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INTRODUCTION: A LOT OF SOMETHING EXTRA



You’ve got “that little something extra” that Ellen Terry talked about. Ellen Terry—a great actress, long before you were born. She said that that’s what star quality was: “that little something extra.” —NORMAN MAINE (JAMES MASON) TO ESTHER BLODGETT (JUDY GARLAND), A STAR IS BORN


 


Moss Hart’s dialogue for that moment in A Star is Born (1954) both propelled the plot of the picture and fed directly into the estimations of any audience viewing the film. They—and James Mason’s character—had just experienced Judy Garland’s rendition of “The Man That Got Away”; surrender, as one critic later offered, could only be unconditional. And with pleasure and trepidation, the average moviegoer was then able to anticipate the success that Esther Blodgett’s undeniable talent was sure to achieve for her.


Life imitates art. Across the four decades of her career, Judy Garland enjoyed astounding levels of accomplishment in every entertainment medium. Those achievements have since proved to be joyously timeless, and her legacy is constantly discovered and shared—or rediscovered, remastered, and reissued. Much of her television work (four specials, a twenty-six episode series, and a number of guest appearances) stirs rapturous response on DVD and YouTube. Her studio, “live,” and radio recordings are heralded as key representations of “The Great Popular Songbook.” And those who participated in the electricity of Judy in person on the stage retain memories of the most pure and potent of all exposures to her genius. It was as a movie star that she first came to international fame and where—thanks to home video and cable television—she is still most likely to be initially encountered.


There is a pyramid-like construction to any overview of Garland’s film work. At its pinnacle, one finds The Wizard of Oz—the best-loved, best-known, and most widely seen motion picture of all time. Lined up just below Oz are three more classics: a family story told with song (Meet Me in St. Louis), an archetypal, ebullient musical comedy (Easter Parade), and an outstanding drama about a singer in Hollywood (A Star is Born). Beneath them, a firm foundation is provided by that raft of happily memorable, if slightly lesser, screen achievements (The Harvey Girls, For Me and My Gal, In the Good Old Summertime, and Summer Stock); a number of early, exhilarating costarring vehicles for Judy and Mickey Rooney (including three of the Andy Hardy series and four full-fledged song-and-dance shows); and the all-star extravaganzas, in which Judy’s contribution is invariably one of the best components. Even the atypical, middle-period deviations from the norm (The Clock, The Pirate) are equally effective in their own ways, and if only one of her final four movie efforts was a commercial success, each possessed intrinsic social or artistic value. In review, there seems to be little (if anything) in the Garland filmography about which she could manifest regret, whether about her work or her participation.


When first released, all of those films (or Judy’s segments in them) were at least critically endorsed; many were venerated, but much of that enthusiasm eventually came to be considered of its time. When Garland died in 1969, earlier show business history was in the process of being written off or cavalierly dismissed. (Her passing occurred less than a year prior to the infamous auction and sale of the holdings of her “home” studio, when any tangible piece of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer was dismantled, disbursed, destroyed, or destined to serve as southern California landfill.) Two days after Judy’s funeral, film critic Vincent Canby published The New York Times’s opinion piece about her life and work; also of its time, it was appreciative, somewhat uninformed, and needlessly psychological. Notably however, he observed, “When I looked [this week] through several comprehensive film books, I found only several references to Judy Garland, and then only in incidental connection with the films of Vincente Minnelli and Stanley Kramer. . . .” He concluded, “She did not make movies important by simply inhabiting them.”


If Canby was correct about film books circa 1969, his final statement has proved to be blissfully inaccurate. No one could have known it then, of course, but revisionist recognition and the reclamation of a specific era of entertainment were only five years in the future. Though it remains true that just the four titles at the top of her aforementioned pyramid can be stringently defined as “classics,” the rest of Garland’s pictures have come to be regarded as noteworthy and significant, if only because Judy appeared in them. It should be added that, in her main oeuvre, she had full support from the nonpareil MGM creative troops, but it took her alchemy to coalesce and convey the much-vaunted magic of a Garland-film experience.


The change in public perception of the traditional movie musical can be credited to MGM’s That’s Entertainment! (1974). Written, produced, and directed by “son of Tin Man,” Jack Haley, Jr., his compilation of vintage clips and new narration traced three decades of screen numbers as originated at Metro. The studio’s film library, regarded by its contemporary owners as a collection of “old movies” with “old stars,” was suddenly worth a fortune. (According to apprentice editor Michael Sheridan, That’s Entertainment! “made forty million dollars on a $985,000 investment.”) Executive editor Bud Friedgen has since elaborated on the film’s focus: “We had to do Judy, Gene [Kelly], and Fred [Astaire]. They were the Golden Triangle of MGM; they deserved sequences all their own.” Garland, in fact, rated two.
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As a result, That’s Entertainment! offered incontrovertible proof that Judy—in her teens and twenties—was the preeminent female performer of Hollywood’s greatest studio. The general public excitedly embraced that reminder and was unwittingly primed for the next level of revelation. In 1983, historian/archivist Ron Haver presented a nearly complete restoration of A Star is Born, which had been manhandled in post-premiere editing by Warner Bros. thirty years before. The media and sold-out benefit audiences were swept away by a thirty-two-year-old Judy, still in inestimable command of her talent and the motion picture screen. It’s somewhat poignant to note that such substantiation of her gifts was then essential, given the much-reported stresses of her final years, incessant and ongoing tabloid journalism, and the mostly disproportionate biography to which her life was subjected after she died.


