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AUTHOR’S NOTE



When Dark City was first published in 1998, I subtitled it The Lost World of Film Noir for two reasons. First, Lost captured the sense of angst and alienation that permeates the films. But it also referred, in some cases, to the movies themselves. Research for the original edition took place during the decline of 35mm repertory cinemas and before the prevalence of digital media; it required tenacious detective work to find obscure movies like The Sound of Fury, Jealousy, City That Never Sleeps, and dozens more that had been “lost.” I wrote the manuscript believing many of the movies referenced might never be seen again.


I like to think publication of Dark City: The Lost World of Film Noir spurred renewed interest in noir just as emerging technologies made access to obscure and vault-bound films more convenient and marketable than ever before. Producing a revised and expanded edition allows me to now include in this historical excursion movies once feared lost forever, gems such as Woman on the Run, Too Late for Tears, The Guilty, Trapped, and The Man Who Cheated Himself.


Further explanation awaits in the Afterword, at the conclusion of our journey.















INTRODUCTION



Film noirs were distress flares launched onto America’s movie screens by artists working the night shift at the Dream Factory. Some shell-shocked craftsman discharged mortars, blasting their message with an urgency aimed at shaking up the status quo. Others were firecrackers—startling but playful diversions. Either way, the whiff of cordite carried the same warning: we’re corrupt.


The nation’s sigh of relief on V-J Day ought to have inspired a flood of “happily ever after” films. But some victors didn’t feel good about their spoils. They’d seen too much. Too much warfare, too much poverty, too much greed, all in the service of rapacious progress. Unfinished business lingered from the Depression—nagging doubts about ingrained venality, ruthless human nature, unchecked urban growth throwing society dangerously out of whack. Artists responded by delivering bitter dramas that slapped romantic illusion in the face and put the boot to the throat of the smug bourgeoisie. Still, plenty of us took it—and liked it.


I took it later, because I grew up in the ’60s. Before I could tell Richard Widmark from Richard Conte I knew the films I’d play hooky to watch on the family’s Philco: Thieves’ Highway. Night and the City. Crime Wave. The Big Heat. Any movie with City, Night, or Street in its title listed in that week’s TV Guide—you could mark me absent from class. I went AWOL from catechism, as well. How could Sister Gretchen compete with Lizabeth Scott or Joan Bennett? The lessons Father McTaggart tried to impart weren’t as crucial as the ones instilled by Robert Mitchum and Humphrey Bogart. If they wanted us to understand the Ten Commandments they should have screened Out of the Past, Force of Evil, They Won’t Believe Me, Side Street—come to think of it, the Good Book would make one hell of a film noir.


In the ’70s, an ever-expanding catalog of criticism emerged that tried to capture and deconstruct every frame of noir. Essayists argued over what it was and which films qualified. Was noir a genre? Was it a style? Academics tried to pin it down and dissect it. In the process they managed to drain the life’s blood out of the films.


This book is an attempt to resurrect these movies for another generation, to make them as vivid as they were when I first saw them—or when our parents and grandparents did.


Of all the varieties of films Hollywood produced during the glory days of the studio system, noirs hold up best. They’ve got vivid characters and thematic weight and an inspired vision that preserves their vitality. When they fail to meet that tall order, they’ve got style and sass to die for. While some studio fare of the ’40s and ’50s has slid into campiness, or decayed into toothless nostalgia, film noir has kept its bite. Enjoy it for the surface allure, or venture further into the scorched existentialist terrain.


Conventional wisdom has branded these films bleak, depressing, and nihilistic—in fact, they’re just the opposite. To me, film noirs were the only movies that offered bracing respite from sugarcoated dogma, Hollywood-style. They weren’t trying to lull you or sell you or reassure you—they insisted you wake up to the reality of a corrupt world. Quit kidding yourself. Stand up, open your eyes, and be ready for anything. Prayers go unheard in these parts.


Film noir pointed toward the dark core of corruption in our “civilized” society and our primitive essence. The struggle of the individual to transcend or escape provided the emotional tension. That’s the theme that makes noir so compelling for contemporary audiences. The films still connect, even without dissertations on the men and women who made them, or classes on the social pressures that informed their creation. Of all the postures proffered by Hollywood in the twentieth century, noir has proven to be the most prescient. Sadly, we’re nowhere near as stylish anymore—but the corruption is thicker than ever.


So lock your door, would you? And hold on. We are taking a little ride. Seatbelts wouldn’t do much good, even if we had them. Remember, once we cross the Dark City limits the meter’s double and there’s no going back.


This trip is going to take us through all the finer neighborhoods. We’ll hit Sinister Heights, Shamus Flats, Blind Alley, Vixenville, and maybe Loser’s Lane—if we make it that far. We’ll be hustling in and out of cheap hotels, seedy nightspots, and lonesome roadside diners. You’ll get reacquainted with some folks in these dank corners, ready to spill their bitter life story before retreating to the shadows. Be ready to crack wise even as a trickle of cold sweat runs down your spine.


While we’re rolling, stay calm, act natural, keep the windows rolled up. Dark City was built on fateful coincidence, double-dealing, and last chances. Anything can happen, and it will.
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Jean Hagen and Sterling Hayden in The Asphalt Jungle

















SHUT UP AND GET IN THE CAR.



—Where are we going, Dix?


—To the pictures.


—What? Are you serious? They’ll see us there for sure.


—Let ’em. I don’t care anymore.


—Where’s the Professor? I thought you were picking him up.


—He’s not coming.


—Dix! How can we go through with this? The Professor had the plan, he knew every angle, he studi—


—Forget about him! We’re improvising from here on. If you don’t have the stomach for it—get out.


—What about Tony, the gunsel? Is he out, too?


—I’m picking him up in ten minutes. South Street and Third. He’ll be there.


—Dix, what happened to the Professor? Is he all right? You two were so close, you’d been together for so many years—


—Leave it alone, Doll.


—He taught you so much, Dix. You always said you felt like a small-time chiseler until the Professor taught you about your—what did he call it? Your… manifest destiny! And what about all that French poetic realism, and Jacobean tragedy… and Expressionism! You used to love to listen to his theories. Why isn’t he here, Dix? Wh—


—Because I killed him! I couldn’t stand it anymore! I couldn’t take another minute of his blather about Judeo-Christian patriarchal systems and structuro-semiological judgments. My head was going to explode!


—My God, Dix—what did you do?


—Let’s just say I deconstructed him.


—You’ve finished us, Dix. I hope you know that. We’re doomed.


—What else is new? Everybody dies. In the meantime, we’ll be able to live again, like real people, not like little symbols on his big blackboard.


—And you think you can pull off this job without him?


—Did the Professor step up for me when Pete Hurley tried to kill me that night in Jefty’s saloon? Was he in the car when I crashed that roadblock upstate? Did the Professor have to tell me where you like to be kissed?


—Give him his due, Dix. He was a great thinker.


—Thinking’s overrated.


—Turn here.


—Shut up.


—Don’t tell me to shut up.… I just might kill you.


—Let me see it coming, that’s all I ask.


—There’s Tony! See him? Sitting on the running board?


—This stinks. It’s all wrong.


—Why doesn’t he see us? Why doesn’t he look over?


—Could be that bullet hole in his forehead, but it’s just a hunch.


—What are you going to do now, Dix?


—We’re gonna keep moving, Doll. Once a deal gets queered, that’s when things get interesting.


—You’re not going back to Dark City, are you? They’ll kill you for sure.


—Well, I’m not running away. I’m through with that. What about you? You in or out?


—What else can I do? I’ve taken so many wrong turns I’m right back where I started. I may as well play it out.


—You could find yourself a rich guy. Break him. Drag him around until his knees are bloody.


