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      In his most innovative and technically challenging film, The Birds, Alfred Hitchcock follows the success of Psycho with a modernist, avant garde horror-thriller, which has spawned many imitators and triggered the cycle for disaster and man versus nature films. Now to mark The Birds 50th anniversary in 2013 and the digitally restored Blu-Ray release, The Making of Hitchcock’s The Birds is the first book-length treatment on the production of this modernist masterpiece.




      

        


      




      Featuring new interviews with stars Rod Taylor, Tippi Hedren and Veronica Cartwright, as well as sketches and storyboards from Hitchcock’s A-List technical team, Robert Boyle, Albert Whitlock and Harold Michelson, the book charts every aspect of the film’s production all set against the tumultuous backdrop of the 1962 Cuban missile crisis and JFK’s presidency. Using unpublished material from the Alfred Hitchcock Collection, Evan Hunter files, Peggy Robertson papers and Robert Boyle’s artwork, this book will be the ultimate guide to Hitchcock’s most ambitious film.
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      Tony Lee Moral is a documentary filmmaker and writer. He is the author of two previous books on Alfred Hitchcock: Hitchcock and the Making of Marnie (2002) and Alfred Hitchcock’s Movie Making Masterclass, a cinematic guide to the master of suspense.
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        INTRODUCTION


      




      In his most ambitious, technically challenging and innovative film, The Birds, Alfred Hitchcock achieved what had never before been seen on screen. When the film was released in the spring of 1963, it proved to be his most avant-garde, modernist and experimental film, utilising pioneering special effects, audacious in its conception and execution. Hitchcock himself said, ‘I suppose that The Birds is probably the most prodigious job ever done.’1




      What are the birds supposed to signify? Hitchcock said that his film was about complacency, reflecting the fact that ordinary men and women go about their lives seemingly unaware that catastrophe may be imminent. The film was conceived during the period of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Bel Air Fire, the Missouri Floods and the overshadowing threat of nuclear war. Hitchcock said he wanted to stir people out of their apathy and make them sit up and take notice of the danger all around them.




      Today, on our volatile and disaster-prone planet, it’s all too easy to identify with The Birds. Violence can erupt in our lives at any moment. We are threatened by hurricanes, earthquakes, tsunamis, storms and floods, yet the vast majority of us are oblivious to these dangers. Neither can man-made threats such as global warming and climate change be clearly divisible from natural dangers, and, in an age of international terrorism and worldwide terror networks, The Birds takes on a new significance. Most of us take nature for granted until we are faced with sudden loss and the eruption of chaos, as symbolised by the birds. The characters in Hitchcock’s film represent those people who face up to disaster and reveal their inner strength, discovering in the process just how fragile and precious human relationships are.




      2013 marks the 50th anniversary of The Birds. The film was made at the pinnacle of Hitchcock’s career, following the monumental success of Psycho in 1960. Hitchcock felt he was entering his ‘golden age’; he was brimming with ideas and was at his creative peak. The Birds would surely be his crowning achievement. It would take almost two years, from 1961 to 1963, to bring The Birds to the screen and its production exactly spanned the tumultuous background of JFK’s presidency, which witnessed the Bay of Pigs invasion, the rise of Fidel Castro and Kennedy’s own demise. Like Psycho, which prefigured the random murders and assassinations and unrest of the 1960s, The Birds was ahead of its time, triggering the cycle of horror, man-versus-nature, and disaster films.




      With The Birds, Hitchcock achieved the dream of any director by assembling his repertory group, who were an expert group of professionals. They spent weeks working together on location in Bodega Bay and then back at Universal Studios in LA. This A-list production team was led by art designer Robert Boyle, who was able to bring together different special-effects departments in Hollywood to convey the impression of thousands of birds attacking mankind. Hitchcock was also inventive in other ways, experimenting with a pioneering electronic score with avant-garde German composers Oskar Sala and Remi Gassmann, as well as working with bird trainer Ray Berwick to orchestrate sequences that could only be achieved using trained birds and so was at the vanguard of an early form of natural history filmmaking. He also took on the demanding task of casting an untested model-actress, Tippi Hedren, in the lead role and in her first motion picture.




      Hitchcock was audacious to make a film that was technologically ahead of its time. The Birds is an example of what can be achieved with real birds and live action using sodium travelling mattes. With 371 special-effects shots, The Birds at the time held the record for the complexity and number of special effects, and inspired future effects-driven films. In 1977, Star Wars would achieve a level of perfection using CGI and 350 effects shots, but those men who worked on the film knew in the backs of their minds that it had been done before on The Birds.2 Such a revolutionary concept also led Hitchcock to improvise while he was filming, something not generally in his nature, which led to spontaneous results on screen, as well as the evolution of the film’s ending while it was still being made.