Of course, those who had been fans at any point during Judy’s lifetime needed no reminder of her professional standing. Nor, as it turned out, did most of those who’d worked with her. Shortly before his own premature death in 1970, Garland’s lifelong musical and personal mainstay Roger Edens told an interviewer, “The discovery of Judy Garland was the biggest thing to happen to the MGM musical.” He was quite literally correct, as can be seen through the simultaneous progression of her career and the studio’s output. In her first three seasons at Metro, Judy’s prodigious talent saw the young girl more than hold her own opposite Sophie Tucker, Fanny Brice, and Mickey Rooney. A year later, when songwriter Arthur Freed realized his ambition to become a film producer, it happened specifically in Garland’s company. Freed proudly admitted, “I made my bet on Judy, [and] she helped me as much as I helped her. She makes any producer look good.”


What came to be known as “The Freed Unit” initially flourished at Metro between 1940 and 1950, with Garland as its cynosure. He produced thirteen of her twenty pictures during that decade, while Edens wrote songs and arrangements and refashioned scripts on her behalf. MGM’s preeminent orchestrators and conductors worked on the scores of those films, and Judy had new numbers written for her by everyone from Irving Berlin and Cole Porter to Johnny Mercer, Harry Warren, E. Y. Harburg, Burton Lane, Hugh Martin, Ralph Blane, Mack Gordon, and Saul Chaplin. She was the delight of the great Broadway/Hollywood choreographer Robert Alton; later on, his protégé Charles Walters would stage, dance with, and direct Judy both on film and on Broadway. It was at Garland’s request that Gene Kelly made his film debut opposite her in For Me and My Gal—an auspicious launching pad for the Broadway hoofer/choreographer. Five years later, when Kelly broke his ankle, Fred Astaire came out of retirement specifically to dance with Judy in Easter Parade, leading to a string of further film triumphs for the veteran entertainer.
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[It’s historically important to note that some of the most accomplished “Freed Unit” productions—including An American in Paris, Singin’ in the Rain, The Band Wagon, and Gigi—were still in the future when Judy was dismissed by MGM in 1950. But as has been theorized by film archivist/author Brent Phillips, “Much of the warmth and integrity of the Metro musical went with her. The studio still had its stylized sopranos, a spunky ingénue (Debbie Reynolds), and a new gamin (Leslie Caron). But no longer did they have an all-around musical comedy actress of range and innate musical ability. This was particularly noticeable in Freed’s output in the 1950s, where dubbing the singing voice of a female star became the norm rather than the exception. He produced twelve musicals following Garland’s departure. Eight of these supplied counterfeit vocals for their leading lady; two others offered no female vocalizing whatsoever. As a result, audiences no longer witnessed an authentic or complete musical performance, and in some way, they must have sensed this manufactured artificiality. The ‘integrated’ film musical—so brilliantly championed by Freed and brought to such heights by Garland in the 1940s—relied upon a seamless blend of story, song, and dance. Without Judy, MGM no longer had a superstar female artist under contract who could supply all three ingredients with her combination of natural ease and skill.”]


While Garland was inspiring the imaginations and emotions of her coworkers, she was having the same effect on movie critics. The erudite James Agee consistently appreciated her in his mid-1940s reviews for The Nation and Time, and an anonymous British journalist in 1946 was equally sagacious: “Judy has a much wider range than is called for by her work in the [‘Judge Hardy’s Family’] films, but I emphasize her part in these pictures because she brings to them a very rare quality. That quality is hard to describe except in negatives, yet it is in itself anything but negative. It is not beauty, although she can appear beautiful; not wit, though she can point a line with style; nor is it acting ability, though she is obviously an actress of considerable skill. What it is can only be described as vitality, though the word hardly conveys all it should. Eagerness, drive, or gaiety would answer as well, and her acting has them all.” Individual press quotes about each of Garland’s films appear with their specific entries in this book; they offer ample proof that she equally impacted on the popular media of her time. These excerpts were specifically selected as a cross-section of contemporary comment and include opinions from the then-pervasive trade papers (with their intra-industry perspective), national and major metropolitan publications, the “local” press of Middle America, and several international forums.


Judy was fervently appreciated by most of her coworkers as well, and each of her motion pictures is additionally defined here by their observations. One of the most salient estimations of Garland’s worth, however, came from someone with whom she never appeared. Historically, Laurette Taylor is frequently referenced by other theatricals as the most unforgettable, communicative, and gifted stage actor they ever saw. (In his outstanding documentary, Broadway: The Golden Age (2004), Rick McKay parades a venerable host of legends who speak to that effect, including Harold Prince, Uta Hagen, Marian Seldes, Maureen Stapleton, Ben Gazzara, Gena Rowlands, Patricia Neal, and Martin Landau.) Taylor died in 1946; she only knew Judy from Garland’s first years of screen work and a handful of social encounters. When they met during Taylor’s Broadway run in The Glass Menagerie in 1945 she told Judy quite simply, “You have the greatest talent ever wrapped up in one little package.”


As noted, Judy appeared only sporadically on the big screen post-MGM. “I’ve done some movies,” she told a 1962 concert audience and then added with a grin, “They let me back in.” But it’s significant that both Garland and her film themes had matured with the times. The four major pictures in which she appeared between 1954 and 1962 dealt with (however theatrically) somber issues never imagined by the Freed Unit: alcohol abuse, the Holocaust, the education of mentally challenged children, illegitimacy, and the uncompromising pressures of stardom. At random moments, Judy could, like many others, be her own worst enemy (i.e., the “By Myself” dress in I Could Go on Singing). She nonetheless garnered deserved consideration for these final installments in her motion picture career.