—And leave you?


—I didn’t say that.


—So it’s back to the city, huh? No clear blue ocean, no boozy fruit drinks, no waiters in white?


—Later. I’ve got some housecleaning to do. Can I drop you someplace?


—Shut up, Dix. Just shut up and drive fast.
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WELCOME TO DARK CITY



LIGHTS DOWN, CURTAIN UP, VOICE-OVER: OBSERVE THE MIGHTY BEAST, MANKIND’S RISKIEST EXPERIMENT. A SPRAWLING, SOARING MONSTER WITH A STEEL SKELETON AND CONCRETE OVERCOAT. SOME BRILLIANT ENGINEERS LEARNED HOW TO PUMP ELECTRICITY THROUGH ITS ARTERIES AND NOW IT LURCHES AND CRACKLES AND SPEWS NONSTOP. ON ITS DAYLIGHT STREETS YOU’LL WITNESS THE MOST COURAGEOUS OF HUMAN ENDEAVORS: THE WILL TO COEXIST. BUT WHEN NIGHT FALLS, HEAD FOR HOME. OR LEARN FIRSTHAND ABOUT OUR TRULY INGRAINED TRAIT: THE DESIRE TO DEVOUR.


A few years back, eminent philosopher Lewis Mumford came to Dark City. Bright guy, little full of himself—he was in town to lecture on his book The Culture of Cities. He climbed out of a cab in front of the downtown auditorium and gazed at the buildings looming around him. A knockout brunette who’d been hanging nearby rushed up.


“Spectacular, isn’t it?” She gushed, ogling the skyscrapers with him. Even Mumford felt the blood rush a guy gets from a dishy dame.


“The city arose as a special kind of environment,” he nattered, “favorable to cooperative association. It was a collective utility that ensured order and regularity in the comings and goings of men, that diminished the force of nature’s random onslaughts, and reduced the menace of wild animals and the more predatory tribes of men. Permanent settlement meant not only continuity but security.”


“Do tell,” she said, nuzzling up to him.


“The big city becomes the prestige symbol for the whole civilization,” he pronounced. “Life in all the subordinate regions is sacrificed to its temples of pleasure and towers of pecuniary aspiration.”


The dame nodded. A guy leaped from behind a parked car, rapped Mumford’s dome with a sap, and nailed his wallet before the philosopher hit the pavement.


A real trouper, Mumford still gave his lecture that night, but veered from his usual script:


“It is impossible here to go into all the perversions and miscarriages of civic functions because of the physical spread and the congestion and mis-planning of the mass city.… The physical drain, the emotional defeat of these cramped quarters, these dingy streets, the tear and noise of transit—these are but the most obvious results of megalopolitan growth. For what the metropolis gives with one hand, it takes back with the other: One climbs its golden tree with such difficulty that, even if one succeeds in plucking the fruit, one can no longer enjoy it.”


Welcome to Dark City, professor. Mumford probably got the shakes when he watched film noir. One way or another, noir is all about people’s struggle to survive in what he calls the “megalopolis.” The square-off is usually short, nasty, and brutal. Urban omnipotence casts long shadows over the genre. Its power cowed some filmmakers, who slavishly began their stories by paying obeisance to the city: cameras swooping over rooftops, prowling labyrinthine streets, or simply displaying, with fearful reverence, the overwhelming skyline. It was a ritual, like making a hasty sign of the cross when confronted by the immensity of a cathedral.


In City That Never Sleeps (Republic, 1953), the metropolis, with the reverb indicative of God’s voice, narrates its own tale: “I am The City. Hub and heart of America. Melting pot of every race, creed, color, and religion in humanity. From my famous stockyards to my towering factories, from my tenement district to swank Lakeshore Drive, I am the voice, the heartbeat, of this giant, sprawling, sordid and beautiful, poor and magnificent citadel of civilization. And this is the story of just one night in this great city. Now meet my citizens…”


The City introduces us to some of its regulars: jaundiced cop, corrupt businessman, psychotic crook, scheming wife, lovelorn loser, sweet-natured stripper. The apostles.


As in every noir, these folks will carom through a story line with a structure reflecting the city itself. Unexpected intersections. Twisted corridors. Secrets hidden in locked rooms. Lives dangling from dangerous heights. Abrupt dead ends. The blueprints were drawn up by a demented urban planner. Down in the catacombs of the Dark City Department of Urban Development lived a wretched hermit trying like hell to conjure diagrams for a functional metropolis. Problem was, the designs had to account for human nature. He was up against an inevitable truth: There are too many rats in the cage and no bond issue or blue-ribbon civic panel will bail us out.


Screenwriters made this murky basement office a regular stop on nocturnal visits to Dark City. They fleshed out his tortured specs and the results were projected into the national psyche: Whispering City, City of Fear, Naked City, Cry of the City, Captive City, Street of Chance, One Way Street, Terror Street, No Way Out.


A FEVER DREAM OF MODERN LIFE erupted from these motion pictures. Something dreadful had crept into the social fabric, especially at the most bustling hubs of urban activity. A wounded cop-killer just escaped from the hospital and is leaving a trail of bodies behind him as he tries to reunite with his girlfriend in Cry of the City (Fox, 1948). Across town a tormented loner, guilty of murder, is holed up in a tenement, keeping at bay a squad of trigger-happy cops during The Long Night (RKO, 1947).
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Charles Korvin flees the deadly touch of Evelyn Keyes in Frightened City, aka The Killer That Stalked New York.
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Meanwhile, an unstable young man has escaped from a mental asylum and taken a saloon full of hostages in Dial 1119 (MGM, 1950). Most of these poor saps had only come into the tavern because the evening commute was snarled at Union Station (Paramount, 1950), where a regular Joe went off his nut and kidnapped a blind girl. He’s hiding in the subway tunnels, stalling service and ticking off hordes of angry commuters. As if that wasn’t enough to keep the boys in blue hopping, a priest was just murdered at the local Catholic church. There’s an APB out for the suspect—the son of a devout parishioner bludgeoned Father Kirkman when he wouldn’t give his late mother a lavish burial (Edge of Doom, RKO, 1950).


Even the city’s massive monument to mercy, the General Hospital, isn’t immune from the societal cancers. The cops send in an undercover man, Fred Rowan (Richard Conte) to probe the violent demise of several doctors. The Sleeping City (Universal, 1950) won’t rest any easier when it learns what happens on the night shift. Rowan discovers nurse Ann Sebastian (Coleen Gray), whom he’s falling for, is the linchpin of a drug smuggling ring.


The Sleeping City was filmed at Manhattan’s Bellevue Hospital in 1949, peak year in Hollywood’s fascination with crime melodramas. Prior to its release, New York Mayor William O’Dwyer pressured Universal executives to attach a prologue advising viewers the story had nothing to do with the reality of big city hospitals, in New York or anywhere else.


This dichotomy—between overripe imaginings and disingenuous denial—was the cultural fissure upon which Dark City was built. Many of the stories you’ll encounter here are a tantalizing blend of fact, fiction, and myth. Cinematic cocktails, if you will, in which a jigger of creative license and a dash of bitters put a dreamy edge on material rooted in ugly realities, both contemporary and timeless.


Sorting the facts and fictions of this place can be tricky. Consider Frightened City (Columbia, 1951; aka The Killer That Stalked New York), a more noir treatment of a modern urban plague than Panic in the Streets (Fox, 1950), the more heralded Elia Kazan–directed film released the previous year.


In Panic, the notion of a metropolis infected with “foreign bodies” was made explicit: The disease is carried into the city from a merchant ship filled with foreigners, one of whom is killed on leave by local crooks, who contract the virus and rapidly spread it throughout the city.


