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For the Tuohys and Considines in County Clare and beyond, and all my friends and the fans of the indestructible Bette and Joan.




Prologue


On Saturday morning, April 14, 1973, the phone rang in my New York apartment. On the other end of the line was Bette Davis, calling from her home in Connecticut, to talk about a story I was doing on The Catered Affair, one of her favorite films. After discussing the film, I mentioned to Davis, with some apprehension, that I had seen a colleague of hers, Joan Crawford, on stage at Town Hall the previous Sunday night. The news instantly aroused Bette’s interest. ‘God!’ she said, with that inimitable speech pattern. ‘I would have given anything to have been a fly on the wall at that thing. Tell me, how did it go?’ Crawford was a little nervous at first before a live audience, I said, but she rallied. ‘And?’ said Bette. ‘She spoke about working with you,’ I replied. ‘Of course she did,’ said Bette. ‘And what did Joan say?’


Being careful to step around the issue of Bette’s explosive temperament (which Crawford dissected), I mentioned that Joan was laudatory, stating that she found working with Davis on What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? to be a ‘challenge.’


‘Whaaat!’ said Bette, her voice rising in pitch and volume. ‘A challenge? That bitch hated working with me on Jane; and vice versa. She was a pain in the ass before, during, and after the picture was made.’


Bette went on to discuss the differences between them. ‘I was the actress and she was the big Movie Star. There is a need for both in this profession, but my dear, at times the woman could be insane!’ Joan, according to Bette, was also vain, jealous, and about as stable and trustworthy as a basket of snakes.
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The following Monday evening the phone rang once more in my apartment. The caller this time was Joan Crawford, who insisted that she be allowed to give her side of the fractious story. Bette was a liar of course. She was also a bitch and a bully who put her through hell during the making of What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? and tried to destroy her during the production of their second abortive film, Hush … Hush, Sweet Charlotte.


A year after my talk with the rival queens, I met Crawford at a New York social function. She was civil, almost cold. She was angry with me, I was told, because I had failed to write about her difficulties with the great beast Bette. But that wasn’t my job, my assignment. Furthermore, I wrote nothing because I felt I didn’t have the complete facts. One or both of the star ladies was lying about the details given. But certainly I was hooked by the situation. What movie fan wouldn’t relish being caught in the crossfire of such living lusty legends? As a journalist I also felt there was a good story here. For years Davis and Crawford went to considerable lengths to downplay or deny that there was any bad blood between them. Now I knew firsthand that the feud not only existed, it was ready to erupt, bursting into full flame at the mere mention of the other star’s name.


The cause of it, however, the why, when, and wherefore of their rivalry, which spanned five decades set against the backdrop of Hollywood’s most golden era, would take me fourteen years to uncover.


In 1976, the year before she died, I talked with Miss Crawford again, and in 1987, to Bette Davis, specifically for this book. In the interim, extensive research was done; and interviews were conducted with many of the writers, directors, producers, co stars, makeup men, hairdressers – the myriad of people who worked with both actresses over the years. Their recall and insights on the lives and long careers, on the radical contrasts and bitter rivalry between two of the most illustrious and durable legends Hollywood ever created, are documented on the following pages.




PART ONE


1904 to 1945
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‘Bright, ambitious, forceful, impatient, extravagant, self-centered, generous, and stubborn, when one Aries challenges another Aries, they become two battering Rams whose horns are locked.’


Carroll Righter, astrologer to the stars.








They were born under the same sign – Aries (the Ram) – and in the same year, 1908, although Davis would later swear, ‘Crawford is five years older than me, if she’s a day.’


Their backgrounds were also dissimilar, Davis claimed. She came from upper New England stock, while Crawford’s roots were vague, inferior, with the possibility that her parents never married.


Bette’s parents came from the small town of Lowell, Massachusetts. Her mother, Ruth Favor, ‘resembled a Sargent painting.’ Her father, Harlow Morrell Davis, was the son of a Baptist minister and a graduate of Harvard’s law school. Possessed of a low tolerance for people, pranks and sentimentality, on their wedding day the groom yelled, ‘Damn you! I’ll get you for this,’ after a guest threw rice at the departing couple. On the 4th of July, their wedding night, Bette was conceived, without plan or desire. Post coitus, her father apparently went into an absolute rage when due to a lack of water at the hotel where they were staying, his bride could not douche. ‘Nothing could wash me away,’ said Bette, born nine months later between a clap of thunder and a streak of lightning. Her birth, a critic later noted, ‘sounded more like an entrance from the wings than the womb.’