Decades after the fact, the range of Garland’s motion picture work continues to command respect from her peers. Her avowed admirers extend from the new generation including Scarlett Johansson, to young veterans like Marlee Matlin, to those who survive from Judy’s era. Elaine Stritch has repeatedly acknowledged, “I watch a Judy Garland movie before my opening nights. Now, a lot of people think it’s rather strange that you look at ‘The Trolley Song’ to do Edward Albee. But what that does for me is this: it tells me not to tell a lie for the rest of the evening . . . to tell the truth when I get out there. Because to see her up there—to see her reach over to an audience with the absolute 100 percent truth—is something else. Never have I caught her in a lie. And never have I caught her ‘acting.’”


Such professional reaction to Garland’s efforts has now also been underscored in terms of historical perspective. She ranks high on the “best” lists—most notably at number eight in the American Film Institute tally of the Greatest Female Stars of All Time. Her films achieve additional recognition in the AFI general and genre polls, and she holds five spots in their selection of the hundred greatest songs in American cinema; “Over the Rainbow” is in first place. Thus far, four Garland movies have been selected by the Library of Congress for protection and preservation under the National Film Registry as “culturally, historically, or aesthetically significant” achievements: The Wizard of Oz, Meet Me in St. Louis, A Star is Born, and Love Finds Andy Hardy. (At different times, under varying circumstances, Judy’s own personal favorites among her screen credits were cited as Oz, St. Louis, Star, Easter Parade, A Child is Waiting, The Clock, and “any picture with Mickey Rooney!”)
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With these years of retrospective honors have come a multitude of written and oral appreciations. It would be impossible to tabulate all of the intelligent journalism about Judy Garland’s career that has been put forth in books, essays, or on the lecture circuit in recent decades. Film historians point with amazement to the “long takes” sustained by Garland on camera, whether acting, dancing, or lip-synching singing. Furthermore, for all her tempestuous reputation, their archeological research into her career has turned up very little actual evidence of temperamental behavior, whether on-set or in a recording studio. Finally, the longevity of her fame and familiarity over that of her fellow female film musical stars is a matter of obvious record. As a result, Judy has won knowledgeable perspective and praise from (among many others) Ethan Mordden, Michael Feingold, Ron O’Brien, David Hajdu, Ken Bloom, Coyne Steven Sanders, Roy Hemming, Vito Russo, and Robert Osborne.


A multi-decade Hollywood correspondent and an active observer of and participant in the film industry, Osborne is the esteemed host of cable television’s Turner Classic Movies. He has unconditionally stated, “Judy Garland was the all-around, most talented person that’s ever been in films to date. And she’s one of the few stars of yesteryear . . . who seems to be gaining more fans of every age bracket.” After referencing her “great power and yet great vulnerability,” he adds an echo to the earlier comment by Elaine Stritch: “What makes Judy timeless is the fact that every moment she has on screen is an honest one. She was a brilliant comedienne, an unmatched singer—she had the best singing voice of any Hollywood star—a terrific actress, [and] a surprisingly good hoofer. She could do it all.”


Osborne’s recognition of Garland’s ongoing, cross-generational appeal is cheerful proof of the active presence she manifests for each new generation. It usually starts with Dorothy Gale, of course. Ironically, when The Wizard of Oz celebrated its fiftieth anniversary in 1989, many thought that public appreciation for the film had peaked. Lining the parade routes at nation-wide Oz festivals that year were thousands of little girls, bedecked in blue-and-white gingham, real or faux-braids, and countless variations of ruby-colored shoes. It didn’t seem possible that such passion would sustain itself. But those events have since continued on an annual basis, and the little girls of today who emulate Judy Garland are, in many cases, the daughters of the Dorothys of more than twenty years ago.


There are also noteworthy reactions to Garland from the opposite sex, attesting to her non-Oz appeal. An Indiana family still marvels at the recent inexplicable reaction of a five-year-old boy, consumed and preoccupied with trains throughout every day. Sitting on the carpet of the TV room and fixated on his toy engine, cars, and track, the child was oblivious to the adults in the room as they watched a telecast of That’s Entertainment! In the opening moments of the film, Cliff Edwards and then Jimmy Durante deliver “Singin’ in the Rain,” followed by a swift segue to Judy’s rendition of that song from Little Nellie Kelly. At the moment she began to sing, the child’s head snapped up. For the first time in months, his trains were totally ignored; everyone else in the room was instantly aware of that unusual phenomenon—and his complete captivation by the voice and presence on the video screen. When Garland disappeared (and the number was taken up by Gene Kelly, Debbie Reynolds, and Donald O’Connor), the child immediately turned to his uncle and plaintively asked, “Where did she go?” Then he quietly demanded, “Make her come back!”


In a similar recent instance, a nine-year-old boy wandered in and out of the living room where his parents and friends were watching I Could Go on Singing. Not unexpectedly, the adult drama held no fascination for him. He happened to reenter the room just as “Jenny Bowman” was revving up in the wings of the London Palladium, preparatory to taking the stage for her opening-night performance. The combination of Mort Lindsey’s orchestration on the soundtrack and the energizing Garland on the screen caught the child’s complete attention; he stood, transfixed and beaming ever brighter, throughout her building rendition of “Hello, Bluebird.” As Judy belted out the final, growled word—“HELL-LOHHH!”—the dam broke. Emotionally propelled, with eyes, smile, and face alight, the boy whirled on the roomful of grownups and exclaimed, “How does she DO that?!”


This book is intended as a history behind those Garland films and all the others; as an expansion of the foregoing statements; and as a collection of photographs and reminiscences attendant to the “lot of something extra” that Judy selflessly poured into her celluloid career. Perhaps most of all, it comes as a heartfelt, hardbound response to those of any age who will watch a Garland movie and—in time-honored tradition—eagerly request, “Make her come back!” or joyously wonder, “How does she DO that?!”