In Frightened City, writer Harry Essex threaded a crime narrative through the fact-based story of a smallpox outbreak that threatened New York in 1947. Sheila Bennett (Evelyn Keyes) and her husband Matt (Charles Korvin) run a diamond-smuggling operation. Sheila mails the gems home from Cuba, but unwittingly carries back the smallpox virus. While waiting for the diamonds to arrive, Sheila infects everyone she touches, including a young girl who later dies. Panic grips the city; the National Guard sets up an emergency inoculation program. A crusading health inspector spearheads a manhunt for the source carrier.


The story plays fast and loose with the actual epidemic that gripped New York, which was brief, well-controlled, and not very sensational. It’s an example of how the truth was often stretched and artfully manipulated for the sake of a more exciting story. The old “Based on a true story” pitch has always lent authenticity.


But the blurring of reality and imagination sometimes got so extreme it created a strange half-world, a mythological movie metropolis, in which the truth swung endlessly between what we think is real and what’s merely a projection.
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The Sleeping City: Undercover cop Fred Rowan (Richard Conte) learns from Pop Ware (Richard Taber) of a drug conspiracy in the city’s General Hospital.


Fourteen Hours (Fox, 1951) was another urban drama based on a true story. On July 26, 1938, John Warde held downtown New York spellbound for a day as he perched on the seventeenth-floor ledge of the Gotham Hotel, threatening to jump. The first man at the scene, traffic cop Charles Glasco, valiantly bonded with Warde—consoling him for an anguished fourteen hours—but in the end he couldn’t save the troubled man, who leapt to his death.


The film version exemplifies what you’ll encounter on your journey through Dark City. It’s a tense depiction of one man’s despair amid the city’s teeming indifference. As Robert Cosick (Richard Basehart) teeters on the verge of suicide, cabbies in the throng below wager on the hour he’ll jump. A pair of young lovers meet in the glare of the searchlights. A wife filing for divorce in the attorney’s office across the street is inspired to reconcile with her husband.


And in every shot of the distraught Cosick, the skyscrapers of Dark City loom above him and the endless avenues stretch to the horizon—the city’s immensity mocking the insignificance of one man’s travails. Despite the gallant effort of Officer Dunnigan (Paul Douglas) to talk him down, Cosick falls to his death. In the picture’s final shot, a sanitation truck, moving like a lethargic antibody, washes away Cosick’s splattered remains as the budding lovers walk past, arm in arm.


At least that’s what audiences saw when the film premiered. That very day in New York, the daughter of 20th Century-Fox executive Spyros Skouras killed herself, leaping from the eighth floor of Bellevue Hospital. Devastated, Skouras pulled Fourteen Hours from theaters. Resourceful studio chief Darryl F. Zanuck rounded up some actors and a skeleton crew (Basehart not among them) and re-shot a new ending: Cosick at the last moment is whisked to safety.


This confounding waltz between fantasy and reality will be a leitmotif of our tour.


As we travel, be sure not to focus only on the major landmarks. Some of the most gripping stories emanate from the transient hotels in the town’s Tenderloin, from within rooms clammy with the residue of spoiled hopes. Where wallpaper sweats from the radiator’s steam and neon buzzes incessantly outside the window. Here, lifetimes are reduced to eighty minutes.


Somebody checked out earlier than expected; there’s a vacancy on the third floor, ready for another story.
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Richard Basehart resists rescue in Fourteen Hours.
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Force of Evil

















SINISTER HEIGHTS



UP THERE IN THE DIAMOND BRACELET OF PENTHOUSE LIGHTS, CHAMPAGNE CORKS POP, FECKLESS WOMEN SQUEAL, AND POWER COURSES MERCILESSLY AMONG THE INSULATED “BUSINESSMEN.” DOWN HERE, FORTY FLOORS BELOW, THEIR CLERKS PROWL THE SELLING FLOOR, WHOLESALING FEAR AND MUSCLE WITHOUT CONSCIENCE. BUT THERE ARE CLIMBERS AMONG THE MINIONS. SOMEDAY THE BOSS WILL SLIP AND FALL IN THE TRAIL OF BLOOD MONEY, AND ONE OF HIS LOYAL BOYS WILL EASE THROUGH THE SIDE DOOR AND FINALLY BE UP THERE, ON THE INSIDE, LOOKING DOWN.


When crime flooded America’s movie screens in the 1940s there was no such animal as film noir. Cineastes hadn’t yet bestowed the academic nomenclature. At the picture factories in Los Angeles and in the boardrooms of Wall Street underwriters, they were called “crime pictures.” Accurate, if not as highfalutin. For if there is a common denominator in film noir, it’s crime. In Dark City, laws—and hearts—are trampled daily.


As popular as crime pictures were after World War II, they were also unnerving to great suburban swathes of the filmgoing public. In Monroe, Michigan, theater owner J. R. Denniston, a “small exhibitor in the sticks,” declared in the March 10, 1951 issue of Showmen’s Trade Review: “To get our theater programs in proper balance I would suggest production of all crime pictures be discontinued by all producers, and that those they now have on their shelves be withdrawn from the market.”


Emboldened by the patriotic search-and-destroy mission of the House Un-American Activities Committee, Denniston requested Hollywood produce “Great romances about business, industry, farming, medicine, and education.” In keeping with the Stalinist overtones of this wish list, he concluded, “To get these we will probably have to have a new set of writers, because the people who write the stories must know and understand what they are writing about.”


This diatribe, it should be noted, was motivated by dwindling audiences, not love of country. Better box office would have eased Denniston’s mind. But his Babbittism shouldn’t be dismissed merely as the whining of an exhibitor crying poor mouth. He knew his clientele, and, in the heartland, citizens were horrified by the barrage of movies depicting urban corruption as a spreading cancer.


During the Depression, the era in which noir germinated, Hollywood sold a glamorous vision of gangsters as renegade bandits. The Cagneys and Robinsons ran wild until the strong arm of our civilized society ran them to ground. Audiences loved flamboyant crooks, even if they did have to end up facedown in the gutter.


Post–World War II crooks were scarier. They weren’t after the living wage the Depression robbed them of; they were after power. They didn’t buck the system; they used it. Crime pictures of this era borrowed the trappings of traditional gangster pictures to present a vision of urban America in which the Have-Nots—angry and determined—battled the Haves for control of the gears and levers that operated the modern city.


In noir, crooks are shaved, shined, and high-toned. They’ve folded their rackets into the capitalist economy. Aspiring to the heights, they work their way in from the dark edges of society toward the light of legitimacy. They laughed at their scrappy forebears of twenty years earlier, knocking over banks with guns blazing. The noir crime boss has the bank president, and the police chief, in his pocket.
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Old-school racketeer Burt Lancaster learns that crime has moved uptown in I Walk Alone, with Wendell Corey and Kirk Douglas.


No film hit this nail on the head more squarely than I Walk Alone (Paramount, 1947). Producer Hal Wallis, who as studio production chief had helmed a number of Warner Bros.’ gangster sagas in the 1930s, became an independent producer after the war and his adaptation of Theodore Reeves’s Broadway play Beggars Are Coming to Town is a transitional landmark in cinematic crime.