Joan Crawford’s birth by comparison was tranquil, and somewhat soft-focus in recall, as was the wont of many self-created Hollywood stars of yore. The exact year was said to be 1904, although Crawford preferred 1908, when certificates of birth first went on file in San Antonio, Texas. Her father was Thomas LeSueur. He was French Canadian, a laborer, tall, with dark hair and deep-set eyes, which Joan inherited. Her mother was ‘peasant Irish,’ and part Scandinavian, with lovely auburn hair and a lack of affection for Joan. ‘She worshipped Daisy, my older sister,’ she said. ‘When Daisy died, mother transferred her affection to Hal, my older brother. When I was born a year later, she didn’t care whether I lived or died.’ Her father seemed more loving. ‘He held me in his arms when I cried, and soothed my pain with soft touches and whispers,’ she remembered. When she was ten months old, Thomas LeSueur deserted his family. ‘He ran off with a stripper from a Galveston waterfront bar,’ said Bette Davis in her memoirs. A second man soon replaced him – Daddy Cassin. He adored Lucille, as she was called then, and she believed for the longest time he was her true father. When she was eleven, he too deserted the family. ‘Being abandoned so often traumatized Joan,’ said writer Adela Rogers St. Johns. ‘She spent the rest of her life looking for a father – in husbands, lovers, studio executives, and directors.’ When she found the ideal candidate, Joan felt safe, secure, validated. In time she expected them to leave, to reject her. When they didn’t, she grew suspicious, then resentful, and found ways to make them depart.


‘Why waste time hating your father, when he had a father who had a father before him?’ asked the more pragmatic Bette.


Describing herself as an amiable child, wreathed in smiles, Bette’s first word was ‘papa.’ Her father’s affection was minimal, however. ‘He despised babies, small children, displays of affection and small talk with anyone,’ said Bette. A constant smoker and an intellectual snob, he also bequeathed to her his brains and aptitude for self-preoccupation. When she was eighteen months old, her sister, Barbara, was born. Enamored at first, Bette soon asserted her position over the younger child. Finding the baby asleep in her crib, Bette lifted her out and dumped her face down on the nearby sofa. ‘I like Dolly but I don’t want Dolly here,’ Bette explained. Jealous of her sister’s abundant curls, Bette would later give the infant a haircut, leaving her head ‘cut in scallops.’


Crawford as a child also experienced sibling rivalry. Small, dark and defiant, she envied the popularity of her brother Hal, who was tall, fair and popular. The contrast between the two was apparent to many who questioned whether they were really brother and sister. Joan had doubts too, telling a reporter years after, ‘Mother shacked up with so many men that Hal could have been my half-brother.’ Nicknamed Billie because she was a tomboy, she learned to fight at an early age. ‘The slightest slur or insult in the school playground and she would attack.’


When she was six, Crawford was introduced to the wonderful world of show business. Father number two, Henry Cassin, operated a Vaudeville theater in Lawton, Oklahoma, where the family lived. Each day after school, Billie Cassin ran to the theater and stood in the wings, watching the comics and dancers perform. ‘They were third- and fourth-rate Vaudevillians,’ she said, ‘but to me they were the most exciting people on earth.’ Hooked by the glamour and attention at the theater, she began to skip classes at school until word of her truancy and poor grades reached her mother. When Billie arrived home one evening her mother was waiting behind the kitchen door with what in time became known as ‘Billie’s stick.’ It was a switch, cut from a maple tree. When it was applied rapidly and frequently to Billie’s bare arms and legs, it left large, ugly red welts on her skin. She was warned to stay clear of the theater and not to talk to lowlifes; advice that Billie ignored. ‘If she told me not to do something, without explaining why, I’d do it anyway,’ she said.


‘Tell me “No, you cannot or should not do this,” I would say “Watch!” then do it,’ said the equally stubborn Bette.