      The Making of Hitchcock’s The Birds is the first book-length treatment on the production of this modernist masterpiece. The film has one of the most well-documented and fascinating histories of any Hitchcock production, which makes it ripe for analysis. As well as the memos and files held at the Margaret Herrick Library, there are numerous interviews with screenwriter Evan Hunter on record, including his own memoirs Me and Hitch (1997), as well as transcripts and oral histories recording the testimony of Hitchcock’s art department, especially Bob Boyle, Albert Whitlock and Harold Michelson. Together they detail Hitchcock’s creative process in shaping the screenplay and working with his design team to realise his vision. It shows the process by which ideas are created and executed on screen.




      This book uses unpublished material from the Alfred Hitchcock Collection, Edith Head files, Peggy Robertson papers and production designer Robert Boyle’s artwork, all held at the Margaret Herrick Library at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. This archival research is supplemented with interviews with the cast and crew, including Rod Taylor, Tippi Hedren, Veronica Cartwright, Shari Lee Bernath and the production team – Robert Boyle, Jim Brown, Albert Whitlock, Harold Michelson, Jim ‘Bud’ Cardos, Ted Parvin, Virginia Darcy and Rita Riggs. Some of the interviews were also conducted during my research for my two other books on Hitchcock, Hitchcock and the Making of Marnie and Alfred Hitchcock’s Movie Making Masterclass.




      I had the pleasure of speaking to Evan Hunter, the screenwriter, over a four-year period, and collected valuable information on The Birds. My work also enabled me to talk to Joseph Stefano and Jay Presson Allen, the writers working with Hitchcock immediately before and after the making of The Birds, which gave an insight into the screenwriting process. In addition, I interviewed Hitchcock’s top-flight art directing team for Marnie and The Birds and, for the first time, excerpts from those rewarding conversations are published, with revelations about Hitchcock’s creative process and thinking.




      Chapters 1 and 2 deal with the genesis of the short story by the English author Daphne du Maurier, and how Hitchcock and his screenwriter, Evan Hunter, deviated from the concept to come up with an original story. Chapter 3 focuses on biographies of the cast and crew, and Chapters 4–6 on the production and filming. Chapters 7 and 8 deal with the innovative electronic music and postproduction.




      Hitchcock also felt that respectability eluded him, and Chapter 9 investigates the elaborate marketing campaign for The Birds, which, in the aftermath of Psycho, was the most expensive, prestigious and involved. His flirtations with the Museum of Modern Art in New York went astray, and this chapter uncovers the reasoning behind the cancelled premiere of The Birds at the museum and how Hitchcock had more luck with the French at the Cannes Film Festival.




      2012 was deemed the year of Hitchcock. Vertigo was ranked the number-one film of all time in a poll of international critics for Sight & Sound magazine. But it was also the year that Alfred Hitchcock was accused in the popular media of sexual harassment and physical abuse, following a television dramatisation co-produced by the BBC and HBO. Many of Hitchcock’s co-workers objected to this unflattering image portrayed of their director, friend and mentor during the production of The Birds, which they believed to be misleading and inaccurate. They were willing to be recorded on tape and, for the first time, share their views and memories in this book.




      The Birds often ranks as one of the public’s favourite Hitchcock films and, together with Psycho, is certainly one of the most memorable. In 2013, 50 years after the making of The Birds, the film has been lovingly restored and released in a Blu-ray version. Once again, the question is posed: what would happen if thousands of birds should mass overhead and suddenly swoop down to attack mankind?




      

        NOTES




        1 Alfred Hitchcock, ‘It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane, It’s The Birds!’, Hitchcock on Hitchcock, University of California Press, 1997, p. 315




        2 Bill Krohn, ‘Roundtable on The Birds’, Cahiers du Cinéma, 1982


      


    


  




  

    

      




      

        DAPHNE DU MAURIER’S THE BIRDS


      




      

        ‘Nat listened to the tearing sound of splintering wood, and wondered how many millions of years of memory were stored in those little brains, behind the stabbing beaks, the piercing eyes, now giving them the instinct to destroy mankind with all the deft precision of machines’ – The Birds


      




      DAPHNE DU MAURIER




      The author of the short story The Birds was Daphne du Maurier. She was born in 1907 in London, the daughter of Sir Gerald du Maurier, an actor and theatre manager, and the granddaughter of George du Maurier, an artist for Punch magazine and author of the novel Trilby. After being educated at home with her sisters and then in Paris, Daphne began writing short stories and articles as a teenager. Her father’s and grandfather’s connections gave Daphne’s literary career an initial boost, and an uncle published one of her short stories in his magazine The Bystander when she was still a teenager. In 1931, at the age of 24, her first novel The Loving Spirit was published, a family saga of four generations of Cornish ship builders and mariners.