The story revolves around a pair of former bootleggers, Frankie Madison (Burt Lancaster) and “Dink” Turner (Kirk Douglas), who ten years earlier would have been played at Warners by Jimmy Cagney and Humphrey Bogart. They once co-owned a speakeasy called the Four Kings and were low enough on the food chain to haul their own illegal hooch across the Canadian border. When a rum run in 1933 goes haywire (in flashback), the partners agree to split all spoils fifty-fifty whenever they reunite. But Frankie gets nabbed and serves a fourteen-year jolt. Upon release, he discovers that Dink, who never visited him in stir, is living the high life: As proprietor of the ritzy Regent Club, he’s a rising player in the murkier margins of café society. Frankie’s brother Dave (Wendell Corey) even handles Dink’s ledgers.
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Frankie demands his half of their handshake deal. Dink has no intention of cutting him in. “This isn’t the Four Kings,” he tells Frankie, “hiding out behind a steel door and a peephole. This is big business.” Rather than take his old partner for a last ride, as in many a Prohibition-era potboiler, Dink has flunky Dave enlighten his brother as to the new rules of “legitimacy.” Well-heeled crooks now have lawyers and accountants to bamboozle their rivals, their enemies, and the law. Douglas smirks as Dave drowns Frankie in a tidal wave of umbrella corporations, holding companies, and ever-dwindling subdivisions. In the final accounting, Frankie’s fifty-fifty split nets him a measly $2,912.


The criminal element of capitalism was rendered more artfully the following year in Force of Evil (MGM, 1948). Adapted by Abraham Polonsky from Ira Wolfert’s journalistic novel Tucker’s People, the movie was originally going to be called The Numbers Racket. In Polonsky’s hands it became more than an indictment of racketeering. It drew parallels between organized crime and big business, and offered a bleak picture of American industrial might, festering with institutionalized corruption. In Wolfert’s words, crime was “the grease that makes things run.”


“I wanted to be a success, to get ahead in the world, and I believed there were three ways to do it,” explained protagonist Joe Morse in a voice-over Polonsky opted to cut from the film prior to release. “You could inherit a fortune, you could work hard all your life for it, or you could steal it. I was born poor and impatient.”


Joe Morse (John Garfield) is a partner in a Wall Street law firm with clients on both sides of the law. He craves the fortune he will reap from transforming the policy racket into a legal lottery. He and his golden goose, gangster Ben Tucker (Roy Roberts), plan to break the small neighborhood policy banks by fixing the July 4th number, 776, to hit—paying off a multitude of superstitious bettors and leaving the penny-ante policy boys broke. Tucker will then bail them out—if they agree to be absorbed into an all-encompassing combination under his control.
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Force of Evil: Joe Morse (John Garfield) presides in his “office in the clouds,” where he helps gangster Ben Tucker weave his rackets into mainstream society.
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Mama’s boys: Sylvia Morse (Georgia Backus) watches son Joe try to convince brother Leo (Thomas Gomez) that there’s nothing to lose by joining Tucker’s combination.


The snag is Joe’s guilty conscience. His brother Leo Morse (Thomas Gomez) runs a freelance numbers bank and has no desire to be consumed by the capitalist juggernaut. He likes his policy setup personal and communal; he won’t follow Joe to “an office in the clouds.” Leo’s intransigence strains Joe’s partnership with Tucker. Doris, Leo’s secretary (Beatrice Pearson), further weakens Joe’s resolve by spurning his advances. “You’re a strange man—and a very evil one,” she tells the cocky lawyer.


“I didn’t have enough strength to resist corruption,” Joe says, “but I had enough strength to fight for a piece of it.” Joe spirals into ethical purgatory following Leo’s murder. His resultant moral reawakening is unsatisfying, yet apt; Joe limps to the authorities with all the confidence of a lost man facing the force of evil.


In content and style, Force of Evil was pivotal. Its treatment of a formulaic story—ghetto kid takes a crooked road to the top, only to learn the error of his ways—undercut cliché at every turn. The character’s moral agony was suffocating; Polonsky refused to opt for easy answers to complex questions. The film’s dissection of the ground shared by free enterprise and criminal rackets invites viewers to connect the dots linking gangster Ben Tucker to corporate raiders and merger pirates of contemporary Wall Street… and all the way to the nation’s capital.


“I do not write stories to sell a certain morality to the audience,” Polonsky has said. “I accept the world and our place in it and I know we have to deal with it. I also know that if we have certain concerns about our nature in it, we’re going to pay the price for that. The point of Force of Evil is that the price for stealing is Joe’s destruction of himself, his brother, and everything else. If you’re not willing to pay that price, then you can’t live in that world. That’s the soldier’s attitude: That’s how you survive a battle.”


Polonsky, like John Garfield, was a Jewish street kid from New York, his head full to bursting with the fervor of Manhattan’s 1930s art scene. Both survived the rugged road out of the Depression, lived through the war, and ascended to the rarefied air of Hollywood. “However appalled I was by the industry and its product,” Polonsky said, “the medium overwhelmed me with a language I had been trying to speak all my life.”
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Abraham Polonsky








Stylistically, he was one of the first Hollywood filmmakers to attempt a form of cinematic poetry, using imagery, dialogue, and narration in three-part harmony. Revelatory speeches erupt almost unconsciously from the characters. Scenes are composed with the melancholy of Edward Hopper paintings. The editing is often daringly abrupt. Despite the bleakness at the film’s core, the storytelling was fueled by creative adrenaline.


Neither Hollywood, nor the public, was receptive. At the same time Garfield and Polonsky were slipping their worldview into the stream of Hollywood pablum, studio heads were slavishly reading a booklet titled Screen Guide for Americans, concocted by the doyenne of social Darwinism, Ayn Rand. Published by the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals and distributed with the imprimatur of the House Un-American Activities Committee, the guide instructed: “Don’t Smear Industrialists,” “Don’t Smear the Free Enterprise System,” and “Don’t Smear Success.” Rand advocated the rejection of any script that implied villainy on the part of industrialists.


Imagine her reaction to Leo Morse’s blustering anticapitalist tirade: “Living from mortgage to mortgage, stealing credit like a thief. And the garage! That was a business! Three cents overcharge on every gallon of gas.… Two cents for the chauffeur, and a penny for me. A penny for one thief, two cents for the other. Well, Joe is here now. I won’t have to steal pennies anymore. I’ll have big crooks to steal dollars for me.”


PARALLELS EQUATING THE STUDIO SYSTEM and the rackets depicted in 1940s crime movies are too rich to ignore. Harry Cohn, boss of Columbia Pictures, even admitted: “This isn’t a business; it’s a racket.” Its link to the mob was a wiseguy named Willie Bioff, a roly-poly racketeer from the same Windy City streets that produced Al Capone, Frank Nitti, Johnny Roselli, and Sam “Momo” Giancana. Bioff teamed up in the early ’30s with George Browne, Chicago head of the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE) to help the workingman—and to make themselves rich in the process.


They started by hustling John and Barney Balaban. The brothers ran a Midwest theater chain and during the Depression they’d drastically cut the wages of IATSE projectionists. Bioff taught Browne mob tactics, demanding $50,000 from the Balabans. When they begged off, projection rooms had electrical fires, equipment broke, reels were shown out of order. The Balabans coughed up twenty Gs. Bioff and Browne were on their way.


They took their scheme of conquering the movie business to Frank Nitti, “The Enforcer,” who’d taken control of the Chicago rackets after Capone was sent up. Nitti turned out the vote for Browne, getting him elected president of IATSE in 1934 (he’d eventually become a vice president of the American Federation of Labor). Bioff was named his “international representative.” They roadshowed their extortion act coast to coast.


Nicholas Schenck, president of Loew’s, exhibition overlord of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, met Bioff and Browne in a Waldorf Astoria hotel room with a fifty grand payoff stuffed in a paper sack. Schenck waited while Browne counted out the dough. Sidney Kent, president of 20th Century-Fox, walked in and dumped another fifty large on the bed.


Before long, the dynamic duo had a sweet deal in Lotus Land. They took control of the craft and stagehand unions, convincing members that a 10 percent wage hike would be extracted from the studios. But first the rank and file would need to donate 2 percent of their paychecks to a union war fund, in case of strikes. The slush was funneled straight to Nitti in Chicago.