When Crawford was nine she saw her first motion picture, Little Lord Fauntleroy, starring her future mother-in-law Mary Pickford. ‘I gasped when the picture show began,’ she recalled. ‘I was immediately captured by the story and by little Mary. I thought she was so brave and beautiful.’ But it was the magic of the moving pictures that captivated Billie the most. She had so many questions. Why were the people larger than life? Why could she see them but they couldn’t see her? ‘They led such adventurous lives,’ she said. ‘They never seemed bored or sad for too long, and they always had happy endings.’ And where did the performers go when the picture ended, she wondered, desperate to go with them. ‘Once, when little Mary looked into the camera and waved goodbye, I wanted to jump up and yell “Take me with you.” I wanted to be her best friend, to be a part of her life. I really believed if I could be “up there,” with those people on the silver screen, that my life would be perfect too – that I’d never be unhappy again.’


Bette Davis was about the same age when she saw her first film. It too starred Mary Pickford. And though she wept at ‘its purple situations,’ she had no urge to jump on the silver screen and exchange places with little Mary. Confident and secure, Bette knew she was the star of her own universe. ‘I always felt special,’ she said, believing that as a child ‘the Finger of God was directing the attention of the world to me.’


Christened Ruth Elizabeth Davis, she changed her name to Bette when she was five; inspired by Balzac’s Cousin Bette. When her father ridiculed the affectation she kept the name for good. Her raucous laugh also offended the man, who offered her one dollar if she could learn to laugh like a lady. She never collected. At seven, as she and her mother and sister Barbara left for a vacation in Florida, her father bid a permanent goodbye to his family. When told by Mrs. Davis that there was to be a divorce, young Barbara burst into tears. Bette however laughed. ‘Good,’ she said, ‘now can we go to the beach and have another baby.’ Years later she would call this her Pyrrhic victory. ‘Of course I replaced my father,’ she said. ‘I became my own father and everyone else’s.’


When Billie Cassin was eleven her childhood ended. Charged but acquitted of embezzling gold, her stepfather was forced to give up his vaudeville theater. The family moved to Kansas City where they ran a third-rate hotel for transients. When the hotel failed, Cassin skipped town. His deserted wife found work as an agent in a laundry, with one room at the back of the shop to house her family. Forced to choose between keeping her favorite, Hal, or her rebellious daughter, she chose the boy. Billie was sent to live at Saint Agnes’s, a Catholic boarding school run by nuns. For free room and board she was expected to work in the kitchen and dining room. ‘The nuns were strict and the other girls were snobs,’ she said. ‘They looked down on me and called me a servant.’ After two years she left the school. Her mother could no longer afford the tuition, Joan said, although her classmates later claimed Billie was expelled for theft and disobedience. ‘She stole money and possessions belonging to the other girls,’ one former classmate told the Kansas City Star.


From Saint Agnes’s, Billie moved back into the laundry, to sleep in a makeshift alcove at the rear of the store. When her mother took in a new lover, Billie was sent to Rockingham Academy, a boarding school outside the city. Again, for free room and meals, she was expected to perform ‘light duties.’ These included cleaning the fourteen rooms of the academy, and helping to care for the thirty other students, some her own age or younger.


She slept in a room under the stairs leading to the attic. Each morning in winter she awoke at six, broke the ice in the top of her washbasin, washed her face, got dressed, hurried to the other rooms, started the fires, awoke the children, helped the younger ones get dressed, then hurried to the kitchen and dining room to prepare breakfast. After the children had eaten, and the tables were cleared, she had ten minutes to eat, stack the dishes, run to her room, change into her school uniform, and go to class. The procedure was the same for lunch, with a short break after dinner.


When Billie missed her schedule, failed in her duties, or attempted to ask for help from the other girls, she was physically abused by the headmistress. ‘Once when I asked a girl for a dustpan, she grabbed me by the hair, threw me down a flight of stairs and beat me with the handle of a broomstick until I was dazed. “I’ll teach you how to work if I have to kill you,” she shrieked.’