      By the summer of 1932, Daphne had married Major Frederick ‘Boy’ Browning, a military officer 11 years her senior who had sought her out after admiring her work. Daphne and Browning spent considerable time apart as he rose to the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel in 1936 and commanded the British First Airborne Division during World War II. When he eventually left the army he become comptroller and treasurer to the household of Princess Elizabeth and the Duke of Edinburgh, later becoming treasurer of the office of the Duke until his retirement.1 During this time Daphne (Figure 1) continued to write. In 1936 she wrote Jamaica Inn, a story about pirates and smuggling on the Cornish coast which soon brought her critical acclaim and financial success. Daphne quickly became known as a creator of atmosphere and her novels and short stories often had a twist of the macabre. She hired a nanny to help take care of their son, Christian ‘Kits’ Browning, and two daughters, Tessa and Flavia.




      In 1943 the Browning family moved to Cornwall, into a house named Menabilly, a seventeenth-century mansion. Daphne had seen the house with its ivy-clad walls on one of her earlier trips to Cornwall and had fallen in love with it. Owls hooted in the surrounding woods at night where a path led down to the coast. The owner leased the house to Daphne and she restored it from neglect, spending the next 25 years living there. Daphne’s most successful novel was directly inspired by Menabilly, as the house became the model for Manderley, the setting for Rebecca (1938). Suddenly Daphne became one of the most popular authors of the day, as Rebecca was printed in 39 English impressions over the next 20 years and translated into more than 20 languages. Although Daphne went on to write 17 other books, including Frenchman’s Creek, The King’s General, My Cousin Rachel, Mary Anne and The Scapegoat, all republished by Penguin in 1962, Rebecca and Jamaica Inn remained her two most popular novels, inspired by her Cornish home and Cornwall. The surrounding landscape was also to be the inspiration for her next most popular work. However, it wasn’t a novel, but a short story, and its genesis came about one late autumn morning.




      INSPIRATION FOR THE BIRDS





      Every day Daphne would walk from Menabilly down to Polridmouth beach along a well-worn country path (Figure 3). Over the coastline and rugged hills of Cornwall, birds wheel and dive, eking out an existence in the harsh landscape. Here nature is unforgiving, gale-force winds blow, coastal fog creeps in and temperatures plummet.




      On her walk down to Polridmouth beach, Daphne would pass Menabilly Barton farm, where farmer Tommy Dunn often ploughed his fields in a tractor. One autumnal day, above Dunn’s head, she saw a flock of seagulls. Daphne was immediately struck by the clamour of the gulls following the tractor. As it ‘traced its path up and down the western hills, the figure of the farmer silhouetted on the driving-seat, the whole machine and the man upon it would be lost momentarily in the great cloud of wheeling, crying birds’.2




      Tommy Dunn died at the age of 85 in 2010 and the farm was passed on to his son Richard. He described his father as ‘a local character, a farmer who kept grass and corn which he ploughed. Winters are harsh and the farm is exposed to tremendous gales, wet thaws and coastal fogs. During these storms, the seagulls come in and land until they pass.’3 A similar line was later used in Hitchcock’s film when Melanie Daniels asks the pet-store owner in San Francisco what brings the seagulls in and the answer is a ‘storm at sea’.




      ‘Daphne saw my dad ploughing in the autumn and the birds were wheeling above him,’ Richard remembers. ‘If you do any cultivation work you get earthworms ploughed up – and the seagulls come from the sea looking for the worms. That’s what Daphne saw, the seagulls dive-bombing for worms. She was watching and imagined them to be more aggressive than they really are – of course, they are a proper pain in the towns now, and more so than in the country.’ So the gulls were in fact looking for earthworms that had been exposed by the plough, and they were circling above Dunn’s head. But, from Daphne’s perspective, they looked like they were attacking him.




      An idea began to form in her mind. She always had a macabre imagination and began to think how awful it would be if the birds started attacking people and took over. Returning to Menabilly, she conceived the idea for The Birds and wrote the story quickly, in two months during the winter of 1951, on a typewriter in a hut at the end of her lawn. There was nothing inside the hut except a desk and chair and the window had a view of the sea.




      Local farmer Tommy Dunn became the inspiration for Nat Hocken, the central character, and the story developed into his struggle to protect his family from the birds, set against a wild Cornish coastline where gales sweep across the stark hills, fields and isolated farmhouses. Because of the rural characters and the harsh landscape, the story has an elemental tone, where nature is omnipresent.




