tast-
ing room evokes 1920s swankiness,
a tasting room in Long Beach
might replicate an old-timey cigar
lounge — dark, with button-back
leather chairs; another space could
be gleaming and bright. There
won’t be a full-service restaurant,
but Rubens says some food will be
served and the menu is likely to be
bacon-centric — to pair with his
whiskys. Patio seating also will be
on the menu. (Taking over a former
U.S. Postal Service building has its
perks, namely a large parking lot
that can double as permanent
alfresco space.)

“I think it’s going to be totally
different than what you experience
in El Segundo,” Rubens said. “Not
good or bad, just different — and a
lot more space.”

R6 Distillery primarily produces
bourbon, aging the spirit for at
least two years in charred white
oak barrels and occasionally dab-
bling in Pedro Ximénez wine casks
or maple syrup barrels for flavor

experimentation. This year, R6’s
straight bourbon won a silver
medal in the San Francisco World
Spirits Competition; in 2017, the
distillery’s blue-corn vodka won
silver there (and at the American
Distilling Institute, as well).

One of the craft distillery’s
primary focuses has been the man-
ufacture of private-label spirits and
canned drinks — some nonalco-
holic — for celebrities or brands
that don’t want to launch a distill-
ery of their own. Rubens and his
team help with recipe devel-
opment, as well as the physical
manufacturing and production of
the spirits and labeling. 

Rubens came to understand
how lucrative private-label spirits
could be when a friend already in
the trade asked if he could help
take on some of his workload. What
began as an afterthought became
almost a second operation entirely,
though at times it’s meant priori-
tizing limited distillery space for
private-label projects — and shelv-
ing R6’s own line.

The expansion could allow one
outpost to focus on manufacturing

while the other becomes somewhat
of a barrelhouse for aging and
testing. With room to play, Rubens
says he could experiment with
peated whiskys, or cherrywood-
smoked whiskys and other limited-
run products.

California’s wine boom in the
’70s and ’80s was mirrored by its
craft-beer explosion in the ’90s and
aughts, but it took nearly a century
for its craft distilleries to gather
speed post-Prohibition; the state’s
comparatively high cost of land
and industrial facilities, coupled
with strict legal guidelines on
taprooms and bottle sales, helped
keep the movement at bay. In the
last decade, California’s licensing
evolved for craft distillers, making
on-site sales easier and tastings
more profitable. Rubens was one of
the earliest craft distillers in
Southern California’s new wave. 

According to Ryan Friesen, vice
president of the California Artisan-
al Distillers Guild and as head
distiller at Blinking Owl Distillery
in Santa Ana, there’s still room for
more product, and there’s demand
for the more creative bottles. “Con-
sumers started to demand unique,
different, interesting, harder to get,
more niche, more local, better
storied aged whisky, and that’s the
driving force,” Friesen said.

Rubens “embodies a lot of what
this industry has represented, and
specifically about California,” he
added. “I think Rob is a classic
example of a guy who has a passion
for spirits, first and foremost, and
who then is trying to find the way to
make that idea, that passion, turn
into a business that makes sense,”
Friesen said. “Everyone struggles
with this, but Rob had a produc-
tion side and a small tasting room
... he’s taken on interesting outside
jobs but he still has his own brand.”

Rubens, born and raised in
Chicago, spent several years work-

ing as a business consultant, pro-
viding strategy across a number of
fields, including green energy,
higher education and healthcare.
He wanted to move west and in 2011
his employer facilitated Rubens’
relocation to the L.A. area. But he
soon came to understand that he
wanted more creativity, more risk.

“It was a dark part of my life,
where I was doing stuff that I really
didn’t want to do anymore,” said
Rubens of his former job. “I think
that [unhappiness] was the push
to jump off the cliff for something
different and more entrepreneur-
ial, which had always been a desire
of mine.”

He was on a business trip in
New Orleans when his sister-in-law
suggested they tour Celebration
Distillation (noted for its Old New
Orleans Rum). Rubens was han-
ded a welcome drink, learned
about the history of rum and the
distillery, and saw the watermarks
still visible from Hurricane Katrina
flooding. He saw the process and
the craft. That experience, he says,
provided the “lightbulb moment”
he needed.

Soon after, a friend taught him
how to home-brew beer, a precur-
sor of sorts to distilling. The next
logical step was looking for the hole
in the beverage market, and he felt
distilleries were the next big trend. 

“Then it was just putting to-
gether the pieces to leave what
appeared to be a really stable job
and scrape together [my] life’s
savings and create a craft distillery
in one of the most expensive parts
of the country,” Ruben said. “And
[then] taking all of the lessons that
I’d learned ... and just really go for
it.”

He studied and practiced his
craft at other distilleries, including
Dry Fly Distilling in Washington
and Koval Distillery in his home-
town of Chicago. In 2014, he started
R6.

He sees the creation of his busi-
ness as a way to continue the
Rubens legacy. In 1926, Rubens’
great-grandfather, along with his
five brothers, debuted a popular
Illinois theater company and left a
lasting impression on generations
of entrepreneurs in the family,
including one who named his dis-
tillery — R6 —as a tribute to the six
Rubens brothers and pours his line
of spirits in a 1920s-themed speak-
easy in El Segundo. Soon enough
he’ll be pouring in Long Beach too.

R6 Distillery is expected to open
its second distillery, at 601-621
Golden Ave. in Long Beach, in
spring or summer of 2022.

Photographs by Jay L. Clendenin Los Angeles Times
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SPIRITS MAKER

DISTILLS ITS

BUSINESS PLAN
R6’S ROB RUBENS LAYS OUT AN EXPANSION:

PRODUCTION BOOST PLUS ANOTHER BARROOM

BY STEPHANIE BREIJO

ROB RUBENS,
R6’s founder,
kicks back in
the El Segundo
facility’s tasting
room, top, and
distillery floor.
He’s at work on
a second facility,
rendered below,
that’s slated to
open in Long
Beach next year.
Bourbon leads a
varied lineup.
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