Billie could not complain. Who would listen? Her mother? Her older brother? They were busy with their own misery, and usually took sides against her. Once, when the humiliation and the beatings became too much to endure, Billie ran away. She was found sitting in a park by a policeman, who brought her back to school. The headmistress showed concern and sympathy in front of the law. As soon as the policeman left, she opened the door to the cellar, kicked Billie down the steps, then shut off the light and left her there for the night. Billie never cried. She kept her tears in check, stored up in a place no one could touch. Years later as a famous movie star, when called upon to cry on cue for the camera, Joan Crawford would only have to close her eyes and think of those early days and the tears would come, ‘flowing long after the director yelled cut.’


In time Billie learned how to please those in authority at Rockingham Academy. She completed her chores with perfection, then volunteered for more. Her diligence occasionally drew praise from the headmistress. ‘I lived for those words,’ she said. ‘I also learned first-hand about hard work and discipline, and about the satisfaction that comes from a job well done.’


In her youth, Bette Davis was also somewhat of a perfectionist – in dress and decorum. ‘An untied lace on a shoe, or a wrinkle in a dress, drove me into a fury,’ she said. Her standards could also be unsettling. She was at the circus once. The elephants were supposed to appear and dance on a red rug. ‘The rug was crooked,’ said Bette, ‘and that ruined the rest of the show for me.’


At school one Christmas she was chosen to play Santa Claus. Performing too close to the candles on the tree, her beard caught fire. Screaming she was quickly wrapped in a blanket. When they unwrapped the scorched child her eyes remained closed. ‘Her eyes!’ the teachers and children cried in unison, as Bette feigned blindness. ‘A shudder of delight ran through me,’ she said. ‘I was in complete command of the moment. I had never known such power.’


Joan Crawford, during her final year at Rockingham Academy, also discovered power. It was not in her dramatic talents, but in her ripening sex appeal. Her body had filled out, and her face, with its perfectly formed features, began to elicit looks of lust and envy from the coed students. Invited to attend a local dance by one of the older boys, Billie, with her ‘natural rhythm and lusty beauty,’ became the proverbial belle of the ball. ‘She possessed a presence and personality that took one’s breath away,’ said Jim Miller, a potential suitor. ‘Young men would practically line up on the dance floor to make dates with her.’ ‘As long as the music was playing, I kept dancing,’ said Joan. ‘I wanted that night to go on forever.’


SEX AND BILLIE CASSIN


She said she caught on to men early in life. When she was four, sitting on the knees of the elderly vaudevillians in her stepfather’s theater, she knew instinctively that they had something more on their minds than teaching her the words of the current hit song. She was six or seven she recalled, when by popular request she took off all her clothes for two neighborhood boys. They stripped too, she said, arousing only curiosity as to ‘what the extra parts were for.’ The answer to that question came when she was thirteen. At Saint Agnes’s, she was partial to sneaking out at night to meet boys in Budd Park, a block from the convent. On one of these nocturnal outings, she lost her virginity to a boy from Northeast High School. With time and practice, not to mention her spirit for perfectionism, she became an expert at pleasing boys, and herself. ‘When I got the hang of what was going on,’ she said, ‘I decided I would enjoy myself as much as them, if not more.’ At fifteen, attending Stephens College, she was a favorite of the students from the nearby University of Missouri. According to Kansas City historian Fred L. Lee, young Billie was a frequent guest at Phi Delta fraternity parties, ‘often or not, ending upstairs.’ In her own dorm, it was often noted that after dates ‘one boy would drive her home, kiss her goodnight, she’d enter the house, then slip out and drive off with another – to Balanced Rock – sipping from a flask, making love in the back seat.’


‘She was the kind of a girl,’ said historian Lee, ‘who knew what she wanted at an early age, and would do anything to accomplish it. She had no ethical standards at all.’


Joan’s sexual pursuits were frequently stymied, she said, when she fell in love. In that blissful condition she was physically faithful, for the duration of the romance. Her first real beau was a tall, goodlooking blond youth named Ray Sterling. ‘She said she was in love with me, but she was in love with everyone else,’ said Sterling. ‘There was a trumpet player in a band at one of the vaudeville theaters. She used to sit up in the front row and heave asthmatic sighs when he glanced in her direction.’ She promised another boy, also wealthy, that she would elope with him. Then she changed her mind, in love with another. ‘She hated girls,’ said Sterling, ‘because they snubbed her.’


INNOCENT BETTE


She was brought up, she said, as ‘a chaste and modest New England maiden.’


