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INTRODUCTION:

A HUNK OF ROUGH

Like most of the great Hollywood icons, little is known of Clark Gable’s early years other than the facts that he himself wanted the world to know, together with the usual publicity-driven biography part-fabricated by the studios who stood to profit from the legend they had created and nurtured.

Clark Gable was the archetypal supermensch, the kind of rough-and-ready man women yearned for, while their jealous husbands longed to be him. In fact he was bisexual although he would be better described today as ‘gay for pay’ since this aspect of his complex persona was more for career elevation than natural inclination. In an age when such men were invariably perceived as lily-livered and effete - which Gable most definitely was not - this fact was airbrushed out of his image. Indeed, in this respect he figures among illustrious company for Rudolph Valentino, Cary Grant, Randolph Scott, Gary Cooper, Errol Flynn and Rock Hudson all possessed similar traits and in no way could any of these greats be described as effeminate. Fearful of exposure, all of these men married and had almost 20 wives between the lot of them. Fifty years from now, when they are dead and gone (and no longer able to sue), similar anecdotes concerning many modern day lothario screen heroes rarely seen in public without being in the company of beautiful women will also be revealed.

Throughout his life, Gable’s father was prepossessed with the word ‘sissy’. It was almost as if, at some stage, he had doubted his own sexuality at a time when homosexuality was regarded as an affliction,  if not an actual disease. William Henry Gable was born around 1870 in Meadville, Pennsylvania, one of at least eight children. In 1900 the staunch Methodist married farmer’s daughter Adeline Hershelman. Despite her Jewish-sounding name, Adeline was a Catholic and, like William, of German-Dutch descent. Needless to say, their respective parents strongly disapproved of the union. In Adeline’s case this was not simply on grounds of William’s religion, but also because he earned his crust as a ‘wildcatter’ (an oil-prospector) and between long shifts he spent most of his time away from home gambling and womanising. Nor was it a very profitable profession. Major prospectors such as John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company had long held a monopoly on the region, leaving little chance for such small fry as William Gable to strike oil big time - not that this ever stopped them trying. The nearest free-for-all oilfield to Meadville was Titusville, 7 miles away. Most of William’s workmates did not mind walking to work twice a day whereas he stayed in lodgings. It was a case of what Adeline did not see, would not hurt her.

Shortly after their marriage, and weary of family interference, William upped sticks and took his new wife to Cadiz, Ohio, where he found employment in an oilfield with better prospects and rented a small apartment. As before, Adeline saw little of him, and when she did, he was frequently drunk and abusive. But Adeline was not a healthy woman: reports state that she appeared to be suffering from epilepsy and a heart condition which would only became aggravated when, against doctors’ orders, she fell pregnant in the late spring of 1900. Her son, whom she insisted should be named Clark after the family name of her maternal grandmother, came into the world on 1 February 1901. Whether or not this name was included on the baby’s original birth certificate at a time when these were non-mandatory is unclear. William always maintained Clark was too sissified a name for any son of his, so it is likely - again in keeping with a tradition of the time - that he was registered William Clark Gable. Until he left home, his father would only address him as ‘William C’, or more familiarly as ‘The Kid’.

For Adeline, Clark’s arrival was the beginning of the end and she grew progressively weaker. By the time his birth was registered in  June of the same year, she was virtually bedridden and being cared for by a nurse. She was well enough to attend his baptism on 31 July - though for some unexplained reason William did not - at a Catholic Church in Dennison and soon afterwards she returned to live with her parents. On 14 November she died, aged thirty-one. In his notes, one of the doctors attending her suggested she might also have been suffering from a brain tumour on account of her severe headaches and general condition. The official cause of death recorded on the death certificate, however, was an epileptic fit.

In January 1902, William Gable had for some reason re-registered Clark’s birth in Cadiz, at the same time as he registered Adeline’s death. By now he had all but turned his back on the boy, leaving him with his grandparents - effectively a practical solution since this saved him the expense of having to pay someone else to look after his son.

In next to no time, William Gable found himself another woman. Coal miner’s daughter Jennie Dunlap worked as a seamstress and lived at the Cadiz boarding house where he lodged. She was around his age - early thirties - and married him on 16 April 1903. Combining their savings, the couple deposited $150 on a 4-acre plot of land near Hopedale, Cadiz, and acquired planning permission to build a modest home. It would take them another five years to complete the project aided by Jennie’s three brothers (also coal miners), one room at a time so they had somewhere to live while the house grew around them. In the meantime, William set about ‘reclaiming’ the son he had not seen since dumping him on his in-laws.

So far as William was concerned, little had changed in his life save that he now owned his own property and had a little cash to spare. He still spent most of his time away from home and so Clark bonded with Jennie Dunlap - he would always recall her with both names, never ‘stepmother’ - and it was she who encouraged and developed his interest in the arts. It was also Jennie, never William, who threw a lavish party for ‘Clarkie’, as she called him, every year on his birthday. Jennie taught him how to sing and play the piano, and it was she who paid for him to have music lessons. By the age of 12, he was so adept with the French horn that he was invited to join the town band.

Clark appears to have been a well-behaved youngster, requiring little discipline. He was also a tall lad - standing 5 feet 9 inches tall and tipping the scales at 150 pounds by his fourteenth birthday - when he stood shoulder to shoulder with his father, who never lost an opportunity to denounce him as effeminate on account of his artistic leanings. All the men in his family, William reminded his son, had gone in for extreme manual work and he would be no exception. To appease his father, Clark participated in every sport going at the Hopedale Grade School and swimming, sprinting, baseball and shot putting were favourites at which he excelled. Though less interested in the staple subjects - maths, English and Latin - he achieved above average grades and was encouraged by Jennie to study just that little bit harder. At this stage girls did not figure in his life - he would more than make up for this later on. He was the biggest boy at his school but because of his placid, unassuming nature, he often found himself picked on. Rather than fight, he later confessed how he had preferred to talk himself out of tricky situations because he had been saving his fists - which were enormous - should the time come, to use them on his father! At the age of 15, Clark was working part-time and earned 50 cents a week as a delivery boy - no amount at all, but enough to make him more independent of his father.