While workers waited for a fair shake, Bioff and Browne were paid off by studio bosses, ensuring there’d be no walkouts. Bioff saw a future in which every Hollywood union was in the fold. “We had about 20 percent of Hollywood when we got in trouble,” he testified, once the shakedown flamed out in 1941. “If we hadn’t got loused up, we’d have had 50 percent. I had Hollywood dancing to my tune.”


The Feds nailed him thanks to an investigation launched by Screen Actors Guild president Robert Montgomery. Faced with a stint at Alcatraz, Bioff ratted out the whole Nitti gang: Louie “Little New York” Campagna, Phil “The Squire” D’Andrea, Paul “The Waiter” Ricca, Charlie “Cherry Nose” Gioe, and Frank “The Immune” Maritone. Nitti promptly shot himself in the head in a Chicago railyard.


Joe Schenck (Nick’s brother), chairman of 20th Century-Fox and the Motion Picture Producers Association, was convicted of paying the mobsters a $100,000 bribe and was sentenced to three years’ hard time. Bioff and Browne pulled longer stretches. It was all symbolic. Trade papers played it as though Hollywood’s respectable businessmen had been the prey of extortionists. But as journalist Otto Friedrich noted in his study of Hollywood in the ’40s, City of Nets: “Bribery and extortion can turn out to be pretty much the same thing. Money is paid in exchange for a service; both sides agree on a price and a service; the only question is who is corrupting whom.”


A ruling in Chicago tax court stated that studios “knowingly and willingly paid over the funds and in a sense lent encouragement and participated with full knowledge of the facts in the activities of Browne and Bioff.” Payoffs, it was estimated in court papers, saved the studios as much as $15 million in wages.
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Gangster Frank Nitti killed himself in a Chicago railyard rather than face possible prison time after his role in studio extortion schemes was finally exposed.
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After leaving prison, Bioff changed his name to Bill Nelson and moved to Phoenix. But the garrulous gangster couldn’t keep his profile low. He hooked up with the Riviera in Vegas—which was tied to the very mobsters he’d set up. He made showy contributions to Barry Goldwater’s first Senate campaign. One day in 1955 Willie Bioff was blown apart by a bomb planted in his car, à la The Big Heat.


MOST MOVIE MOGULS, LIKE GANGSTERS, were poorly educated, ostentatious, vulgar, power hungry, insecure, and obsessed with being publicly respected. They ran Hollywood with a ruthlessness mob bosses envied. Their mission was to make money for investors; their job was to get power and keep it. Art was rarely invited to the party. It had to crash the gate.


In 1947 John Garfield, freed from contractual obligation to Warner Bros., used his newfound wealth to bankroll Enterprise Studios, an independent production house dedicated to challenging the status quo. To Hollywood’s racket bosses, the actor was a brash upstart, cutting himself too big a piece of their pie.


To the artists Enterprise recruited, moviemaking presented a moral quandary akin to the one Joe Morse faced in Force of Evil: Was success worth anything if it came at the expense of integrity? Garfield set the tone, demanding his movies reflect the reality of a world beyond the soundstages. Hence his kinship with Abe Polonsky, whose passion for social justice was tempered by doubts about society’s ability to ever achieve it. To them, you fought the good fight, damn the consequences.


Enterprise’s first hit was Body and Soul (UA, 1947), about a Jewish kid from the Lower East Side, Charley Davis, fighting his way to the top but losing his soul by throwing in his lot with racketeers. Polonsky called his script “a fable from the Empire City,” and it was given vivid life by the aggressive direction of Robert Rossen, the visual poetry of cameraman James Wong Howe, and a bristling performance by Garfield.


Beneath the story’s emotionalism was a depiction of crime central to noir: No characters are crusading against the mob’s infiltration of boxing. The corruption, as in the subsequent Force of Evil, is already too deeply entrenched. As Polonsky was writing Body and Soul, a Senate probe was seeking to expose the reach of racketeers into New York’s boxing rings. Polonsky’s script intimates that such efforts are futile. Government committees may squeeze token miscreants out of the system’s bloodstream, but a true cleanup is impossible. In Polonsky’s view, the notion of authority setting things straight, the reliable Hollywood square-up, was laughable at best—and at worst fascistic.


Body and Soul and Force of Evil chronicle a world in which it’s too late to isolate corruption and root it out. The challenge for conscious people, which Charley Davis and Joe Morse eventually become, is to live with personal dignity in a society where the cancer is inoperable.


Other fight films followed in the wake of Body and Soul, solidifying the notion that the sweet science was corrupt, either by its nature or by criminal association. Some were created with strokes broad enough for audiences to see the prize ring as a metaphor for the win-at-all-costs struggle of modern life.


In The Set-Up (RKO, 1949), Robert Ryan portrays Stoker Thompson, a journeyman on the backside of his career, whose most cherished possession is the belief he can still win a title. His manager sells him out, assuring a local gangster that Stoker will tank that night’s bout. When he tips to the setup, Stoker wages the fight of his life, battering his younger rival into submission. For his trouble, Stoker has his hands crushed, so he can no longer earn a living.


The picture, written by former sportswriter Art Cohn, was adapted from a poem by Joseph Moncure March, and directed by Robert Wise in real time—the seventy-two minutes before, during, and after the fight that are the solar plexus of Stoker Thompson’s life. The film was a personal favorite of both Wise and Robert Ryan. The Set-Up boiled noir down to its existential essence: This is the way the world works—make your choice and be prepared to live or die by it.


Champion (UA) was also made in 1949 and until a lawsuit sorted things out, it too was called The Set-Up. In this film, the savagery of fighter Midge Kelley (Kirk Douglas) is never ennobled. He’s a rotten son of a bitch with no compunction about letting the mob grease the skids for him, cynically discarding his wife and brother when they try to reform him. It’s a relief when Midge finally dies of a brain hemorrhage in the locker room. The Mark Robson–directed film is scathing in its depiction of the public and media making Midge a hero when he’s just a thug.


Robson also directed Budd Schulberg’s The Harder They Fall (Columbia, 1956), a loose account of the career of heavyweight champion Primo Carnera, a lumbering circus strongman from Italy who was ushered to the title by conniving promoters in the early ’30s. Once his backers earned sufficient lucre from their freak attraction, he was left on his own to be cruelly exposed: Max Baer knocked him down eleven times in their 1934 title fight. Schulberg, who always wrote with moral indignation, centered the story around jaded sportswriter Eddie Willis (Humphrey Bogart, in his final performance), who sells his soul to gangster Nick Benko (Rod Steiger) by taking a PR job for an operation he knows is crooked. The film ends with Willis calling for a congressional investigation into the mob’s influence on boxing.
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Body and Soul: Shorty Pulaski (Joe Pevney) is killed after challenging his boyhood pal, boxer Charley Davis (John Garfield) to break from his corrupt promoter, Roberts (Lloyd Gough). Everybody knows Roberts had Shorty killed but only Peg (Lilli Palmer) has the integrity to walk away from the high life and easy money.
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Robert Ryan about to pay the price for a hard-fought victory in The Set-Up
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Humphrey Bogart hates himself for abetting gangster Rod Steiger in The Harder They Fall.


One of the most famous films to wrestle with sports rackets was Night and the City (Fox, 1950). Its protagonist wasn’t a boxer, but a scrappy combatant nonetheless. Harry Fabian (Richard Widmark), an expatriate Yank living in London, longs for his piece of the action and hatches a plot pitting him against Kristo, kingpin of pro wrestling. Despite all his frenzied promoting and emoting, cajoling and buttonholing, Fabian meets the fate that Charley Davis and Stoker Thompson escaped: murdered and dumped in the river.