      Daphne’s story covers only a few days in the life of the family and examines what would happen if animals traditionally regarded as symbols of peace and freedom began to ruthlessly attack humans. There is an element of claustrophobia in the work, which is similar to other stories such as Rebecca, which features the heroine isolated at Manderley. The story opens with a cold bitter wind from the Arctic that has turned the autumnal English countryside into a place of winter cold. With the wind come the birds, restless, but strangely silent, different species flocking together in great numbers. More than usual this year, tenant farmer Nat remarks to his employer, who shrugs off the birds’ numbers, as well as their increasing boldness. Nat awakens in the middle of the night to a tapping at the window, first by one bird, and then by half a dozen of them which attack him.




      The tension and horror quickens as Nat’s family suffers several vicious attacks by flocks of swarming birds, seemingly bent on destruction.4 When writing, Daphne didn’t have Hitchcock in mind, because she never had that sort of commercial mindset. She wrote what she wanted to write about and didn’t think it was a project that would interest Hitchcock. She had been very disappointed with the film adaptation of Jamaica Inn (1939) but liked Rebecca (1940), mainly because of David O Selznick’s involvement. And, at the end of filming, the original script for that film had been sent to her.




      ‘My mother’s and Hitchcock’s paths never crossed because she lived in Cornwall, and he lived in California,’ explains Daphne’s son Kits Browning.5 ‘But he knew my grandfather from the London theatre.’ Although Hitchcock and Daphne never met, Hitch did know her father, Gerald du Maurier, socially and had worked with him on a film called Lord Camber’s Ladies in 1932.




      Both Hitchcock and Daphne shared something else in common. They were both animal lovers and kept dogs. In Daphne’s case she kept West Highland terriers and Hitchcock owned a pair of Sealyham terriers, a rare Welsh breed. He named them Geoffrey and Stanley and they made a cameo appearance at the beginning of The Birds when Hitchcock walks out of the pet shop. He loved his dogs and they would go everywhere with him. They would ride in the car, with Hitchcock’s wife Alma driving, and Hitchcock also brought them to his office every day. As Alma drove, Geoffrey would bark at the back of the car. ‘Quiet Geoffrey!’ Alma would say. ‘If you were driving you wouldn’t bark so loud.’




      For Daphne, her love of nature extended to birds, especially small birds. ‘She had a great affection for all wild things,’ remembers Kits. ‘One time I discovered a seagull with a broken wing. I was only 14 at the time, and I went and told my mother and father. My father shot it to put it out of its misery – which was quite horrifying for me. It was the first time I saw a seagull in such a state and, after the shooting, all you see is a whole shower of white feathers everywhere.’




      Daphne was very against animal cruelty, a sensibility she also shared with Hitchcock. There are a couple of sentences towards the end of The Birds that hint at the abuse man has inflicted over millennia and how nature would take its revenge: ‘Nat listened to the tearing sound of splintering wood, and wondered how many millions of years of memory were stored in those little brains, behind the stabbing beaks, the piercing eyes, now giving them the instinct to destroy mankind with all the deft precision of machines.’ The words suggest hidden and pent-up emotions stored in the brains of the birds over millions of years. Later, Hitchcock seized upon this analogy, and man’s complacency, when writing his trailer for the film, which is expanded on in Chapter 9 of this book.




      As well as nature taking revenge upon man, other readings of The Birds have been put forward. In the 1950s, the Cold War was at the forefront of people’s minds and some reviewers have detected an undercurrent in Daphne’s writing. The story presents an unrelenting portrait of terror and a compelling analogy of the atmosphere of fear generated in America and Europe during the Cold War. Asked about this, Kits Browning believes that his mother was more concerned with the psychology and physics of nature, such as the turning of the tides, than with anything political. Nat, for example, discovers that the birds time their attacks in conjunction with the tides, at six-hour intervals, and he uses this information to board the house up between attacks.




      The story in The Birds has also been compared to the air raids that devastated Britain during World War II. Indeed, the du Maurier family did have direct experience of the air raids that bombed Plymouth where the family lived. Kits remembers going into the cellar when the raids began, and admits that his mother does draw analogies in the short story, such as battening down the hatches. He lights his last cigarette, switches on the silent wireless and waits – so the story ends. Hitchcock may have picked up on these analogies when adapting it.




      In his review of The Birds, Daphne du Maurier biographer Richard Kelly, writing for Twayne‘s English Authors Series Online, picks up on the claustrophobia of the air raid shelters: ‘By limiting the focus of her story upon Nat Hocken and his family, du Maurier manages to convey the effect of a believable claustrophobic nightmare’. This sense of claustrophobia is heightened by the story’s references to the bombing raids Britain endured during World War II and the paranoid atmosphere created by the threat of nuclear holocaust during the middle of the twentieth century.6




      FIRST PUBLICATION OF THE BIRDS





      The Birds was first published in cloth in a 1952 short story collection entitled The Apple Tree by Victor Gollancz publishers. Other stories in the compilation included Monte Verita, The Apple Tree, The Little Photographer, Kiss Me Again Stranger and The Old Man. There is a supernatural element in many of these stories, especially in The Apple Tree, The Little Photographer and Kiss Me Again Stranger. In addition, the long mystery story Monte Verita recalls the mood of Rebecca.