Then, in 1917, William Gable gave up prospecting, sold his house, and bought a farm at Ravenna, some 60 miles from Hopedale. For Clark, relocating was a terrible wrench. Not only did he have to give up his school, friends and pastimes, but he was now subjected to the horror of being with his father all of the time. Initially, he recalled, this was not too bad for William taught him how to hunt, shoot and fish. Such excursions were the only period in their lives when father and son got along, and they became pastimes for which Gable would develop a lifelong passion. He was enrolled at a new school - Edinburgh High - but stayed here just a few months before leaving to make his own way in the world. Oddly, instead of finding a job, he opted to help out on the farm. Later he admitted that he was desperate to prove to his father that he was a real man. Sadly, William Gable’s ‘sissy’ paranoia had been passed down to his son.

Fortunately, Jennie Dunlap soon persuaded Clark to recognise the  error of his ways and he found other work: water-carrying at a mine. He was paid $5 a day and lived frugally for several months until he had saved up $175 for his first car - the Ford Roadster, in which his father taught him to drive. According to Gable he mastered this in a single lesson through fear of his bullying parent. Upon his return to Hopedale, William sold it to him for what he had first paid for it - something of a cheek considering he had had it for years.

Clark stayed on at Hopedale long enough to plan his next move: accompanying a group of friends to Akron, Ohio. In the days before achieving its status as the supplier of over half the world’s rubber, Akron, some 35 miles south east of Cleveland, was an industrial boomtown. B.E. Goodrich had established a rubber factory there in 1870 and production dramatically increased around 1910 with the demand for car tyres. By the time Clark arrived in 1917, the company - along with Firestone, Miller and Goodyear - was operating full-steam around the clock, producing not just tyres but other rubber goods for US forces fighting overseas in World War I.

William Gable tried to prevent Clark from leaving Hopedale. His place, he declared, was staying put and toiling in the oilfields or on the farm. Jennie, however, supported Clark’s decision. By this time her health had begun to fail, but rather than keep her stepson tied to her apron strings, she wanted him to make something of himself. It was almost as if she was aware that she would never see him again. Akron was but 60 miles from Hopedale, but in those days of primitive commuting, when hardly anyone ventured beyond their neighbourhood, it might just as well have been at the other side of the world.

In Akron, Clark was employed on $100 a month as a clerk with the Miller Rubber Company - a good salary at the time. He rented a room over a pharmacy and while his buddies hit the bars and went out chasing girls after work, he was interested only in exploring the town’s cinemas and theatres. None of these attractions existed in Hopedale and after his first visit to the ‘flickers’ he was hooked, particularly on the Westerns of Tom Mix. If the legend is to be believed, the first play he ever saw was Richard Walton Tully’s Bird of Paradise, which first opened on Broadway in 1912. The Akron production was staged by the Pauline MacLean Players at the Music  Hall on Exchange Street. Maclean herself was in the role of the Hawaiian princess who, when spurned by her white American lover, flings herself into the crater of a volcano! Gable later said that it had been the most exciting night of his life thus far. Indeed, he was so impressed that he decided there and then to pursue a career on the stage.

Clark foisted himself on the actors, hung out with them after the show and became their unofficial mascot. Being 6 feet 1 inch tall, jug-eared and tipping the scales at almost 200 pounds, he was not the sort of man to go unnoticed. Occasionally he worked as the company errand-boy and his burly build made him ideal as a bootlegger’s runner, standing him in good stead for some of the gangster-thug roles he played in his early films. Every now and then, when an actor called in sick, he was asked to tread the boards, usually with drastic results on account of his clumsiness.

Towards the end of 1919, Clark received word that Jennie Dunlap was terminally ill - it is believed with cancer or tuberculosis of the bowel. No sooner had he returned to Ravenna than there were fireworks with his father. Clark’s maternal grandfather had recently died in Meadville, bequeathing him $300, which he would not be able to collect until he came of age. William had fought against him leaving home in the first place and now he attempted to use the inheritance as a bribe to keep him here but upset Clark with his persistent mocking of his involvement with the theatrical troupe. Jenny died on 11 January 1920 with Clark at her bedside and immediately after the funeral he returned to Akron. Her not-unexpected demise affected him in such a way that for years he would search for a surrogate stepmother in a number of relationships with much older women.

Shortly after Jennie’s death, William Gable sold the farm and moved to an oilfield in Tulsa, Oklahoma, where the chance of a lucky strike was more likely than in Ohio. By August of the same year he was prospecting in Bigheart. From there, he contacted his son and asked him to join him, apparently promising him support with his acting aspirations if that was really what he wanted to do. William concluded his letter by saying that there was even a drama group in  the town willing to take him on. By this time the Pauline MacLean Players had left Akron so Clark worked his last shift at Miller Rubber then headed for Bigheart. He cannot have been surprised to learn that his father had conned him for there was no acting job and William had already boozed away most of the money raised from the sale of the farm. At the oilfield he was living rough, sharing a six-bed tent with twelve roughnecks like himself. When one left for his shift at dawn, his bunk was immediately seconded to another coming in from the night shift. Such were the conditions that the fumigator had to be brought in once a week!

Clark was taken on as an odd-job man, mostly chopping wood and stoking the fires, and was eventually promoted to cleaning stills in the refinery. Between shifts, he was expected to let off steam with the other men in what appear to have been little more than what today’s tabloids would refer to as ‘dogging’ sessions with whores brought in from the town, many of whom were well past their sell-by date. Often there were not enough women to go round, so the men would wait their turn, standing in line with no privacy between bunks while the action was taking place. Clark later said that the scenario had disgusted him but that he had forced himself to join the queue in order to prove himself a man in front of his father.

His experiences in Bigheart were to leave him with a mania for personal hygiene. Later on, when he could afford the luxury, he would shower a minimum of twice daily - baths were out because that would mean sitting in water that he had polluted. His stomach turned, he said, by the hirsute bodies of some of his fellow workers, he would shave almost daily and not just his face but also his arms, legs, chest and pubic area. Unlike the majority of American men, he was uncircumcised and would sometimes scrub his penis until it bled.

In February 1922, when he turned 21, Gable gave up his job and left for Meadville to collect his $300 inheritance. Suspecting he might be about to return to the stage, William Gable had called him ‘sissy’ just once too often and ended up flat on his back. The two would not see or speak to one another for almost a decade afterwards.






Chapter One

GAY FOR PAY: ASCENDING THE LAVENDER LADDER

William Gable’s slurs on Clark’s masculinity were to rankle. When he left Meadville in 1922, he temporarily left his ‘effeminate’ name behind and for the next few years he would call himself Billy Gable. From Meadville, Billy headed for Kansas City - for no other reason, he later said, than ‘it happened to be there for the drifter he had become’. His first job was with a chautauqua (travelling tent show) but not as a performer: instead he was erecting and taking down marquees. When the company folded in snowbound Montana, Billy and their pianist stowed away on a freight train to Bend, Oregon, where his fellow traveller’s relatives lived.