GAMBLING, OF COURSE, WAS THE UMBILICAL CORD between boxing and organized crime. While fight films of the ’30s and ’40s took the “fix” as a fait accompli, it wasn’t until the peak of the noir movement that movies actually showed the inner workings of gambling rackets. The best of these was 711 Ocean Drive (Columbia, 1950), in which noir’s Everyman, Edmond O’Brien, climbs from sad-sack workingman to sleek-suited kingpin.


Columbia PR flaks raved about how the studio had valiantly pressed on with this groundbreaking film despite constant threats of sabotage and violence. Insurance policies with Lloyd’s of London were taken out to guard against the kidnapping of the film’s stars. “It can now be revealed that key Los Angeles police officers, instituting security measures that recalled the top-secret activities of the government in wartime, guarded the filming of 711 Ocean Drive against repeated threats of violence.”


The truth: 711 Ocean Drive was one of the first movies Columbia made—and definitely the best—in a new subgenre of 1950s noir: the exposé picture. Televised congressional hearings into organized crime had captured the public’s imagination, and Hollywood sensed a craving for reenactments of what was revealed. A pair of enterprising writers, Richard English and Francis Swan, cozied up to LAPD Lieutenant William Burns, part of the department’s legendary Gangster Squad, cops given carte blanche to keep organized crime outside the county line. Their renegade exploits could only be properly depicted decades later, in films such as Mulholland Falls (MGM, 1996), LA Confidential (WB, 1997), and Gangster Squad (WB, 2013).


In 1950, while the squad was still in action, it was a big deal for Burns to give these two writers the scoop about interstate gambling rackets. But instead of turning the inside dope into a show about crusading cops, English and Swan told the tale of an ordinary guy—an electronics whiz played by Edmond O’Brien—rising through the ranks to become Mr. Big in an illegal West Coast gambling empire.


This was the biggest show veteran director Joseph Newman had ever handled, and he confirmed that there were obstacles facing the production when the company tried to shoot in Vegas, where a film exposing how the mob bilked suckers was, as you might imagine, unwelcome. The Vegas scenes were moved to Palm Springs. But when the producers staged the film’s climax at Boulder Dam, only thirty-seven miles from Vegas, “discouraging” phone calls were placed to the producers.


Columbia turned the situation to its advantage, making it seem as if production of 711 Ocean Drive was only slightly less daring than the landing of troops at Normandy. Today, of course, gambling is a multibillion-dollar legal racket, making 711 Ocean Drive and films like it seem like much ado about nothing. It is, however, a terrifically entertaining movie, one that gave Edmond O’Brien a rare chance to play the lead—and have enough wardrobe changes to make Claire Trevor jealous.


SARTORIAL ELEGANCE IS A MAJOR PART OF THE GANGSTER LIFE. Most mobsters had fled the squalor of the slums and were therefore compulsive about displaying panache around the swells who’d made their piles legitimately. That’s why nightclubs figure prominently in Dark City’s datebooks. Fronting the typical city speakeasy was a boy born to the booze business, who’d missed last call at the recruiting office but emerged on the other side of the war with an up-and-up establishment, well-equipped to host victory parties. Welcome to Slim Dundee’s Round-Up, the Sanctuary Club, the Regent Club, the Blue Dahlia, the Kit Kat—ask about the veterans’ two-for-one special.
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Pressbook for 711 Ocean Drive
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One-time working stiff Edmond O’Brien lives the lush life as a gambling kingpin in 711 Ocean Drive.
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Richard Conte (center) displays the essential élan of the well-heeled mobster. For the noir criminal, the purpose of acquiring power is to show it off in glittery public venues. The ultimate satisfaction is to force his moral superiors to watch him enjoy the spoils of corruption. From Under the Gun (Universal, 1951)
















The club owner’s juice within the city’s power structure was built on savoir faire and seating strategy: a discreet booth for the shady contractor buying a highball for the district alderman; a stage-side table for the judge who likes an unobstructed view of the seductive chanteuse. It’s all showbiz. The bistro boss and his maître d’ choreograph a nightly mating dance in which lowlifes and upper crust mingle, their schemes and secrets spilling out amid top-shelf bourbon and torchy ballads.


The nightlife impresario is a fixture in noir: Peter Lorre in Black Angel (Universal, 1946), Robert Alda in The Man I Love (WB, 1946), Kirk Douglas in I Walk Alone (Paramount, 1947), Morris Carnovsky in Dead Reckoning (Columbia, 1947), Zachary Scott in Whiplash (WB, 1948), Dan Duryea in Criss Cross (Universal, 1949) are only a few memorable examples of the barroom brotherhood. These potentially dangerous nightspots symbolize the halfway point in a criminal’s rise from illicit to legitimate business.


The gray area between old-school hoodlum and “organization man” was fertile turf for noir fables. The Racket, released by Howard Hughes’s RKO studio in 1951, was a remake of the second film Hughes produced, back in 1928. Its central figure, Nick Scanlon (Robert Ryan), is a Prohibition-era enforcer, all grease and muscle and boiling rage. He’s a thorn in the side of the cops (represented, in true melodrama fashion, by his boyhood pal), and a liability to the boardroom boys who have moved from running numbers to buying judges and fixing elections.


Scanlon’s deeper motives are familial. His younger brother must be given the opportunity to succeed in legitimate endeavors. “I even kept him out of the rackets,” Scanlon explains to his nemesis, Captain McQuigg (Robert Mitchum). “He could marry anybody in this town—society people even!” Emulating the snooty gentry they despised was a full-time job for mob bosses.


Scanlon has a spiritual kinship with Shubunka, a self-made racket man played by Barry Sullivan in The Gangster (Monogram, 1947). Shubunka runs a protection dodge in a nameless East Coast beachfront district. A puffed-up peacock presiding over his two-bit territory, Shubunka believes he’s the second coming of Scarface. In truth, he’s a paranoid psychotic, his judgment clouded by obsessive jealousy over his beautiful mistress (Belita). As the encroaching syndicate puts the screws to him, Shubunka’s insecurities spew out: “I came up from the sewer. Out of the muck and the mud, I came up by myself. I went to work when I was six—six years old! I was doing jobs for gangsters when I was nine. Bootlegging on my own when I was fourteen. Did anybody worry about me? Did anybody cry his eyes out over me? What do you want me to do—worry about the world? Let ’em rot, every one of them. They don’t mean a thing to me. Don’t flinch at me, don’t you dare look down at me. I’m no crumb—I made something out of myself and I’m proud of it!”


Shubunka is confessing not to the chief of police, but to a teenage girl whose condescending gaze rips him apart. Like Scanlon, he’ll be dead before the night is out, removed by tidier “businessmen” parceling out his turf.


VIRILITY IS AS CRITICAL TO DARK CITY’S CROOKS as respectability. In The Big Combo (Allied Artists, 1955), the gangster picture is distilled into a sexual battle between saturnine Mr. Brown (Richard Conte) and dogged flatfoot Leonard Diamond (Cornel Wilde). Both men covet the appetizing Susan Lowell (Jean Wallace), whom Diamond has been stalking for months as part of his investigation of Brown’s illegal combination.


The themes are insinuated from the start: David Raksin’s score bumps and grinds like a burlesque band summoning forth a stripper. Susan flees a boxing match and is pursued through shadowy alleys before being collared by Brown’s henchmen. The scene is a visual expression of Brown’s sexual dominance. Possession of a beautiful woman is at the root of his quest for power.