 


—JOHN FRICKE, NEW YORK CITY, APRIL 2011
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BIOGRAPHY



 


JUDY: OUR FEATURE PRESENTATION


With typical self-deprecation, Judy Garland once declaratively joked, “I was never ‘born in a trunk.’ Can you imagine the shape I’d be in, if I had been born in a trunk?” But given her family’s theatrical endeavors, her stage debut at thirty months, the Roger Edens/Leonard Gershe song written for her film A Star is Born, and the forty-five years she spent as an entertainer, Judy’s “born in a trunk” association is somehow legendarily valid.


Garland’s extraordinary gifts and achievements were perhaps best summarized by an adulatory Elaine Stritch, who told a 1998 Carnegie Hall audience, “Everything Judy did was so real that there was almost no such thing as a text in her life. It was just off the top of her head, the whole damn career!” And Garland’s professional and personal evolution was virtually that natural. Her parents themselves had grown from children who performed in the family parlor—Frank Gumm in Tennessee and Ethel Milne in Michigan—to professionals, who (admittedly) never made it beyond the lowest rung of the “picture show” and small-time vaudeville circuits. They met when she played piano for his sing-alongs in a Superior, Wisconsin theater, were married in 1914, and then settled down to manage a silent movie house in Grand Rapids, Minnesota. Between 1915 and 1921, they raised two daughters and continued to perform in the area—sometimes as the more euphoniously named “Jack and Virginia Lee.”


A third daughter, Frances Ethel Gumm, was born on June 10, 1922, and spent the first dozen years of her life answering to the nickname “Baby” or “Babe.” After cutting her teeth on backyard entertainments with her siblings, Baby made a formal debut at her father’s New Grand Theatre on December 26, 1924. The enthusiasm of the hometown audience was such that the girl refused to get off the stage, and her mother accompanied her in chorus after chorus of “Jingle Bells.” Finally, her maternal grandmother strode out from the wings and carried off the tot, who lustily protested, “I wanna sing some more!” Baby began semi-regular stage appearances soon thereafter, both on her own and with her sisters. In 1926, the Gumm family entrained west for a California vacation, stopping along the way in a handful of tank towns to perform at local cinemas. The Devil’s Lake, North Dakota paper for June 9 touted, “Jack and Virginia Lee and Kiddies . . . in a Group of Classical, Semi-Classical and Popular Songs. See the 3-Year-Old Wonder Lee Kiddie Dance the Charleston. Hear Virginia Lee at the Piano. These People Are Just from the F. & R. Circuit on Their Way to the Coast.”
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Frank Avent Gumm (1886–1935), shown here in 1926, and Ethel Marion Milne (1893–1953) at an MGM sitting in 1941. They’d wed in 1914 and had daughters Mary Jane and Dorothy Virginia in 1915 and 1917, respectively. By the time Ethel became pregnant a third time, in 1921, there were so many difficulties in the marriage that she and Frank had to be persuaded not to pursue a then-illegal and dangerous abortion.
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Baby Gumm at home in Grand Rapids. More than thirty-five years later, she reflected, “I’m sure that the first three years of my life were the happiest I ever had. It’s amazing to me that I do remember so much; I’m sure it’s because it was the only tranquil period of my life with my family. There is complete joy in everything I can remember.”
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After moving to Los Angeles in late 1926, the Gumms briefly settled in this house at 3154 Glen Manor. The following spring, they relocated to Lancaster, where Frank ran the local movie theater, Ethel accompanied the silent films at the piano, and the whole family periodically entertained between features.
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By the late 1920s, the girls were regularly trundled on the six-hour round trip to Los Angeles by their mother in the family car. Judy remembered, “She became conscious of our ‘career.’ She decided we had to be stars.”





By the time the Gumms returned to Minnesota, they had decided to relocate to the more entertainment-oriented and climate-friendly city of Los Angeles. The Grand Rapids Herald-Review of October 6, 1926, portentously announced their departure: “Mr. and Mrs. Gumm . . . have been active in the business and social life of the town and have responded willingly to the many demands made upon them for their services. Both are versatile entertainers and have taken part in a great many plays, concerts, and other home talent affairs. They have been training their children along similar lines, and the appearance of the Gumm Sisters has always been a drawing card at any entertainment.” The article noted that the Gumms had not sold their house, and “their host of friends in Grand Rapids and vicinity . . . hope that someday they may decide to return.” Such journalism was both heartfelt and generous if not universally endorsed. By 1926, Frank Gumm had experienced precipitous or semi-enforced leave-takings from a number of the small towns in which he’d worked, as rumors or accounts of his sexual exploits with young men had begun to circulate.


The family officially launched their new start in spring 1927 by settling in Lancaster, California. But the drama continued, good and bad, onstage and off. Over the next eight years, Frank managed the local Valley Theatre, where Ethel accompanied sporadic “live” entertainment and (until the addition of sound equipment in 1930) silent films. The three girls sang at countless local and regional events; gradually, more and more of their act fell to Baby Frances. Much of this was due to her youth, diminutive size, vocal power, and precocity, but from all reports, there also was an already-apparent, inherent charisma about her.


By December 1928, the Gumm Sisters were appearing at the Los Angeles Loew’s State Theatre with other moppets from the Ethel Meglin Dance Studios. Lancaster’s Antelope Valley Ledger-Gazette proudly reported, “Judging from the storms of applause at every performance, Frances has been one of the biggest hits on the Christmas program, and the packed houses have shown their appreciation of the exceptional voice of this tiny tot.” Over the next six years, Ethel’s increasing ambition on behalf of her daughters would see the girls placed in motion picture “short subjects,” on local radio, in several training/performance groups for youngsters, and in scores of live theater engagements. Baby won mostly raves and all of the attention in every instance. She was one of nine juveniles supposedly (if briefly) signed by Universal in 1931 “for places in the coming production of children’s pictures.” That same year, her appearance in Maurice Kusell’s Stars of Tomorrow stage revue won Filmograph’s commendation: “Baby Gumm’s watery blue [sic] eyes should conquer the world ‘or some millionaire.’”