For a while Billy found work as a lumberjack but handling logs damaged his hands. Unable to afford the proper, protective gloves he toughened his hands by soaking them in vinegar. He stuck with the 12-hour shifts until he had saved up enough cash to travel to the nearest big city - Portland - to hopefully set himself up. Tired of heavy-duty labour, Billy is reputed to have got himself a job working behind the neckties counter in Meir & Franks department store although this is unlikely for customers would almost certainly have been put off by the sight of his big cracked hands and decaying teeth. He is more likely to have been employed in the store’s warehouse or loading bay.

It was here that Billy met 23-year-old Earle Larimore, an aspiring actor who worked at the store by day and with the Portland Red Lantern Players by night. Larimore was a good-looking, loquacious  young man who developed a crush on the rough-and-ready Billy. His attraction was almost certainly reciprocated when Billy hit on the idea - the theatrical term was ‘fucks for bucks’ - that Larimore might be the one to help him achieve his goal of a career on the stage. Educated at Oregon State University, Larimore boasted a somewhat distinguished thespian connection: his aunt was Laura Hope Crews, the Broadway actress who would one day work with Clark Gable, movie star, in Gone With The Wind.


For a while, Billy and Earle were inseparable. As a cover for his homosexuality, though this was more or less accepted in theatrical circles, Larimore was dating Peggy Martin, one of the troupe’s actresses, but if he was hoping to have his lover all to himself, he was to be disappointed. Billy, meanwhile, had fallen for one of the other actresses. Tiny, with mousy hair, Franz Dorfler (Frances Dorfler) looked considerably older than her 21 years. Initially, she fought off Billy’s advances. Like Larimore, she was of ambiguous sexuality. Also, at the same time as he became enamoured of her, Billy was suffering from hepatitis, almost certainly contracted from one of the oilfield prostitutes, if not from his promiscuous new friend Earle. But very quickly, Billy won Dorfler over with his primeval charm and became doubly useful as a ‘lavender foil’ employed by her to convince her religious parents into believing that she was going steady. In fact, all Dorfler’s serious relationships were with women and she never married.

In June 1922 the Astoria Players, a small stock company, breezed into Portland. Headed by Rex Jewell and his actress wife, Rita Cordero, they were recruiting actors for an upcoming summer tour. Franz Dorfler was hired at once, and aware that Billy Gable and Earl Larimore were more than just friends, persuaded Jewell to add them to the line-up - Larimore as one of the troupe’s leading players, Billy as their stage-hand factotum. Jewell’s productions would include such forgettable dross as Polly of the Circus and The Villain Pursued Her - which saw Clark, supposedly paranoid about his sexuality, blacking up his face and putting on a dress to play a maid called Eliza.

First stop on the road was Astoria, the town of the company’s  origin, which they reached via paddle steamer up the Columbia River. Once there, audiences were sparse and tempers permanently flared. When one of the actors left the company, Billy was asked to take his place though it upset him when he got laughs for a supposedly dramatic part because he kept colliding with the scenery.

Towards the end of her life, Franz Dorfler spoke to Gable’s biographer, Lyn Tornabene, of his mood swings. Claiming Billy had ‘vaulting highs and subterranean lows’, she added, ‘He seemed insecure because of past hardships . . . and had to be reassured that he was liked.’ Whether their relationship was consummated or not is not known, but it is unlikely, bearing in mind the mix of Dorfler’s lesbian tendencies and Billy’s hepatitis, which might have made penetrative sex with a woman out of the question, while allowing him to have non-penetrative fun with Larimore. Besides, as will be seen, in homosexual relationships Gable is believed to have always been the passive partner. Dorfler maintained that she and Billy shared a room, but again this would almost certainly have been to cut down on expenses. Rex Jewell was paying his troupe virtually nothing and if they ate more than once daily it was often courtesy of their resident shoplifter.

After just a few weeks in Astoria, ticket sales were so bad that Rex Jewell shut shop - for a month, he told everyone - while he gathered funds for the second leg of a tour that had so far taken in one venue. Meanwhile his actors were asked to endure frugality just a little longer. Under normal circumstances, Billy might have moved on. He had, or so he claimed, asked Franz Dorfler to marry him. Her response was to ask him to give her a few months to think about the proposal, after which Dorfler claimed she had turned him down. In any case, when she left for the nearby town of Seaside with another Jewell actress, Lucille Schumann (whose parents lived here), Billy and Earle Larimore tagged along. The Schumanns - possibly suspecting their arrangement - agreed to feed them but refused them admittance to their home so Billy, Dorfler and Larimore were compelled to stay on the beach.

By the end of the month, the Astoria Players had reformed. They retraced their footsteps to Portland, again via the Columbia River,  stopping off at small towns en route. Business was little better than before, however, and rather than use the paddle steamer, again the troupe hitched rides on cargo boats, sleeping on deck regardless of the weather. During this time Laura Hope Crews somehow got a message to Larimore that she had secured her nephew a place with the New York based Jessie Bonselle Stock Company. A few years later, he was to triumph opposite Tallulah Bankhead in Dark Victory. Later, he joined the New York Theater Guild and married one of its leading lights, Selena Royle. Following their divorce, unable to cope with his declining career and the threat of his homosexuality becoming public knowledge, Larimore hit the bottle and died in 1947, aged 48.

With Larimore gone, and taking with him most of the excitement in Billy’s life, he and Franz Dorfler began to drift apart. With so little theatre work in the offing, much of it unpaid, Billy earned his living wherever he could, lumber-jacking most days so that his evenings would be free to allow him to help out with the Astoria Players. Neither his hepatitis nor his mood swings were getting any better. At the end of her tether, Dorfler returned to Portland. For a few months, she and Billy stayed in touch, exchanging letters and hoping that a temporary separation might help; to no avail. When Billy arrived in Portland in January 1923, Dorfler was gone.