      The Birds was printed in the US in the October 1952 issue of Good Housekeeping, and The Apple Tree was republished in the US as a collection entitled Kiss Me Again Stranger on 5 March 1953 by the publisher Doubleday & Company. Fortunately for Daphne, it was also selected as one of the short stories in an Alfred Hitchcock anthology, and this is how it caught Hitchcock’s attention.




      THE MASTER CALLS




      In the summer of 1960, Alfred Hitchcock and his wife Alma were basking in the success of Psycho. This low-budget horror thriller, made for $800,000 and filmed with his TV crew, had quickly brought in $14 million. Hitchcock himself received $7 million in profits (Figure 5).




      Never one prone to feelings of complacency, Hitchcock was looking for a suitable property for his next film, something to top Psycho and befitting of his reputation as the ‘Master of Suspense’. Under consideration was an adaptation of the English author Winston Graham’s novel Marnie, about a frigid kleptomaniac who is blackmailed into marriage by a man she robs. Hitchcock hoped that it would be a suitable plot to lure Grace Kelly out of retirement, since she had abandoned Hollywood to become the Princess of Monaco.




      While reading a copy of one of the short story collections published under the Alfred Hitchcock Presents banner, Hitchcock found what he was looking for. In 1957, publishers Simon & Schuster had approached him about compiling a book of short stories to be branded with the title of his popular television series Alfred Hitchcock Presents. Other publishers were keen to get involved, including Random House, Dell and Davis Publications, and more than 100 mystery books followed in the next 40 years.




      It was a Dell paperback called Alfred Hitchcock Presents Fourteen of My Favourites in Suspense, published in 1959 by Random House New York, that caught Hitchcock’s attention. The collection was promoted as, ‘Here are 14 of the finest terror tales by the most diabolically effective writers who it has ever been Alfred Hitchcock’s perverse pleasure to present.’ Among the 14 short stories was Daphne du Maurier’s The Birds.




      Hitchcock, of course, was familiar with du Maurier’s work. His adaptation of Jamaica Inn in 1939 had also been his last British film before moving to California, with a plot focusing on orphaned Mary (Maureen O’Hara), who goes to live with her aunt Patience on the coast where she and her husband Joss run the Jamaica Inn. But the inn is actually the headquarters of a band of smugglers who cause ships to wreck so that they can steal the cargo and kill the survivors. Mary saves the life of one of the gang members who is actually an undercover officer (Robert Newton). Together they fight to bring down the ring of smugglers and their protector, Sir Humphrey Pengallon, played by Charles Laughton.




      Laughton co-produced the film and clashed with Hitchcock, changing his vision. Hitchcock would often say there were three things impossible to direct – children, animals and Charlie Laughton. Daphne du Maurier herself was not happy with the project and considered withholding the film rights to Rebecca when she heard that Hitchcock was involved. Critics, too, were not fans of the film, although it was a success at the box office.




      As Daphne didn’t like the adaptation of Jamaica Inn, it was Selznick’s involvement that persuaded her to sell the film rights to Rebecca. Selznick is quoted as saying, ‘I’ve paid a lot of money for this book and we are going to stick to the story.’ And it was also Selznick who persuaded Hitchcock to adapt Rebecca as his first American movie, which prompted his move to America. Daphne adored Rebecca, especially that they remained true to the original. She liked Joan Fontaine and Laurence Olivier and the fact that Hitchcock told George Sanders not to act. She loved the gossip behind the making of the film and of Olivier being so bored with Joan Fontaine and wanting Vivien Leigh for the part. Daphne’s response was that ‘Vivien Leigh would have sacked Mrs Danvers on day one’.




      When Hitchcock read The Birds – and he confessed to having done so only once – he saw a film rich in cinematic possibilities, as well as both a creative and technical challenge. In the 1930s, he briefly considered filming H G Wells’s The War of the Worlds. Marshall Schlom, Hitchcock’s script supervisor on Psycho, recently remarked, ‘After Psycho, Hitchcock didn’t have the same ability to find material, and it was difficult to find material that he liked.’7 Schlom took over Peggy Robertson’s job as script supervisor when she was elevated to story editor in Hitchcock’s office. A large, heavy woman, Peggy quickly became Hitch’s right hand, was very loyal to him and was liked and respected by everyone.