Unfortunately, all this ran counterpoint to Frank’s renewed activities with young men. If his daughters remained oblivious to the scandal, his wife did not; the couple endured repeated, vociferous arguments and separations. Marcella Bannett would wed longtime Gumm confidante Dr. Marcus Rabwin in 1934 and come to know the family well. She remembers that, “Ethel spoke openly of Frank’s homosexuality but did not leave him. She sublimated herself in promoting the careers of the three little girls . . . [and] even if she was a stage mother, I knew she was trying to be as good a mother as she could.” Most of Ethel’s aspirations were held for Baby, and the child grew to detest the many days away from her father and childhood friends when she was dragged off to Hollywood for classes and forced into frequent auditions at her mother’s behest.


The little girl’s separations from Frank served only to enhance the bond that existed between them. Baby cherished him: “We were very close. I adored him, and he had a special kind of love for me. Daddy had a wonderful voice, [and] he had a funny sense of humor; he laughed all the time—good and loud, like I do. He was handsome and temperamental and fun, and he loved music and theater and everything about it. In the evening, before he went to the theater, while I sat on his lap in a little white flannelette nightgown, he used to sing ‘Danny Boy’ and ‘Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen.’ [Later,] all the times I had to leave him, I pretended he wasn’t there; because if I’d thought about him being there, I’d have been full of longing.”


There was one other new complication at this time—beyond the enforced performance trips for the Gumm Sisters and their mother’s understandable (if unexplained) hostility toward Frank. According to Garland biographer Gerald Clarke, it was Ethel who now introduced her daughters to stimulant medications: “I’ve got to keep these girls going!” Though amphetamines per se weren’t available until the mid-1930s, there were variations of ephedrine, caffeine, and other herbals mass-marketed for weight loss and energy boosting beginning in the late 1920s. Medical researcher Jonathan Shirshekan adds, “As early as 1930, the American Medical Association registered major concern regarding dependency and the use of ephedrine which was, at the time, indicated for the treatment of asthma (along with the previously described off-label uses). It’s now uncertain what Ethel could have specifically given the girls, but in retrospect, it’s definite that there was no safe formulation available even then to provide her desired effects.”


The concepts of medication and overwork thus became sometime-features of Judy Garland’s life when she was still a preteen. But ever-greater was her capacity to delight (and to delight in) virtually any audience, anywhere. In summer 1934, Ethel took the Gumm Sisters to work in Chicago, where they were “discovered” and renamed the Garland Sisters by entertainer George Jessel. His patronage led to additional midwest bookings; Ed J. Weisfeldt was the manager of Milwaukee’s Riverside Theatre and would exclaim twenty years later, “[Baby’s] talent was unmistakable! She could put over a song and a smile like a million, and when she sat on the piano in the Helen Morgan manner, she scored a real hit.” A critic in Kansas City defined the tiny Garland as “a young show-stopper . . . on [her] first performance [of ‘Bill’] . . . and then repeated later with ‘Little Man, You’ve Had a Busy Day.’ The girl has personality (as have her sisters, not to neglect them), and the act gets long and loud applause.”


The Garland Sisters returned to increasing triumph and recognition in Los Angeles in fall 1934. Over the next seven months, they played (among other venues) Grauman’s Chinese, the Wilshire-Ebell, and the Paramount, where Baby continued to decimate both the general public and any partaking professional. At age twelve, she was invariably the “highlight of the show. . . . Her inimitable songs proved quite a sensation, and her evident willingness to please called for several encores” (Los Angeles Evening Herald and Express). As a result, the girls were auditioned by Decca Records, and auditioned and briefly signed at Universal Studios. Baby was twice summoned to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer—first with her sisters under the auspices of test director George Sidney, producer/director Joseph Mankiewicz, and executive secretary Ida Koverman—and later on her own, sponsored by songwriter Burton Lane. Sidney photographed her screen test in a musical baseball routine. A few months later, with Lane at the piano, studio chieftain Louis B. Mayer had Baby tour the lot and sang for everyone. She created her customary sensation, but no one had any idea what to do with her; for all her talent, she was neither a titan tot like Shirley Temple nor a bosomy ingénue. Meanwhile, in spring 1935, and amidst burgeoning Lancaster rumors about his behavior, Frank lost the lease on the Valley Theatre and was informally but directly invited to leave town. Ethel and the girls had already relocated to Silver Lake. Frank moved back in with the family and took over a cinema in nearby Lomita.
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With Judy as the vocal and focal point of the act, the Gumm Sisters began to gain real recognition by 1934. The “Old Mexico” at the Chicago World’s Fair abruptly closed after their third week (they’d only been paid for the first), but a subsequent booking at the Oriental Theatre led to work throughout the Midwest and a formal sitting at the Bloom studios.


Further developments grew out of a summer booking for the girls at the Cal-Neva Lodge. Mary Jane, the oldest Gumm Sister, changed her first name to Suzanne or Susie and found a fiancé in musician Lee Kahn. Dorothy Virginia, the middle Gumm Sister, changed her first name to Jimmie and found a fiancé in actor Frankie Darro. Finally, Baby changed her first name to Judy (from a contemporary Hoagy Carmichael/Sam Lerner pop song) and found an agent in Al Rosen. In August, Susie married, and she and Jimmie retired from the family act. Rosen was thus free to peddle Judy as a single, which he began to do with a vengeance in August 1935. A month later, his efforts led to her third MGM audition, where everyone was finally in accord: even with no specific project in the offing, the girl belonged at Metro. Judy Garland started work on the Culver City lot on October 1, 1935, at $100 per week. Her seven-year contract included salary raises whenever the studio exercised one of its options—the first after six months, the remainder on an annual basis. If she wasn’t dropped from the MGM roster along the way, she would be making $1,000 per week by late 1941.
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Duluth was the largest nearby Minnesota city to Garland’s Grand Rapids birthplace. She demonstrated some retroactive local patriotism by posing with their newspaper while on the set of Broadway Melody of 1937.
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At the MGM Studio School, December 1935. Judy had only been with Metro for two months and found more pleasure in working on vocal arrangements with Roger Edens than attending class. (She’d later joke, “The teacher, I think, was Ma Barker.”) actor hopefuls Robert McClung, Judy, June Wilkins, Mickey Rooney, Garett Joplin, and instructor Mary MacDonald.


