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Boulder-born O’Brien a silent-film star
by Silvia Pettem

Eugcnc O’Brien was a dapper and debonair star of Broadway theater and silent films. Although he died in 1966, he’s
still one of our neighbors, buried with his parents and brother in Green Mountain Cemetery.

In 1902, O’Brien accepted a minor acting role in a stock company at Elitch Gardens in Denver. Before long, the handsome
21-year-old University of Colorado medical school drop-out moved to New York City where his rich baritone voice
eventually landed him the part of a Hungarian soldier in a quartet in a vaudeville play.

“Less than three months ago, the name of Eugene O’Brien had about as much significance for Broadway theatergoers as
that of the most obscure actor in some far-off rural community,” wrote a New York critic in 1909. “Yet, in one single night,
he [O’Brien] achieved a success, the glory of which must ring in his ears yet.”

O’Brien then left the theater and moved up the silent-film ladder. Family and friends in Boulder got to see him perform
when he appeared in his first silent film, “The Lieutenant Governor,” shown in February 1915 at the Curran Theater, the site
of the Boulder Theater on 14th Street.

Before long, O’Brien was one of an all-star cast headed by the well-known actress Ethel Barrymore. He then co-starred
with early film favorites Mary Pickford, Norma Talmadge, and Gloria Swanson. He was insured for a million dollars,
received “an almost unbelievable salary,” and was appearing in moving pictures all over the world.

A local reporter interviewed O’Brien on a visit to Boulder, en route
from Hollywood to New York. The movie star said that he had
noticed many improvements in Boulder and that walking the streets
made him feel like a boy again. He also stated that he was anxious to
return to the “legitimate stage™ and preferred acting before an
audience to being in films.

By 1928, during the era that “talkies” made their debut, he left the
movie industry for good. The next year, he moved into a Hollywood
hacienda, telling a reporter that he was “untroubled by girls and
reveling in athletics, gardening, and most of all in bachelorhood.”

O’Brien made his final visit to Boulder in 1952 for the funeral of
his brother George. But Boulder obviously stayed in the mind of this
native son. When he died at the age of 85, his body was returned to
Boulder and interred in his family plot. Walk down and visit him
sometime.

Silvia Pettem’s latest book, “Positively Pearl Street: A Chronicle of the Center of Boulder,
Colorado, 1859 to Present,” is available at local bookstores and at www silviapettem.com

Silent film star and Boulder native Eugene O'Brien, left, is
buried in Green Mountain Cemetery.

2nd Quarter Neighborhood Real Estate Market Watch, April 1st-June 30th
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