      ‘Hitchcock showed me the novella of The Birds when we were filming Psycho,’ continues Schlom. ‘And he indicated that he was looking for his next project. He felt that the story was the most important part of making films. If the script wasn’t right, the story wasn’t right. He’d say to actors, “I’ve written it, if it’s in the script I’m going to shoot it, or if it’s not in the script, I’m not going to shoot it.”’




      Patricia Hitchcock agrees. ‘After my father made Psycho, which was such a big success, he was, as usual, having his major trouble, which was looking for a story. Everybody expected so much, you know. It was very hard to find stories, and he finally did find The Birds… And, at the same time, he wasn’t sure if it would make a full-length movie.’8




      Still unsure of the cinematic possibilities and story potential of the Daphne du Maurier novella, Hitchcock nonetheless set about acquiring the film rights at the beginning of 1961. Daphne had agents in both London and Los Angeles and it wasn’t long before they picked up his interest in The Birds. A telegram from Dick Patterson, a Paramount rep in London, was sent to Hitchcock on 20 January 1961 at his home in Bellagio Road in Bel Air: ‘Daphne represented Hollywood by Swanson who earlier this week smelled West Coast interest in Birds stop Agent here insists checking Swanie before negotiation stop Would appreciate it if your staff could feign abysmal stupidity for few days if Swanie contacts.’




      Hitchcock replied in a cable to Patterson in London on 24 January: ‘Notified that a TV producer Joseph Naar has made an offer for Birds stop Swanson who is local agent advised Ned Brown of this but added the offer did not approach the $75,000 he had been asking stop Do not know whether this offer has been transferred to London but anxious you make sure we do not lose this even if you have to go up to $50,000.’




      So anxious was Hitchcock to secure the property, therefore, that he was prepared to go up to the sum of $50,000. But there was another stumbling block. An agreement already existed between CBS television and Kiss Me Again Stranger, the anthology of short stories printed in America in 1953, which included The Birds. In a memo about the agreement on 9 February, Hitchcock queried whether a film had ever been made based on the property, and, if not, whether the rights had reverted back to the author.




      On 24 February, Samuel Taylor, Hitch’s attorney from Taylor & Winokur, a law firm in San Francisco, wrote a letter advising him not to purchase The Birds because of a copyright existing between CBS television and the author.9 But Hitch was persistent and further investigation revealed that CBS had not, as yet, produced any programme based on The Birds, as per the agreement made on 15 September 1958. That was good news for Hitchcock, because it meant that all rights which CBS had acquired under that agreement had automatically reverted back to Daphne. ‘I was sitting in my office,’ remembers producer Norman Lloyd, ‘and Hitch came in and they had called him and told him that the deal had gone through for The Birds and he took the call in my office and he said, “Yes, buy it.”’ So Hitchcock instructed his agents to buy the story, and the sale was negotiated with Daphne’s agent, Hettie Hilton at Curtis Brown. The story rights were sold for $25,000. What Daphne didn’t know was that Hitchcock was so keen to secure The Birds that he would have been prepared to pay double that amount.




      In addition, a cheque for $1,500 was made out to CBS, care of Charles Scott Television, for release regarding the 1959 agreement quit claim, which was then redrafted and signed. Shamley Productions, under the aegis of Alfred Hitchcock, finally acquired the film rights to The Birds in June of 1961.




      And then something happened that meant Hitchcock’s calendar for the next two years was about to become very full. He read of real-life bird attacks taking place across the US, and this timeliness created within him a sense of urgency as regards transferring The Birds to the screen.




      




      THE REAL-LIFE BIRD INVASIONS




      In the spring and summer of 1960 and 1961, while Hitchcock was busy acquiring the story rights to The Birds, a couple of real-life incidents occurred which helped him decide to adapt the story as his follow-up to Psycho. These reports of unusual bird behaviour in the media would help shape the final film.




      In April 1960, in La Jolla, California, there was an unusual migration of Vaux swifts. These birds are a small type of swift native to North America and South America, which pass through southern California twice a year, migrating between a winter range in the tropics and a breeding range in the Pacific Northwest. Originally they used hollow trees for their communal roosting sites. However, with increased urbanisation, chimneys became a crucial habitat for these small birds along the West Coast, and it became quite common to see hundreds of them entering unused chimneys around dusk.




      The spring of 1960 was particularly cold, with a windy April seeming to have concentrated them near the coast. On 26 April, following a great period of unsettled weather, vast numbers of Vaux swifts were seen in southwestern California. At the home of Mr and Mrs Mosher in La Jolla, without any warning, the swifts started to enter their chimney and an estimated total of 1,000 swifts caused pandemonium as they dashed from one side of the room to the other and entered every room or closet wherever a door or passageway was open. One of the birds became entangled in Mrs Mosher’s hair. The great mass of the birds flew into the curtains and draperies, badly damaging them, knocking over delicate bric-a-brac, which crashed to the floor. The worst and most revolting damage was done by the pungent excrement the birds deposited on the carpets, furniture, bedspreads, pillows and books. Matters became so serious that, by 8pm, the police were called.