Metro’s first move was to introduce her to a national radio audience. On October 26, Judy sang on NBC’s Shell Chateau Hour, and her appearance was remembered thirty-five years later by Miles Kreuger, president of the Institute of the American Musical: “Her performance of ‘Broadway Rhythm’ on that broadcast literally defies belief; for her poised assurance, effortless vocal control, sense of dramatic dynamics, pathos, and skill at syncopation were as fully developed as they would ever become. At the age of thirteen, she was a consummate performer.” Garland returned to Shell Chateau three weeks later and recalled that second show for more personal reasons: “I did a show with [Wallace Beery] the night before my father died. Before we went on, the doctor telephoned that dad would be listening. I guess I knew he was going to die, because he’d been too sick to have a radio. I sang my heart out for him. By morning, he was gone.”


Frank Gumm’s frailties had played havoc with his family’s stability. But his death (from a virulent meningitis) effectively eliminated the emotional center of Baby Gumm’s life, and the loss of him weakened any minimal grasp she might have had of the reasons for her parents’ problems. Decades later, she would ask journalist Vernon Scott, “Did you ever hear anything about my father being homosexual? I only heard it once, from my mother, and then I think she said it to sort of alibi her relationship with Will Gilmore.” Ethel had long since begun an extramarital affair with Gilmore, a Lancaster neighbor whose wife had been crippled by a stroke, and who—for reasons unknown—delighted in tormenting Baby Gumm. The Ethel/Will involvement was a poorly kept secret, even while Frank Gumm was alive; then, four years to the day after his death, Ethel married the widowed Gilmore, which only fed Judy’s resentment of both the man and her mother.





Saving grace came with work. In addition to attending school on the MGM lot, Garland began daily coaching with Roger Edens. The Texas-born Edens had studied locally and in Paris before winding up as a Broadway musician, notably providing accompaniment and then vocal arrangements for Ethel Merman. He’d come to Metro not long before Judy and championed her from the onset. In addition to their ultimately three-decade professional association, Edens filled a personal gap for Judy; a few years later, the teen acknowledged, “I know no one could really take my father’s place, but Roger comes nearest.”


It was Edens’ outstanding capacity to create special material—melodies and lyrics—that quickly defined Judy’s public persona. By decade’s end, he had worked with her on songs for commercial recordings, seven feature films, and more than seventy-five radio shows. One of his numbers proved to be her first signature tune and first record hit for Decca, “Dear Mr. Gable.” (In all, Garland recorded twenty-one singles for the label between June 1936 and October 1939, with “Over the Rainbow” her first “charting” disc. Two earlier audition records for Decca had been rejected by the label, and only the first of these—pre-MGM, from March 1935—is now known to survive. If Judy’s “On the Good Ship Lollipop” and “The Object of My Affection” now seem intentionally coy and affected, she sings them solidly and effortlessly. Meanwhile, her “Dinah” is astoundingly precocious and mature; as is “Bill,” an audio souvenir of the song that had become her vaudeville mainstay. First heard publicly in 2010, the tracks were celebrated by Will Friedwald, who appreciatively offered in The Wall Street Journal that Judy was “even at age twelve, already larger than life.” Roger Edens and MGM would refine the Garland sound, approach, and ability—and present it to the world—but her God-given talent obviously predated their involvement.)


To further boost Judy’s visibility, Edens also accompanied her on sixteen weeks of personal appearance tours for the studio in 1938 and 1939. She sang four shows a day, from Loew’s State on Broadway to Miami, Chicago, and points in between. In every instance, Garland received what one wag later noted was “the same review she got for her whole career”: “[Judy’s] just about the grandest bundle of personality ever presented . . . the audience doesn’t want her to leave the stage. [They’re] blistering their hands at her grand singing . . . [in] a great big voice that does justice to hot-cha melodies or ballads” (Pittsburgh Press, March 26, 1938).


By the end of the decade, Judy had risen to full-fledged star status on the MGM roster. But the earlier specters of overwork and medication were frequent partners in her ascent. No one seemed to comprehend the fact that the genuine vulnerability and sensitivity that made Garland’s multi-talents so exceptional also left her ill-equipped to withstand the relentless career flogging dictated by her abilities. Given a determined campaign to reduce the girl’s naturally plump, four-foot eleven-inch frame to a camera-thin ninety-five pounds, the studio began to supply her with Benzedrine as a weight suppressant. Its enervating effects were then counteracted with barbiturates.


In the early 1970s, Judy’s sister Jimmie would protest, “[Our] mother didn’t think it was bad. If she had, she wouldn’t have let Judy take it.” This statement was perhaps as much an attempt to neutralize the notorious stage-mother image that Ethel had earned as it was an honest recollection. However, it’s true that there was little initial knowledge about the addictive or nerve-destroying qualities of such easily obtainable “miracle” prescription drugs; or that increased dosages would be required as a user developed a physical tolerance to them; or that the young Judy was being detrimentally hastened without let-up from film to broadcast to recording studio to personal appearance. In a statement that was part-hindsight and part unwittingly self-damning, an anonymous MGM executive admitted in 1960. “I see now that we exploited Judy in many ways. We treated her like a property instead of a kid. [But] at the time, we thought we were doing her a favor. She had come up from nothing—nothing at all. We set her up for a lifetime of money and success. If the rest of us expected to ride along with her, that was only natural.”