Over the next few months, Billy worked for The Oregonian as an advertiser’s runner and office factotum. In his spare time he took singing and dancing lessons, the latter in an attempt to cure him of his clumsiness. Then, around June of that year, he heard that actress-turned-teacher Josephine Dillon was in town to start up a drama group. He auditioned and against all odds, for he still could not act, he was taken on. Born in Denver in 1884, the young Josephine Dillon moved to Los Angeles with her parents and later studied at Stanford University at a time when the establishment rarely admitted female students. Rather than follow in her father’s footsteps and go into law, after graduating she opted to tread the boards. Dillon claimed she had had some success on Broadway, but there is no evidence to support this. She had toured in a play with Edward Everett Horton, and said that of all the places they had visited, Portland  had been her favourite, hence her decision to settle here.

Josephine Dillon was another woman of ambiguous sexuality. She always signed herself ‘Joe’, never Jo, and she was on the lookout for a man with whom she could engage in a lavender marriage for the sake of preserving her career. When she first met Billy, she was living with an unnamed actress. The woman in question is quite probably the character she refers to as Beaurien (good-for-nothing) in a novel she subsequently penned. Completed in 1951, untitled, and never published, the book is supposed to be a record of Josephine Dillon’s Svengali-like relationship with the future Clark Gable. As such it is quite far-fetched to the point of being absurd. In her story, she - Julia Hood - falls in love with an actor named Mark Craven. It is so syrupy - if the extracts included in Lyn Tornabene’s biography are to be taken as a guide - that it should not be used as a yardstick to measure Gable and Dillon’s own affair other than to prove that this was ultimately a relationship of convenience for both parties.

As will be proven later in this book, in his formative years Clark Gable was an opportunist who would sleep with anyone. ‘Anything that had a hole and the promise of a couple of dollars,’ Marlene Dietrich once told me. Dillon, likewise, needed to be seen clinging to the arm of a handsomish, lusty gigolo some sixteen years her junior - not quite so dashing as her Mark Craven, and exercising his lust elsewhere - but sufficient to curb the gossips and prevent further scrutiny of her true persona. If nothing else, Dillon brimmed with self-confidence; she was the mentor who filled her protégé’s head with palpable promises of stardom, who would ultimately deliver but at considerable expense to herself. Why she was hellbent on making Billy-Clark a star, aware that he would almost certainly seize the first opportunity to walk out on her, is not entirely clear but may have had something to do with their age difference. Dillon was a maternal figure, one who compares with the next generation mothers of Judy Garland and Elizabeth Taylor. Having failed to make the grade themselves - more through lack of talent than missed opportunity - they made up for their shortcomings by pushing their offspring into the limelight only to end up being repaid for their efforts by being shunted aside with the onset of fame.

Josephine managed to have Billy accepted by the Portland-based Forest Taylor Stock Company, which had recently signed Franz Dorfler. With them he played a Chinaman in East Is West, and a family friend in Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street. Both Broadway hits, they were now riding on the backs of the movie versions. Leaving Billy and Dorfler to brave what must have been an embarrassing situation, Dillon left for Los Angeles - claiming her trip was to find Billy work with one of the studios - but her aim was actually to open a small drama school. At the time she was unknown in Hollywood, and for an inexperienced ham such as Billy at the time, his best chance of being discovered would have been to stand in line with dozens of hopefuls outside one of the studio gates.

In Hollywood, Dillon rented a small cottage not far from cowboy star Tom Mix’s palatial residence for $20 a week. At least Billy would be able to boast of living in the same street as one of his idols. In November 1922 she sent him $50 to buy new clothes and join her - though if her novel is to believed he turned up dirty and dishevelled, very un-Gablelike, given his phobia for cleanliness. Next, there was the couple’s ‘moral situation’ to contend with. During the last few years Hollywood had been rocked by one scandal after another, with the Fatty Arbuckle rape-or-manslaughter case, several high-profile drug-related suicides, the murder of director William Desmond Taylor and episodes of under-age sex, which had threatened the careers of a number of major stars, including Charlie Chaplin. While homosexuality was widely condemned, lesbianism was less so, simply because in those days most people were too naive to work out what they did in the bedroom. Also, living in sin was definitely not de rigueur.

Who popped the question is not known, but when Billy arrived in Hollywood in June 1923, Dillon paid for him to stay at a hotel, leaving him free to indulge in whatever sexual activities took his fancy. So that he could be seen to be supporting himself, she found him a job in a local garage and despite her lack of studio contacts, his first bit part in a movie. This was Ernst Lubitsch’s sparkling comedy Forbidden Paradise set in the court of Catherine the Great and starring Pola Negri and Rod La Rocque, then promoted as  lovers on and off the screen. But nothing could have been further from the truth. Negri (Apollonia Cahlupec, 1894-1987) - who a few years later would fabricate a story that she and Rudolph Valentino had been lovers at the time of his death - was a self-confessed ‘faghag’ as well as a liar par excellence. While shooting Forbidden Paradise, La Rocque (1896-1968), a 6-foot, 3-inch slab of beefcake, is known to have spent at least one weekend with the young Clark Gable. He was just as macho, if not more so, and the two would remain friends until the intensely homophobic Gable - despite his gay-for-advancement leanings - decided that to be seen in La Rocque’s company might be detrimental to his career. La Rocque’s later movies, though their titles sailed over the heads of general audiences at the time, should have been a clear giveaway: Let Us Be Gay!, What’s Wrong With Women?, The Coming Of Amos . . . and  Hi, Gaucho! Forced out of the closet in 1927, he submitted to an enforced lavender marriage with silents’ vamp Vilma Banky. It was a successful partnership that surprised his oppressors by lasting until his death.

Billy and Josephine Dillon were married, most likely on 13 January 1923, by a Reverend Meadow - by which time he had cast caution to the wind reverting to the name Clark Gable. He added two years to his age, declaring that he was 24, while Dillon deducted six years, claiming on the register that she was 36. Though Clark moved into the cottage with her, he made no secret of the fact that he was sleeping around and so the arguments began. Before leaving the garage, Clark would sometimes rub salt into his wife’s wounds by informing her that he had a date that evening with some hoofer and he would then disappear for days on end. Dillon shrugged her shoulders and allowed him to please himself, bringing him to heel only when she had secured him an audition. Another condition of her allowing him to roam around town like a tomcat was that he should attend some of her acting classes and acquire a speaking voice to match his rugged looks. All his life, Gable was to be criticised by directors on account of his unnaturally high-pitched tone. Like Rock Hudson, years later, Clark spoke with a light tenor, which some found effete. Dillon encouraged him to scream and yell, damaging  his vocal cords so that what remained was a drawl which drove female fans wild, while filling their partners with envy.