      The details of this story were later used by Hitchcock and his screenwriter, Evan Hunter, as inspiration for the attack of the sparrows inside the Brenner house. In particular, the idea of birds becoming entangled in Mrs Mosher’s hair was an image Hitchcock would replicate with Lydia Brenner. When hiring the actress Jessica Tandy, who was to play Lydia, Hitchcock instructed that a wig be made for her using mechanical birds. Other details gleaned from the La Jolla attacks were the broken china and other damage caused inside the house, and the idea of burning the bodies of the birds in a bonfire, in a scene that was later deleted.




      But it was a bigger incident that prompted Hitchcock to move forward with The Birds, and this took place in Santa Cruz on Friday 18 August 1961. Santa Cruz is a seaside town in Monterey Bay, very near to where Hitchcock and Alma had a second home in Scotts Valley, where they would spend their weekends. A massive flight of sooty shearwaters, fresh from feeding on anchovies, collided with shoreside structures from Pleasure Point to Rio del Mar during the night.




      Residents were awakened about 3am by the sound of birds slamming against their homes. Calls from alarmed residents jammed police and sheriff’s office telephone switchboards as the birds, blinded by heavy night fog, flew into rooftops, poles and other obstructions. Many sooty shearwaters landed on highways and in streets, blocking traffic. This incident was also mentioned in the finished film when the residents of Bodega Bay are discussing why the birds are attacking and it’s left to Mrs Bundy, the ornithologist, to tell the tale.




      The Santa Cruz Sentinel ran a front-page headline, ‘Seabird Invasion Hits Coastal Town’. So swift was Hitchcock to react to the news that the report ended, ‘A phone call came to the Sentinel from mystery thriller producer Alfred Hitchcock from Hollywood, requesting that a Sentinel be sent to him. He has a home in the Santa Cruz mountains.’10




      In other parts of America and in England, further reports of bird invasions also shaped the story. Barn swallows dive bombed newsboys on their paper rounds in a sleepy Midwestern town. In the port of Dover, England, thousands of gulls left their homes on the white cliffs and were invading the town, soiling cars and even hitting pedestrians. And during filming in Bodega, farmers visited Hitchcock and told how crows had attacked their newborn lambs and plucked their eyes out. This detail was later used for the attack on Dan Fawcett.




      REPRINT OF THE BIRDS





      With the film due to be released in 1963, Daphne’s publishers were keen to capitalise on the marketing. As early as October 1961, after Hitchcock had acquired the rights to The Birds and was writing the screenplay, Victor Gollancz, publishers of the original hardback, began publicising the film tie‑in. They approached Penguin Books, who were in the habit of celebrating the work of particular authors, usually those who had a history with Penguin, initially by a grand gesture known as the ‘Penguin Million’. In 1946, Penguin did this for George Bernard Shaw, to celebrate his 90th birthday. Ten Shaw Penguins, mostly collections of plays, but also The Black Girl in Search of God, were issued in editions of 100,000 books – so a million Shaw books simultaneously flooded the market. It was reported that the entire million sold out in six and a half weeks, due to a combination of two irresistible brands: Shaw, an indestructible British national institution, and Penguin, an ubiquitous brand that was widely read during the Second World War.




      Other Penguin Millions were also made for H G Wells, Evelyn Waugh, Agatha Christie and various crime writers. In 1962, the same was done for Daphne du Maurier, with the reprint of seven of her titles in smaller editions. So, with the release of the Hitchcock film, it was hoped that a tie-in with Daphne’s short story collection, The Birds, would achieve the same success as had some of the previously feted authors.




      Hilary Rubinstein at Victor Gollancz, the original publishers of The Apple Tree, wrote a letter on 27 October 1961 to Anthony Godwin of Penguin Books, publishers of all Daphne du Maurier’s paperbacks:




      

        Dear Tony,




        




        You may have heard that Hitchcock is at present making a film from Daphne du Maurier’s short story The Birds. It occurs to me that you might like to consider publishing the volume of stories in which The Birds appears – The Apple Tree – presumably calling the book The Birds and Other Short Stories. I know that you have quite a lot of Daphne’s on your plate, but it does seem to me that the Hitchcock film tie-up is probably an opportunity not to be missed. And The Birds is, in my opinion, one of the great short stories of our time, and certainly among the best things that Daphne has done. Our file copy of The Apple Tree is enclosed.