Yet through it all and across countless performances to come, Judy conveyed an almost limitless joy to any audience, onscreen and off. Such natural ebullience often extended to all of those in her personal orbit as well. Mrs. Ira Gershwin once reflected, “Wherever Judy went, there was laughter.” Marcella Rabwin could later look back at Garland’s increasingly troubled times and assert, “She wasn’t born for tragedy. Her laughing face as a child could brighten up the whole neighborhood. Her sense of humor made her a favorite companion. She was the life of every party.” With a gift for succinct summation, Garland’s daughter, Lorna Luft would retrospectively offer, “Yes, tragic things happened to my mother. But she was not a tragedy.”


As the new decade began, Garland and her mother had much to make them happy. They reveled in a spacious Bel Air home. Judy’s new (and Louis B. Mayer-approved) agents negotiated for her a better contract and salary increase, befitting an Oscar honoree and top ten box-office name. Her onscreen magic in The Wizard of Oz and Babes in Arms had lifted MGM songwriter Arthur Freed to the status of “producer”—a title he would enjoy through two decades-plus of superlative motion picture entertainment. Roger Edens was his right hand, the power behind the Freed throne, and for ten years, Garland was their principal muse. Astoundingly, she starred or guest-starred in twenty feature films between 1940 and 1950. In that same period, she also made more than a hundred broadcasts, plus nearly three dozen gratis appearances on behalf of World War II Armed Forces Radio. (Virtually all of the programs involved special songs, sketches, and material that had to be rehearsed apart from Judy’s film work.) Between 1940 and 1947, Judy also cut forty-two Decca sides and three separate “movie cast albums”—Girl Crazy, Meet Me in St. Louis, and The Harvey Girls.
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Jackie Cooper was Judy’s first Hollywood “beau.” Here he beams as she signs an autograph at the premiere of MGM’s Captains Courageous (March 23, 1937).
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June 26, 1940: Just eighteen and determined to enjoy some “real girl” experiences, Judy attended the graduation ceremony at University High School, accompanied by her mom.
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Making a personal-and-autograph-signing appearance at the 1941 Chinese Moon Festival with fellow MGM star Robert Young.







WORLD WAR II


 


Judy Garland was one of the very first movie stars to entertain the troops during World War II. In January 1942, just weeks after the attack on Pearl Harbor, she and husband David Rose interrupted their already-deferred honeymoon to tour army camps from Michigan to Texas; the stint was interrupted only by Garland’s hospitalization with strep throat. (Rose can be seen at right at the piano for Judy’s rehearsal with the band at their first stop, Fort Custer, Michigan. For the performance, she shed her coat and acquired an alternately rapt or vociferous audience of military men, along with a few of their family members and associates.) Later in the year, she led the “Judy Garland Community Sing” on the steps of the Los Angeles Victory House in Pershing Square, attracting twenty-five thousand citizens who joined her in patriotic numbers from the concurrent For Me and My Gal.


Finally, Judy did another army camp tour on her own in summer 1943 and then joined an all-star cast for the Hollywood Bond Cavalcade/Third War Loan. The latter trek encompassed sixteen cities and sold over a billion dollars in bonds. In each locale, the stars did a daily motorcade parade, random afternoon appearances, and then an evening stage show in the largest possible venue. The cast included Lucille Ball, James Cagney, Dick Powell, Betty Hutton, Kathryn Grayson, Paul Henreid, Greer Garson, Harpo Marx, Jose Iturbi, Kay Kyser and His Orchestra, and (shown at right as they entrained from city to city) Judy, Mickey Rooney, and Fred Astaire.
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Concurrent with her prodigious film activity, Garland’s private life evolved from that of a girl to that of a young woman. But given her inherent emotionality and the conflated reality/fantasy of the Hollywood star existence, her transition was commensurately more painful. Judy’s teen crushes and publicity dates in the late 1930s had included Jackie Cooper, Billy Halop, Freddie Bartholomew, Robert Stack, and Mickey Rooney. As the decade turned, her gravitation toward father figures—or, at best, facsimiles thereof—led to fascination and obsession with Oscar Levant, Johnny Mercer, and particularly Artie Shaw. Garland was psychologically devastated when Shaw rejected her to marry fellow MGM star Lana Turner on their first date. (Turner was forever the physical standard of beauty to which Judy compared herself—or to which she felt she was compared by the studio.) Meanwhile, men and boys managed to walk away from Judy unscathed, except for songwriter Mercer. It’s recently been asserted that many of his most declarative love lyrics were inspired by several seasons of torching for Garland: “That Old Black Magic,” “This Time, the Dream’s On Me,” “One For My Baby,” and “I Remember You” among them. But Mercer was already married, and Judy—on the rebound from Shaw—was seriously dating composer David Rose.


In an attempt to establish her independence from both mother and Metro at age nineteen, she married Rose on July 28, 1941. Rose did excellent orchestral arranging and conducting on Judy’s behalf and accompanied her on her first tour of military camps in 1942. But, in the words of Garland scenarist Fred Finklehoffe, the musician proved to be “cold and undemonstrative. . . . He would not respond to her love in quite the way she offered it . . . young, romantic, eager.” Whatever her husband’s reticence, Judy eventually found herself pregnant. Rose offered no support when Ethel Gumm (with the full force of MGM behind her) took Judy to have the pregnancy terminated. This effectively ended their union, and they were divorced in 1944.
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Judy at home with her first husband, composer/conductor David Rose, circa late 1941. He was a dozen years her senior and a fine musical adjunct to her radio and recording work. But their romantic match was a fleeting thing, and Rose was incapable of withstanding the power plays perpetrated by MGM and Judy’s mother when those forces decided that she should abort their child.