Josephine Dillon may also be accredited with teaching Gable how to walk and how to control his long arms and over-sized hands without knocking everything and everyone in sight flying. But what she couldn’t get him to curb was his acute narcissism. Indeed, she encouraged this by paying on the instalment plan for him to have his teeth fixed. Two front ones were rotten and rather than have them pulled, they were gold-capped, and as such would cause him grave problems later on. Dillon then provided him with a matinée idol wardrobe: silk shirts and boxer shorts, monogrammed suits and sweaters, as well as hand-made shoes that she could ill afford. The effect of this was only to add more clout to Gable’s womanising. Nor did females have to be pretty and shapely to attract him: for the time being he was more interested in healthy bank accounts than hourglass figures. Male conquests, on the other hand, had to be big, butch and beefy - and of course influential in their field.

Like every other Hollywood hopeful, Clark joined the crowds of extras outside the studio gates and on account of his great height (the average American in those days stood at 5 feet 8 inches) was selected for a bit part in White Man. This earned him $150 for ten days’ work. Not long afterwards, on the same daily rate of $15 and in mostly blink-and-miss parts, he appeared in Déclassée, North Star, The Johnstown Flood - and in Ben Hur (completed in 1925), where he can be briefly seen in a shot with Ramon Novarro. His biggest part should have been in Erich von Stroheim’s The Merry Widow, but for some unknown reason the director, scathingly referred to as ‘The Hun’ by just about everyone who worked with him, demoted him to unpaid extra.

Silent movies, however, held no excitement for a young man who had shouted himself hoarse to perfect his speaking voice and in March 1925 Clark auditioned for an unspecified non-speaking part in  Romeo and Juliet. The play was about to tour the West Coast in a production by husband-and-wife team Louis MacLoon and Lillian Albertson, then very much in vogue. The leads were Rollo Peters and actress-playwright Jane Cowl, who had recently triumphed on  Broadway with Antony and Cleopatra. Like Erich von Stroheim, the MacLoons initially wanted nothing to do with Gable, which suggests that he was either less talented than Josephine Dillon made him out to be, or possessed with an attitude brought about by her inflating of his ego. But they were overruled by Jane Cowl. Like her movie equivalent Mary Pickford, Cowl refused to believe she would not look ridiculous at almost 40 to be seen to be portraying the teenage heroine.

Jane Cowl (Grace Bailey, 1886-1950) made her debut in 1903, in the New York production of Sweet Kitty Bellairs. Best described as a cross between Tallulah Bankhead and Margaret Sullavan, with her deep, throaty voice and cool beauty, Cowl was a powerful name in Twenties theatrical circles, accustomed to getting her own way because her performances invariably packed halls to the rafters. To claim she was a nymphomaniac may have been putting it mildly: Cowl had a voracious appetite for young men, the younger the better, and insisted on ‘auditioning’ Clark in her dressing room. This he passed with flying colours but then the MacLoons were offered an ultimatum: unless Clark joined the cast, they would have to find themselves a new leading lady!


Romeo and Juliet opened in Los Angeles in May 1925, and from the West Coast took in Portland, San Francisco, Seattle and Vancouver before returning to New York whence the lovers parted company. Cowl was in search of the next young stud, while Gable was to appear for the MacLoons in Maxwell Anderson’s What Price Beauty?. He auditioned for the sizeable role of Private Kiper but was initially rejected for not being manly enough. Warren G. Harris (Clark Gable, 2002) quotes Lillian Albertson as having said, ‘He looked the hardy, virile type, but he sounded like a pansy when he read the tough and salty dialogue.’ Albertson is thought to have told this to Gable’s face - the supreme insult, given what he had been through with his father - and he must have made a sterling effort to convince her otherwise. Dropping his voice an octave, not only did he get the part but when the tour was reprised a few months later and one of the leads - Hale Hamilton - dropped out, he was promoted to the sought-after role of Sergeant Quirt.

The Gables’ ‘marriage’ was already beyond repair by the beginning of 1926 when the MacLoons assigned Clark to Madame X. He played the attorney for the prosecution in this subsequently much filmed Alexander Bisson drama of the ‘fallen woman’ whose estranged husband raises their son with the belief that his mother is dead. When she is tried for murder, he turns up as her defence lawyer. In the title role was Pauline Frederick, one of the greatest tragic actresses of her generation, who had appeared in the film version of 1920.

Pauline Frederick (Pauline Beatrice Libby, 1883-1938) was possessed of all the dramatic qualities of Sarah Bernhardt and the beauty of Greta Garbo, with long brown hair that famously touched the stage when she bowed deeply during curtain calls. Like Garbo she was extremely fussy in her choice of roles and in those days working less on account of failing health. Her near-constant moribund state during her last years, however, never affected her libido - before succumbing to an asthma attack at 55 she had worked her way through five gay or bisexual husbands (one was the playwright Willard Mack, another committed suicide), and, like Jane Cowl, scores of much younger lovers. Her extramarital conquests included several similarly strong-willed women such as Jeanne Eagels, Lilyan Tashman and Joan Crawford.

She was 43, when she met Gable and was about to dispense with husband No. 3. Accustomed to her arriving at parties with her latest well-turned-out youth, her society friends must have been shocked to see this lanky, uncultured ‘hick’ with big ears and rotting teeth swimming in the pool at her Sunset Boulevard mansion. Not only this but he was receiving tennis lessons from the hunky coach with whom Frederick was also sleeping, and who is reputed to have joined in with threesomes and even foursomes when commanded to do so by la patronne. She is also thought to have been responsible for teaching him endurance in the sack - by buying him an ‘Arab strap’, which he would wear to ensure longer-lasting erections.

‘Pauline Frederick couldn’t get enough of me - she almost fucked me to death!’ Gable is reputed to have said, claiming such had been Frederick’s hunger for his body that he had actually been pleased  when Madame X closed and she had taken the production to London. Even so, he would keep going back for more. Off and on, the affair with Frederick was to last another two years and though she could do nothing for his ears, she did pay for his dental work and bought him the second-hand, but nevertheless expensive Duesenberg Roamer that he was driving at the time.

Until now, Josephine Dillon had paid scant attention to her husband’s philanderings. She changed her tune, though, when he hit the road with the now-forgotten Mabel Julienne Scott in Edward Knoblock’s The Lullaby. Among the cities taken in was San Francisco, where Franz Dorfler had by chance founded a dance school across the way from the theatre where Clark was working. When Dillon learned that the pair had been seen socialising together she headed for the city, where she made such a nuisance of herself that the theatre manager barred her from entering his premises.