        




        Yours ever,




        Hilary


      




      By 11 December 1961, a contract for The Apple Tree was agreed, and by 27 December the contract had been signed and returned with only one slight alteration – the addition of a paperback. A deal memo dated 13 December shows that Daphne was given an advance of £750 for The Apple Tree, half of which was payable on 31 December 1961 and half on publication, with royalties of 7.5% for the Penguin edition.




      On 10 April 1962, Patricia Siddall from the editorial department at Penguin wrote to Hilary Rubinstein at Victor Gollancz: ‘The publication date of The Birds and Other Stories by Daphne du Maurier has been fixed for May, and I am sending you six copies for the author and your files. I should be grateful if you could ask the author if she would sign the seventh copy in the package and return it to Sir Allen Lane.’ Lane was the man who had started Penguin, and du Maurier wrote on the cover, ‘Sir Allen Lane with sincere good wishes Daphne du Maurier.’




      Penguin were at this time coming to the end of a long and painful transition from typographic covers into more visually striking illustrated covers. Within a year, Alan Aldridge would be designing psychedelic and surrealist Penguin covers, winning over a whole new generation of readers and alienating whole generations of older authors.




      A new, visually exciting cover was required for the reprint of The Birds, one which would resonate with the glossy image of Hitchcock’s films. So Penguin employed the services of the American artist Virgil Burnett as the cover illustrator. One of his many jobs was providing cover art for those very recognisable Penguin paperbacks. He had designed the cover for the Penguin paperback of H G Wells’ War of the Worlds and was part of the inspiration for the art design of the 1953 film adaptation. Burnett had created the previous du Mauriers, and he designed the cover of The Birds to keep the idea of the books as a ‘set’ – presumably to help boost the sales of the other titles. The cover picture (Figure 2) depicts the savagery of nature and the plumage of an eagle’s head, which upon closer inspection is revealed to be a mosaic of hundreds of birds. The back cover blurb mentions and also capitalises on the forthcoming Hitchcock film.




      Penguin tied it in after the film came out and, in accordance with Hilary Rubinstein’s suggestion, decided to use the umbrella title of The Birds and Other Stories for the collection rather than The Apple Tree, which Gollancz had used for the hardback. According to Kits Browning, when the film The Birds was released, the publishers didn’t do much of a publicity blitz as they weren’t very commercially minded in 1962. The rights of the book were managed by Curtis Brown.




      A Penguin Fiction press release dated February 1963 stated that ‘Daphne du Maurier has a rare gift for dragging up those irrational fears that lurk just behind the smooth plaster of existence. In The Birds she somehow lends probability to an impossibility which is nearly too fearful to imagine. United by mad hatred, the birds – the gulls, finches, crows and tits – have combined to wipe out humanity. This strange haunting fantasy has been chosen by Alfred Hitchcock for the making of a horror film.’




      When The Birds was reprinted, the following reviews appeared in the UK: ‘Original and startling,’ wrote The Sunday Times. ‘Anyone starting this book under the impression that he may sleepily relax is in for a shock… continually provokes both pity and terror,’ said the Observer. The Times Literary Supplement added that ‘The Birds would have pleased H G Wells… The title story… describes with skilful understatement the growth of an obsession.’




      But there was to be one final twist to the tale. In 1936, a Cornish author called Frank Baker had written a novel called The Birds. After the film was released, he felt that his story had been plagiarised and wrote to Daphne du Maurier to say so, enclosing a copy of his work. Daphne was sympathetic to Baker and wrote a courteous letter back.




      On 6 May 1963, Baker also wrote to Hitchcock’s office, detailing that his novel was ‘a long horror story, telling of the destruction of the human race by vast hordes of savage birds, who descended in malefic force upon London, and tore it to chaos’. But he found Hitchcock’s office to be less sympathetic then Daphne. On 29 May, Joseph Dubin, head of the legal department at Universal Studios, wrote to Baker saying that an examination of Daphne du Maurier’s work, as well as a viewing of the film, ‘will clearly demonstrate to you that there is no actionable similarity between your work, the work of Miss du Maurier or the photoplay’. But Baker disagreed and on 4 June wrote back saying, ‘The information which you give me does not clearly demonstrate, as you say, that there is no actionable similarity between my novel The Birds and Mr Hitchcock’s photoplay.’ He concluded by saying that his lawyers would be in contact but, in the end, was unable to file a suit for any claims of plagiarism.




      A first-rate screenwriter was now needed to translate Daphne du Maurier’s interior short story into a glossy two-hour thriller. In doing so, Hitchcock turned to a novelist to develop the sketchy characters, but the writing of the screenplay would turn out to be a lengthy process that would not be resolved well into the filming.
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