Brown and his yes-man McClure (Brian Donlevy) visit the dressing room of Brown’s boxer, Bennie (Steve Mitchell), who’s lost his bout. Brown gives Bennie a philosophical crash course, using the whipped McClure as case in point. “We eat the same steak, drink the same bourbon. Look—same manicure, cuff links. But we don’t get the same girls. Why? Because women know the difference. They got instinct. First is first and second is nobody.… What makes the difference? Hate. Hate is the word, Bennie. Hate the man who tries to kill you. Hate him until you see red and you come out winning the big money. The girls will come tumbling after. You’ll have to shut off the phone and lock the door to get a night’s rest.”


Brown then slaps Bennie across his already bruised face. When the fighter takes it, Brown says, “You should’ve hit me back. You haven’t got the hate. Tear up Bennie’s contract. He’s no good to me anymore.”
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Sartorial superiority is essential to crook Alec Stiles (Richard Widmark). Undercover underling Gene Cordell (Mark Stevens) helps dress the boss in The Street with No Name.
















The Big Combo was a different kind of boxing film, with Brown and Diamond, twentieth-century cavemen, slugging it out for possession of the trophy blonde. Diamond may genuinely want to stanch the spread of Brown’s corruption, but he’d rather castrate him than incarcerate him. Sexual perversity runs rampant. Susan has sacrificed all her ambitions, held captive by the way Brown lavishes his bankroll, and tongue, on her. Brown gets an erotic charge out of bracing her in a hidden room filled with money and munitions. Brown’s enforcers Fante (Lee Van Cleef) and Mingo (Earl Holliman) are depicted—through surreptitious suggestion, of course—as gay lovers who use beatings and torture as foreplay. Rita (Helene Stanton), the cop’s girlfriend, gives him the lay of the land: “Women don’t care how a man makes his living, only how he makes love.” Brown scores points against Diamond even by proxy.


“You’d like to be me,” Brown tells Diamond. “You’d like to have my organization, my influence, my fix. You think it’s the money. It’s not—it’s personality.” He also dominates the verbal sparring match, clipping off some of the best racketeer chatter ever, courtesy of writer Philip Yordan:


“That’s Mister Brown to you. Only my friends call me Brown.”


“I’m going to break him so fast he won’t have time to change his pants.”


“You’re a little man with a soft job and good pay. Stop thinking about what might have been and who knows—you may live to die in bed.”


“If they take you to police headquarters, shoot yourself in the head. It’ll make things simpler.”


Yordan’s tale was the most stripped-down rendering of gangsterism yet. It benefits from the austere direction of Joseph H. Lewis, who plays it like Robert Bresson, if Bresson swung a shot-loaded sap. The poverty of the production is artfully masked by the photography of John Alton. The three had a good time pushing the limits of what was permissible on-screen. In one scene, Conte kisses Jean Wallace’s shoulders, then sinks out of the frame as she moans, giving a strong suggestion of oral sex. When the buddy-buddy button men are in hiding, Fante implores his stir-crazy roomie to eat something. “I can’t swallow no more salami,” mumbles Mingo, subtly enough to evade the censor’s radar. For many writers and directors, crafting subtle and suggestive detours around the Production Code was a clever and defiant game, one that added extra spice to genre programmers.
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“It was for her I began to work my way up. All I had was guts. I traded them for money and influence. I got respect from everybody but her.… This is my bank. We don’t take checks, we deal strictly in cash. There isn’t anybody I’d trust with so much temptation—except myself. Or maybe you.”—Mr. Brown (Richard Conte) to Susan (Jean Wallace) in The Big Combo






[image: image]







Robert Ryan as Nick Scanlon in Howard Hughes’s The Racket





JOHN GARFIELD



HE RAN ALL THE WAY
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Crime dramas produced in the years following World War II projected a political battle on the nation’s movie screens. The hot-button issue in virtually every crime story was the Haves versus the Have-Nots. The distribution of wealth in America was an unresolved bête noire from the Depression and a chief ingredient in noir postwar.


The “naturalist” school took hold in Hollywood. Its politics were knee-jerk leftist, steeped in the Utopian Socialism that swirled around New York’s influential Group Theater in the 1930s. Crime stories emerging from this creative cauldron saw criminals as products of a flawed system.


No artist exemplified the “naturalist” approach more than John Garfield. While directors and cinematographers are always lauded for developing the noir style, it was Garfield, as much as anyone, who gave the early noir ethos its defiant face and voice. One of his first was the aptly titled They Made Me a Criminal (WB, 1939).


On-screen, Garfield was the first true rebel, a Bowery boy who took no guff and hit with the impact of underdog boxing heroes Benny Leonard and Barney Ross. Born in 1913 as Jacob Julius Garfinkel, John Garfield would become for another underclass the kind of larger-than-life symbol Jimmy Cagney was for the shanty Irish. He brought to Hollywood a fiery desire to Make a Difference. In his wake came a caravan of writers, directors, and actors from the New York stage. If the initial wave from Ellis Island who developed the movie business were dedicated to making money, the second wave, of which Garfield was the point man, were committed to making Art. The ideological and economic clash that ensued was a gangland turf war that influenced the angry, pessimistic screenplays of film noir.


As a Warners contract player, Garfield combed the Dark City limits with offerings such as Out of the Fog (1941) and The Fallen Sparrow (on loan to RKO, 1943). But it was his attitude, his way of struggling with moral ambiguity, that would prove most influential. Once operating as an independent, Garfield’s projects adopted a darker hue and a heavier weight, including the one-two combination in which he gave his best performances back to back: The Breaking Point (WB, 1950), a version of Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not, grimmer and more wrenching then Howard Hawks’s flippant 1946 version; and He Ran All the Way (UA, 1951), a neglected noir classic that’s a harder, more hellish version of a ’30s Warner Bros. street-kid crime meller.


In The Breaking Point, Garfield plays “boat jockey” Harry Morgan, a war hero struggling to make ends meet. He agrees to smuggling schemes that go horribly wrong. Garfield put everything he had into it, even acting as de facto producer. He showed progressive credentials by dumping Hemingway’s casually tossed-off racial epithets and turning Harry’s shipmate and best friend Wesley Park (Juano Hernandez) into an African-American; he fleshed out the roles of wife Lucy (Phyllis Thaxter) and “other woman” Leona Charles (Patricia Neal), making them two of the most fully realized female characters in noir. Under Michael Curtiz’s commanding direction, The Breaking Point was the best Hemingway adaptation ever, its emotional gut-punch putting the source novel’s meandering musings to shame.


Warner Bros. rewarded Garfield by dumping the film and its star when he was labeled “Red.” His next film would be independently produced, made with loyal collaborators. He Ran All the Way is a crime drama that effectively cauterizes its bleeding heart. Nick Robey (Garfield), still living with his spiteful shrew of a mother, is unable to pull himself above a life of petty crime. When a cut-and-dried robbery gets scrambled, Nick panics and shoots a cop. He hides out among the sweltering masses at a public swimming pool, where he latches onto Peg Dobbs (Shelley Winters). Nick charms her into taking him home, where he’ll be safe from the manhunt.


Nick ingratiates himself with Peg’s folks, but before the night is over he goes berserk and takes them hostage. While the Dobbses sweat out whether they’ll survive, Nick veers between envy and derision of their complacent domestic life. He tries on roles as patriarch, big brother, benefactor, and, ultimately, Mr. Right for Peg. He gives her the holdup cash, so she can get them a car in which they can elope. The plan, of course, goes haywire. Peg winds up with the .38 and must choose between her dad and Nick.
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John Garfield drifts into deep water with Patricia Neal and Juano Hernandez in The Breaking Point.
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John Garfield infatuates and terrorizes Shelley Winters in He Ran All the Way.