Gable’s next part - an important one - was in Augustus Thomas’s  The Copperhead, directed by and starring Lionel Barrymore. First performed in 1918, this told of an elderly Yankee accused of spying for the Confederates, who at the end of the piece exonerates himself by reading out a letter from Abraham Lincoln proclaiming him a hero. Clark and Barrymore formed a close friendship that would last until the older actor’s death in 1954. He also found time to appear in two matinée-movie serials, playing heavies in Fighting Blood and The Pacemakers. While shooting the latter he was befriended by William Haines, then Hollywood’s biggest male star after Rudolph Valentino.

Born with the century on 1 January 1900 in Staunton, Virginia, Haines reached prominence in 1922 after winning a Sam Goldwyn  New Faces contest. Six feet tall, butch and very good-looking, he was often typecast as the wisecracking, athletic, financially strapped guy-next-door that hooked up with the elusive rich girl at the end of the last reel. Haines was Joan Crawford’s best friend, nicknamed her ‘Cranberry’, and was openly gay. He was making so much money for MGM, in-house or as a loan-out, that they were willing to turn a blind eye to his sexuality so long as he remained discreet.

Haines and his long-term lover, Jimmy Shields, stayed together until Haines’ death on Boxing Day 1973, but both liked to play the  field. A favourite cruising area was Pershing Square, in downtown Los Angeles, where there was an abundance of marines, labourers and rough trade. In those days Clark very definitely fitted into this last category and he was not averse to charging for his services. Haines told Joan Crawford (as quoted in Jane Ellen Wayne’s Golden Girls Of MGM, 2002) how he recalled Gable ‘hanging around’ - in other words touting for sex - on the set of The Pacemakers while working as an extra. He admitted that he would have done absolutely anything to earn money or find work: ‘Cranberry, I fucked him in the men’s room at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. He was that desperate. He was a nice guy, but not a fruitcake.’ Haines’ biographer, William J. Mann (Wisecracker, 1988) also exploded the myth not always known outside gay circles that big, macho men such as Clark Gable are not necessarily the active partners during sex. Referring to Haines’ reputation for giving ‘the best head’ in Hollywood, Mann writes, ‘It wasn’t a blow-job,’ a friend insisted. ‘Billy fucked him in the mensroom. Billy was the fucker, never the fuckee.’

Haines also got him a walk-on part in The Plastic Age, starring Clara Bow. Doubtless to his lover’s delight, he appears in an extended locker-room scene with 24 near-naked men, overtly homoerotic for its day and cut out of some prints. He reveals a pleasantly muscular torso, but is uglier than everyone else on display, and fifteen years from then, as will be seen, the incident within the Beverly Wilshire mensroom would have near-disastrous consequences for Gable, Haines, and several of their so-called ‘fuck-buddies’.

Clark’s next stage role, in Maurice Watkins’ Chicago, was the first to get him noticed by the critics. Centred round the trial of murderess Roxie Hart, this ribald story - with Francine Larrimore in the lead - had just taken Broadway by storm. A few years later it was remade with Ginger Rogers, and later still, sensationally revived on both sides of the Atlantic with Catherine Zeta Jones and Richard Gere. Opposite Nancy Carroll’s Roxy, Clark played Jake, the reporter who covers her trial - following a scene where Roxy shoots her lover dead while he is buttoning his flies after they have had sex, which had moralists up in arms. The San Francisco Chronicle applauded Clark as, ‘The only three-dimensional portrayal of a newspaperman ever  witnessed on the San Francisco stage.’ The review was almost certainly instigated by Nancy Carroll herself, in the hope of getting Gable to stay with the production after an argument with the producer had seen him threaten to walk out and therefore leave her side. Like his previous leading ladies she too was paying for his stud services.

The baby-faced actress (1903-65) - regarded by many as the successor to Clara Bow, minus the dreadful nasal twang - was, at 22, the first high-profile lover to have been younger than Clark. She was about to sign a movie deal with Paramount and despite being married (to scriptwriter Jack Kirkland) with a small child, she was hoping Clark might accept a part in her next film. But he turned her down, declaring he would never face a movie camera again - unaware that in a few months’ time the release of The Jazz Singer (1927) would take motion pictures to a new dimension and that the new-fangled concept of sound was no mere flash in the pan.

According to Josephine Dillon’s more credible memoirs (Modern Acting, 1940), when Chicago closed, Gable was presented with two offers: a film with vamp Dorothy Davenport, or a season with the Laskin Brothers Stock Company based in Houston, Texas. Despite his aversion to the movies, unless he was watching them, he was in favour of the former. But the move was blocked by his wife and after all she was still paying the bills. Davenport, Dillon declared, was bad news. In 1923 she had been at the centre of a messy scandal when her husband - 30-year-old King of Paramount Wallace Reid - had died after being railroaded into a sanitarium. Following an accident on set, rather than send Reid to hospital, have him laid off for a few weeks then push the production over budget, the studio doctor had been instructed to administer morphine. Over the next few weeks he was injected regularly so that he could continue working, and when he had become addicted to the drug, Dorothy Davenport had signed the papers to have him sectioned. It was also widely rumoured that she had been behind Paramount’s decision to have him ‘put out of his misery’. Josephine Dillon’s decision to keep Clark away from such a woman, particularly as he would almost certainly have ended up sleeping with her, was a wise one.

Gable therefore travelled to Houston, surprising even himself by triumphing at the Palace Theater. His starting salary was $40 a week and saw him playing bit parts until the managing director, Gene Lewis, offered him the lead in George Kelly’s Craig’s Wife. The  Houston Press criticised his high-pitched voice, but concluded ‘He has a charming stage personality’. Lewis next put Clark into Eugene O’Neill’s Anna Christie, soon to be filmed as Greta Garbo’s first talkie. Gable played burly seaman Matt Burke, who falls for the heroine (Eveta Nudsen), unaware that she is a prostitute. Such was his popularity that each evening he was mobbed at the stage door by female fans and invited to society parties. Such unprecedented adoration brought Josephine Dillon rushing into town and Clark, starting to tire of her now that she had served her purpose, gave instructions that she was not to be allowed anywhere near him.