Through it all, Judy was expected to work, work, work, and she suffered her first nervous breakdown in early 1943. (There would be similar illnesses in 1947, 1948, 1949, and 1950.) Around the same time, she sought solace in passionate affairs with two married men, enduring a second abortion during a relationship with actor Tyrone Power, and then ever-after referencing Joseph Mankiewicz as the major love of her life. If bad luck seemed to infuse her personal life, there were countless happy milestones in any professional endeavor. Her films were box-office champions. Her first formal concert drew the largest audience in the twenty-six year history of the original Robin Hood Dell in Philadelphia. On a smaller scale, Garland enjoyed the same rapturous reception when performing “live” at army camps, service hospitals, and on an all-star bond tour.


In late 1943, she began to work full-time with director Vincente Minnelli. He had been peripherally involved in several of her film musicals in the preceding three years, but Meet Me in St. Louis was their first real project together. Off-camera, they slowly began an affair that culminated in a June 15, 1945 wedding. Garland saw the association as a fresh beginning. She vowed to rid herself of medication, which was a gesture Minnelli welcomed. What was less auspicious—for him and for Metro—was her plan to divest herself of a long-term studio association after her MGM pact expired in 1947. In healthy determination to avoid any more overwork, Judy hoped to freelance, do one film a year, and perhaps tackle a stage musical and/or radio series. When her intentions were made public, corporate chaos reigned at Loew’s, Inc., Metro’s parent company: Garland was immeasurably valuable as the studio’s star among stars. They quickly worked to romance her into a new five-year deal, raising her salary to the basic industry maximum: $5,619.23 per week, with an annual forty-week guarantee. Encouraged by Minnelli, she signed the contract, which went into effect when she returned to work after a maternity leave. Daughter Liza May was born on March 12, 1946.
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First Class Seaman Guy Madison escorts Judy to the Carthay Circle premiere of Since You Went Away (August 1944). Madison launched his acting career with a brief bit in the film and was later best known as TV’s “Wild Bill Hickock.”


[image: Image]


Already a mutual-admiration society: Nearly a decade prior to A Star is Born, Judy bonds with director George Cukor at the 1944 party hosted by Elsa Maxwell to celebrate the liberation of Paris during World War II.
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Howard Dietz plays host to Judy and Hedy Lamarr at a 1945 MGM party held for the staff of Modern Screen magazine. Broadway lyricist Dietz was also Metro’s director of public relations.





Within months, Garland regretted the new pact with MGM. All the pressure she’d sought to circumvent was back. Her health was compromised by the birth of Liza, the earlier years of emotional defenselessness and physical addiction, and the growing realization that her marriage and husband were ineffectual. (Minnelli himself would come to concur with the last estimation.) Gentle, protective, solicitous, and professionally gifted, the director was perhaps too much the quintessential father figure of Judy’s adulthood. Garland blamed herself as well, given a regrettable ability to unrealistically ascribe to the men in her life whatever characteristics she most desired of them. During her courtship with Minnelli, she had ignored indications and counsel that the man was bisexual. Metro dancing star Ann Miller put a more knowing—if cavalier—spin on the director’s effeminacy by exclaiming in 1996, “Vincente Minnelli! You had to close the window, or he’d fly right out!” Judy’s suicidal reaction when later discovering him in a compromising situation with a male employee is somber history.
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Judy spent her twenty-third birthday posing for new portraits at MGM and was given a surprise party by the publicity staff and members of the various studio crews. She had just completed The Harvey Girls; fiance Vincente Minnelli was wrapping up Yolanda and the Thief.
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Born on March 12, 1946, Liza drew her first name from a popular song by George and Ira Gershwin and Gus Kahn. Over the years, Judy celebrated her daughter by performing that number on radio, stage, and television.





Whatever the specifics, the Garland/Minnelli relationship became increasingly complex, and there were separations and reconciliations through the end of the decade. Judy resumed lengthy sessions in psychiatry, sometimes working with her doctors and at other times bolting from what seemed a futile process. Mayer had put a halt to such visits for her earlier in the decade, a decision he now regretted. She was in and out of sanitariums, treated for exhaustion and medication withdrawal, and had to be replaced in three films. After a much-publicized dismissal from Annie Get Your Gun, Judy was advised to recuperate at the Mayer-recommended Peter Bent Brigham Hospital in Boston. Broke, she turned to Loew’s, Inc. for an advance to pay for the trip and treatment. When they refused (“We are not running a charity organization”), Mayer ashamedly offered her a personal loan. Ultimately, Loew’s opted to provide her the necessary funds but extracted reimbursement when she once again began working. Meanwhile, even while on suspension, Judy made arrangements for her mother to receive the weekly stipend she’d drawn out of Garland’s salary ever since the girl had started at MGM. Unfortunately, the two were now estranged over Judy’s fears that Ethel had begun to subject baby Liza to a series of familiar stage-mother patterns.


Once again (typically) the six Garland feature films and thirty radio broadcasts that accompanied these four years of personal upheaval were expressions of jubilance, excitement, and happy song, dance, and laughter. When able to work, she remained the studio’s greatest asset. But after another suspension over the film Royal Wedding, and an internationally headlined suicide attempt, Judy was finally released from her MGM contract in September 1950. There was a mix of frustration, compassion, and emotionless cold in their gesture, but it all came under the advisement of Dr. Marcus Rabwin, who told Mayer, “This girl is going to die if she doesn’t get away from here.”
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