He Ran All the Way was Garfield’s last film and he made it—defiantly—with screenwriters Hugo Butler and Guy Endore and director John Berry, all of whom would be hounded out of Hollywood by the HUAC witch hunt. But of all the Hollywood artists scarred by the blacklist, John Garfield may have suffered the most.


Abraham Polonsky explained Garfield’s triumph and tragedy in the introduction to Howard Gelman’s The Films of John Garfield: “Garfield was a star who represented a social phenomenon of enormous importance for his times and, perhaps, ours too. He lived as a star without contradiction in the imagination of those who loved him for something that lay dormant in themselves, and this was tuned to the social vigor of the time that created him. Naturally, when those times became the political target of the establishment in the United States, Garfield, whose training, whose past were the environment of the romantic rebellion the Depression gave birth to, became a public target for the great simplifiers.”


Those simplifiers, Senator Joe McCarthy, Red-baiting attorney Roy Cohn, FBI boss J. Edgar Hoover, HUAC chairman J. Parnell Thomas, and the rest of his Commie-hunting crew were convinced that Garfield was helping Commie vipers infiltrate Hollywood. Garfield, who was never a fellow traveler—and had done more than any other Hollywood actor to aid the war effort on the home front—was invited to clear his Red-stained reputation by publicly turning fink before the committee. He ratted out no one.


As a result, his star was irreparably tarnished and he was exiled to the New York stage that spawned him. Angry and embittered, Garfield died of a heart attack in New York at the age of thirty-nine. Abe Polonsky, who would also lose his career, if not his life, to the blacklist, said that Garfield “defended his street boy’s honor and they killed him for it.”





IF IT TAKES A “SOLDIER’S MENTALITY” to survive in a corrupt world, as Abe Polonsky maintained, then Samuel Fuller produced the basic training manual for Dark City’s dogfaces.


More than any other writer or director, Fuller espoused a philosophy for coping with the creeping venality that, in his view, stretched beyond the city’s limits. During the prime years of film noir, 1948–1952, while other directors exposed the underbelly of our urban nightmare, Fuller made westerns and war films that revealed the same criminal element on the frontier and the front lines. Crime was nothing new to Fuller, just another depraved aspect of human nature. Civilization was a pretense: Society is constantly at war, and war, according to Fuller, is “organized lunacy.” The challenge is to survive in the cross fire.


Sinister Heights was one more battleground to Fuller. His late noir–era gangster picture Underworld USA (Columbia, 1961), presents the Feds and the mob as warring clans of equal resources, firepower, and ruthlessness. Fuller offers no moral judgment, just bitter irony: The hit man who murders a witness’s child is also the lifeguard at a public swimming pool the mob runs for PR purposes. As Earl Connors, the syndicate boss, says: “There’ll always be people like us. As long as we keep the books and subscribe to charities, we’ll win the war. We always have.”


Fuller’s real concern is for Tolly Devlin (Cliff Robertson), his vengeful protagonist. As a teenager, Tolly sees his father murdered by small-time hoodlums. Orphaned, he falls into a life of crime and ends up in prison, where he connives to meet one of his father’s killers. He squeezes from him the names of the others. Paroled, Devlin embarks on a crusade to execute them all.


By this time, the culprits are pillars of the community—as well as syndicate directors. Tolly infiltrates their mob and manipulates the Feds, using each to his own advantage. Spreading disinformation, he sows paranoia among the gangsters. He escorts his father’s killers to their deaths, while keeping his own hands clean. Mission accomplished.


But when Connors, the big boss, has Tolly’s informant girlfriend beaten, things go sideways. Tolly bursts into the big man’s lair, throws him into the swimming pool, and stands on him until he’s dead. Connors’s button man shoots Tolly, who staggers to the same alley where his father died. Love, fatefully, has loused up his mission.
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Newspaperman, novelist, filmmaker, storyteller, and indefatigable soldier Samuel Fuller








Fuller spins this saga in the bombastic cinematic equivalent of tabloid journalism—lurid, punchy, and sensational—ideas and emotions smacking the viewer in 200-point type. It’s a style Fuller grasped early, as a teenage crime reporter for the New York Graphic, Manhattan’s preeminent “scandal sheet” during the Roaring Twenties. That’s where Fuller learned to deliver hard facts with a fill-up of “creative exaggeration.”


In 1960 Fuller declined an offer from John Wayne to produce Fuller’s dream project, a war film called The Big Red One. His reasoning reveals the “soldier’s mentality” at the heart of noir: “[Wayne] is a symbol of the kind of man I never saw in war. He would have given it a heroic touch that I hate in war movies. In real combat situations, everyone is scared, everyone is a nervous animal. You can’t determine the heroes from the cowards in advance.


“A lot of those John Wayne–type characters came through in combat and a lot of them fell apart. The ones you didn’t expect anything from, you’d be surprised what they could do in that situation, when you’re cornered. I saw things men did—they might have been called heroes later, but we didn’t call them that. You were doing your job. Or you were saving your ass. If you got spotted—an officer has to be one of your witnesses—you got a medal.… If you weren’t spotted—nothing.”


That credo of self-preservation got a full airing in Pickup on South Street (Fox, 1953), Fuller’s first full-fledged crime drama and one of the best ever produced. It’s another war story—a battle between America and undercover Communists—but Fuller’s loyalties were with the grunts trying to survive in the margins while the ideological loonies struggle for power.


Skip McCoy (Richard Widmark) lives on the periphery of society—in a shanty teetering over New York harbor, content to eke out a living picking pockets and pilfering purses on the subway. One day he unwittingly lifts stolen microfilm off Candy (Jean Peters), a luscious tart being used, unknowingly, as a courier by her Commie boyfriend (Richard Kiley). Just like Tolly Devlin, Skip plays both ends against the middle, as they frantically bid for the prized strip of celluloid. When a federal agent accuses him of treason, Skip gives the guy a hearty laugh and a “Who cares?” in response.


Skip winds up aiding the FBI out of love and loyalty to Candy, not patriotism. For Fuller, allegiance to your fellow soldiers is all that matters. When his compatriot, elderly grifter Mo (the fabulous Thelma Ritter), is killed by a Communist agent, Skip retrieves her pine coffin from a barge headed to Potter’s Field and pays for a proper burial with his own hard-stolen money. No unmarked graves for Fuller’s valiant dogfaces.


Under the enthusiastic auspices of Darryl F. Zanuck and 20th Century-Fox, Fuller shot the seventy-minute Pickup in only ten days. Within those limitations, he packed in more storytelling pizzazz than some directors muster in a lifetime. In one scene, Widmark knocks Jean Peters out cold with a right cross, then revives her by pouring beer on her face. She comes to, and as he’s fingering her bruised lips, they embrace and kiss. In the climactic fight, Widmark yanks Richard Kiley down a flight of stairs, banging his chin on every step. Love scenes or fight scenes, Fuller gave them the lurid gusto of someone born to the crime beat.


Like any good muckraking journalist, Fuller also stirred up controversy. FBI boss J. Edgar Hoover was mortified by Pickup’s disdain for flag-waving ideology. From the left, Fuller was criticized for joining Hollywood’s anti-Communist bandwagon, which was reeling out such things as I Married a Communist (RKO, 1949), The Red Menace (Republic, 1949), and I Was a Communist for the FBI (WB, 1951).


Sam Fuller was Hollywood’s equivalent of Skip McCoy: scuffling in the margins, picking his marks carefully, striking quickly, staying light on his feet, and living to work another day. And, like Skip, Fuller faced the world’s brutality with a cynical laugh and an eagerness to keep forging ahead like a good soldier, one foot in front of the other. He proved to be the ultimate noir survivor, making crazy independent potboilers into his eighties, all loudly declaring: The world is a madhouse, but goddamn it’s a thrilling ride.
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