In The Gingham Girl, he sang and danced for the first time - there is no record of how good or bad he was - in an undersized checked suit. In Willard Mack’s The Noose, he played the owner of a plantation in the tropics. In The Dark Angel, he was an airman blinded during the war, and in Zat So? he played a boxer, offering fans a glimpse of his fine physique when he stripped off for the fight scenes.

It was at a society reception that Gable first encountered Ria Langham, or to give her her full list of names: Maria Franklin Prentiss Lucas Langham. She was thrice married and, at 44, seventeen years his senior. Born in Kentucky in January 1884, but raised in Macomb, Illinois, Maria married William Prentiss at 17, in the year of Clark’s birth. The marriage lasted four years and produced a son, George. Ria had moved to Houston to acquire her divorce and next married wealthy industrialist Alfred Lucas, a widower twenty-two years her senior. The couple had had two children: George Anna (Jana) and Alfred Jr. But Lucas died in 1922, bequeathing Ria a fortune, and three years later she wed Denzil Langham. This marriage lasted just two years and Ria had just received notification of her final decree when she met Clark.

Josephine Dillon was more concerned about this relationship than any of the others. Ria had money! She therefore called in a favour  from a producer friend, Arthur Hopkins, who was currently casting the Broadway production of Machinal - the idea being that if Clark went to New York, he would be out of Ria’s clutches. Dillon only found out that her rival also had an apartment in New York after he had been given the part. Inevitably there was a row during which Clark ordered her to stay out of his life for good. Dillon’s vitriolic response - ‘You’d better become the best actor you can, because you’ll never become a man!’ - coming after his father’s taunts and Lillian Albertson’s ‘pansy’ slur were to rankle with him for the rest of his life.


Machinal, Sophie Treadwell’s feminist drama starring Zita Johann, opened at the Plymouth Theater on 7 September 1928, following try-outs in New Haven, Connecticut. It was loosely based on a murder trial - Judd Gray and Ruth Snyder had been found guilty of killing Snyder’s husband and were executed in Sing-Sing at the beginning of the year. What made the case more sensational was that a newspaper had sneaked a photographer into the prison to snap Snyder in the electric chair. The picture appeared on front pages across the country. Because of the legal implications, none of the characters in Treadwell’s play were given names. Clark played The Lover who coerces The Woman into committing murder. His inclusion in the cast was also against the wishes of Zita Johann, an alumnus of Alfred Lunt and Lynne Fontanne. So much so that a clause was added to the contract stipulating that should she find him unsuitable in his role, he could be fired at a moment’s notice and replaced with an understudy. The review in the New York Times - ‘He’s young, vigorous and brutally masculine!’ - assured his stay with the production until the end of its 100-plus performances run. Indeed, Machinal was only removed from the Plymouth Theater’s programme in December to make way for a previously sold-out seasonal item.

Thus far, in his twenty-seven years, Gable’s more serious relationships had been with three homosexuals (Larimore, La Rocque and Haines), two lesbians (Dorfler and Dillon), two man-eaters (Cowl and Frederick), and now a society matron old enough to be his mother. Ria Langham, however, fitted into the same category as  Pauline Frederick in that she was not satisfied just to be seen on the arm of the testosterone charged stud with a reputation for sleeping with absolutely anyone of either sex - she needed his services in the bedroom too. In this respect she made sure he earned his keep and repaid her in kind for the luxuries she heaped upon his broad shoulders, ranging from silk underwear to a Ford Roadster. Like every one of her predecessors she also knew that once Clark tired of using her, he would cast her aside and move on. Why Ria bothered, when she had the wherewithal to attract someone of her own class who would have treated her better, only baffled those who knew her.

It was Ria who announced their forthcoming marriage in one of the society columns - mindless of the fact that Clark had yet to ask Josephine for a divorce. There is some confusion as to when, or if at all, the subsequent ceremony took place. Gable later claimed that he and Ria had married ‘some time in 1929’, after he had arranged a Mexican divorce from Dillon, then changed his mind and said that the ceremony took place on 31 March 1930. Dillon, however, is on record as doubting the legality of such a divorce, fearing one or both of them might have ended up on a bigamy charge, as had recently happened with Valentino. The truth appears to be that Dillon filed a suit against Clark on 30 March 1929, citing desertion, requesting no alimony, and with the decree to become absolute on 30 March 1930. Therefore one may assume, given Hollywood’s traditional urgency with such matters, that the later date given by Gable was the correct one.

His career was edging forwards in smallish leaps and bounds, though not without the occasional stumbling block. He played a navy lieutenant opposite Lester Lonergan in a turkey called House Unguarded, a murder mystery which opened in Westchester in December 1928, from which he was fired for ‘incompetent acting’ before the production transferred to Broadway. His ego dented, Clark vowed never to set foot on another stage, but within weeks he auditioned for the lead in Conflict. But his pride took another bruising when this went to another relative newcomer - Spencer Tracy.

Next, Gable’s agent, Chamberlain Brown, got him the lead in  George M Cohan’s Gambling. Try-outs opened at Philadelphia’s Garrick Theater on 13 May 1929, by which time - solely on Cohan’s reputation - the production had been booked for Broadway. Cohan, however, only wanted a stooge to test out his new material. Weeks ahead of the Broadway première, when the company reached Atlantic City, Clark was fired.

In the run-up to the October Wall Street Crash, across America theatre productions had dwindling audiences. This was not just on account of the failing economic climate but also because of the Talkies boom. Most cinemas had lower overheads than the theatres, and this was passed on to the customer, whereas good seats for a stage performance cost upwards of $1; one could take in a double feature at the movies for as little as ten cents. The best-received of Gable’s plays during this time was Black Widow, staged by the legendary David Belasco, in which Clark and Beth Merrill play inmates of a European prison awaiting execution. The pair falls in love, she becomes pregnant and their executions are deferred until after the birth of their child. The play opened in Baltimore the week of the Crash, transferred to Philadelphia and then, like Machinal, was removed from the programme to make way for a festive production.


Love, Honour And Betray, which did the rounds during spring 1930, was not a great success, though it enabled Gable to exact his revenge on an old enemy. With him in the very apt role of a gigolo, this was staged by leading Broadway producer of the time Albert H. Woods. The director was Lester Lonergan, the man who had fired him from House Unguarded, and though he would not be acting in this one, he made it clear that he did not want Clark in the production. Woods, a connoisseur of young men who had clearly set his sights on Clark, convinced him otherwise - either Gable stayed, or Lonergan left. This was to be the beginning of Lonergan’s downfall and within the year he would die of alcoholism. Whether Woods succeeded in bedding Clark is unknown, but extremely likely considering he slept with just about every good-looking man, straight or gay, to cross his path, on the premise that it would be in the interests of furthering their career. Woods had a long-term  relationship with female impersonator Julien Eltinge and was currently involved with his latest leading man, George Brent.

Clark certainly became enamoured of the leading lady, Alice Brady (1892-1939), a precursor of Carole Lombard (with whom she would appear in My Man Godfrey in 1936), who had a penchant for high life and vulgarity. Love, Honour And Betray had try-outs in Hartford and Atlantic City before transferring to Brooklyn’s Flatbush Theater, then New York’s Eltinge Theater on 12 March 1930, where it ran until the end of April. The play was almost a word-for-word translation of André-Paul Antoine’s L’Ennemie, a massive hit on the Paris stage. The setting is a cemetery wherein the Brady character’s newly opened grave is sandwiched between those of the two men she loved (Brent, Robert Williams). One at a time their ghosts appear and explain, with flashbacks, how Brady drove them to their deaths. Then her last lover (Clark) arrives at the cemetery, ahead of the funeral cortège, to tell his version of events.

What makes the play historically interesting is that Gable wore a moustache for the first time - which he hated and shaved off in his dressing room immediately after the final performance. The reviews tended to favour him, while virtually ignoring Brady, and this brought the curtain down on their affair and got him into hot water with Ria, particularly when the New York Telegram enthused, ‘Mr Gable wins the kissing prize. He busses Miss Brady with vim, vigour and vitality and should be commended for his skill at such psychopathic endeavours!’ It was Clark’s penultimate theatrical venture and his last to be staged on Broadway. Some time during late spring 1930, Albert H. Woods earmarked him for a part in Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell To Arms, scheduled for its Broadway première in the September. Meanwhile Chamberlain Brown optioned him for what would have been his first major screen role opposite Mary Pickford in Secrets, to be filmed around the same time but not completed until 1933. But both were shelved when Clark was contacted by his former mentors, the MacLoons: the pair were planning a West Coast tour of The Last Mile, currently wowing Broadway audiences with Spencer Tracy in the role of hard-bitten convict, Killer Mears.

Clark saw the play at the Harris Theater and was so bowled over by Tracy’s portrayal as the leader of a bunch of Death Row prisoners who instigates a breakout that he initially refused the part. But the MacLoons persuaded him otherwise. Then the production hit a snag when Chamberlain Brown, who had negotiated $400 a week for Gable’s last few plays, demanded $500 for this one, which the Macloons could not afford to pay. Ria stepped into the breach: without his knowledge, she made up the difference in Clark’s salary.

The try-outs in San Francisco were a disaster. Audiences were unmoved, critics never even bothered to put pen to paper. Clark was all for throwing in the towel, but he had signed a contract to travel with the production to Los Angeles, where it opened at the Belasco Theater on 7 June 1930. Here, there was a complete volte-face when he received a standing ovation after the première and the Los Angeles Times’ notoriously hard-to-please drama critic Edwin Schallert enthused, ‘In the role of the convict sentenced to walking that “last mile” to the electric chair, Gable knocked everyone in the audience between the eyes with the fierce, bloodthirsty, vindictive and blasphemous way he tore the part open’.

Clark so impressed top impressario Minna Wallis (sister of producer Hal) and her partner-lover Ruth Collier that they immediately poached him from Chamberlain Brown. It was Wallis who talked him into returning to the movies. Thus far his contribution to the medium had been virtually nil, so Wallis arguably set her sights too high by pushing for the role of Joe Massara in Mervyn LeRoy’s Little Caesar, about to go into production with Edward G. Robinson in the title role. LeRoy liked what he saw, tested Clark for the part and paid $500 to keep him interested. The response from studio chief Jack Warner, who had also seen Gable in The Last Mile, has entered Hollywood folklore: ‘You fool! You’ve just wasted $500 of my money on a jug-eared oaf with big feet, big hands, and the ugliest face I ever saw!’ Subsequently the part went to Douglas Fairbanks Jr, then in the headlines on account of his ‘fairytale’ marriage to Joan Crawford. Clark would later exact his revenge on Fairbanks for nabbing his part by stealing his wife.

To compensate for Clark’s loss, Minna Wallis negotiated a  somewhat shaky contract with Pathé, which would see him receiving fifth billing in a Western, The Painted Desert. He was offered $750 a week for a one-movie deal, with the possibility of this being extended, and spent several weeks in Arizona, where the locations were to be shot, perfecting his riding skills. He had not been near a horse since working on his father’s farm. The star of the film was William Boyd (1895-1972), soon to become a household name in the Hopalong Cassidy series. Boyd had a pathological loathing of homosexuals, not that this had prevented him from once spending a night with Rudolph Valentino. He took an instant dislike to Gable, whose secret came out when he introduced him to Earle Larimore, who visited the Arizona location during a weekend break from his latest project, the Broadway production of Strange Interlude, which Clark would later film.


The Painted Desert is dreadful. Were it not for the fact that it introduced Clark Gable to the world, it would long since have deservedly been assigned to oblivion. The sound quality is appalling, even for an early Talkie, with the actors mumbling their lines far from the strategically placed microphones - or, alternatively, bawling so loudly while on top of them that their voices become distorted. There are lengthy gaps between snatches of dialogue too. It is as if these people, most of them relics from the silent age, have forgotten they have progressed to sound.

Longtime buddies Jeff and Cash (J. Farrell Macdonald, William Farnum) own neighbouring ranches in Arizona’s Painted Desert, but fall out after finding a baby boy at a deserted emigrants’ camp. The argument stems from which of them will raise the child, with Cash assuming the task and naming him Bill, allegedly because William Boyd insisted on this! The boy grows up, becomes a mining engineer and, after discovering tungsten ore on Jeff’s land, hits on the idea of reuniting the two former pals: he decides that he and his father will mine, help Jeff to earn a fortune and all will be well. Complicating matters is Bill’s love interest Mary-Ellen (a wildly over-the-top performance from weepies queen, Helen Twelvetrees), who also happens to be Jeff’s daughter) and Jeff’s thuggish factotum Rance Brett (Clark), who is also sweet on her. It is he who sabotages the  mining operation, resulting in one of the hammiest, worst filmed shoot-outs ever seen in a Western.
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