Chaste perhaps, but as a teenager she was seldom timid in her curiosity or her relationship with boys. In her memoirs she told of one summer at Cape Cod when she and a girlfriend would stroll down lovers’ lane, shining their flashlights on the lovers parked in cars. On one of her first dates when working as an usher in a theater at the Cape, Bette developed her first real crush, on aspiring actor Henry Fonda. She chased him all over the seaside resort when he was in the rumble seat with another girl. ‘He never looked at me, never,’ said Bette sadly. (Joan Crawford would also pursue Fonda, gifting the actor with a sequin-studded jockstrap on the set of Daisy Kenyon in 1947. She invited him to model the gift for her, privately. ‘I was carrying her up the stairs for a scene we were filming,’ said the actor. ‘When she whispered the invitation, I nearly dropped her.’)


Fonda’s recall of the young Bette was somewhat different. He claimed they met in New York, when she was a teenager. They were introduced by a Princeton friend, who after an evening on the town dared the actor to kiss her. ‘Well, I sort of leaned over and gave her a peck on the lips, not a real kiss,’ he said. While returning to Boston by train, Bette wrote Hank a letter. In it she said, ‘I’ve told Mother about our lovely experience together – in the moonlight. She will announce our engagement when we get home.’


‘Holy shit,’ said Fonda. ‘One kiss and I’m engaged. That’s how naive I was, and that’s what a devil Bette Davis was at seventeen.’


BILLIE AND BETTE – TWO DANCERS


At seventeen Billie Cassin learned that men could be used to improve her lot in life. That summer her mother moved into a more spacious apartment. The street outside their house was filled with automobiles, and their front porch was lined with gentlemen callers, for mother and daughter. Billie only dated the town’s wealthiest boys, using them as stepping stones, to escort her to the Kansas City Country Club, and to the Jack O’Lantern night club, where she won her first dancing trophy. Like Bette Davis, Joan found the thrill of the attention and applause pleasing and addictive. She decided dancing would be her life, and her way out of Kansas. ‘I had no brains,’ she said. ‘I failed in school and college. My options for survival were few.’ After befriending two girls, a song-and-dance act called the Cook Sisters, Billie auditioned for a night-club tour. She was hired, and that afternoon stole the sisters’ theatrical wardrobe and left Kansas. ‘She robbed us blind,’ said Nellie Cook, who never heard from Billie again but seemed to understand. ‘She had such determination and drive, and she was so frightened of failure. She did what she felt she had to do.’


Bette Davis at sixteen also aspired to be a famous dancer, but not in dingy night-clubs or cheap road shows. She wanted to excel in the classical field, by following the exalted steps of Isadora Duncan. During her summer vacation from Academy, she studied with an ersatz Anglo-Indian teacher named Roshanara, in Peterborough, New Hampshire. Rehearsing eight hours a day, she made her stage debut as a dancing fairy in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. ‘My part was small,’ she said, ‘but I put such grace and dramatic instinct into my movements that I drew considerable attention. My mother was told I belonged on the stage.’


In Boston, after seeing Blanche Yurka in The Wild Duck, Bette abandoned her dancing aspirations believing she was destined to become an actress, ‘hopefully a great one.’ In school that fall she managed to wangle parts for herself in all of the student plays. Mastering the craft of concentration and recall, Bette also practiced a physical technique that would eventually become her trademark. In confrontations, on and off the stage, she learned how to dilate her eyes for dramatic effect. ‘I think the child fancies herself a hypnotist,’ one critic observed.
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In a series of fast-shots, Joan Crawford liked to establish how she jumped from dancing in smokers and stag parties to a featured spot in a big Broadway show. ‘A little talent, a lot of drive, and some good luck,’ paved the way, she stated. It was also said that holding hands and sitting in the laps of the right men helped enormously. There was a booking agent in Chicago, a nightclub owner in Detroit, traveling producer J.J. Shubert, and a handsome saxophone player named James Welton. He played in the orchestra of the Winter Garden theater where Billie, now known as Lucille LeSueur, danced in Innocent Eyes. She needed musical charts, for songs she was learning. The two dated, fell in love, and were allegedly married in the summer of 1924. She moved into his studio, stayed five weeks, then left him. But no public mention was ever made of this marriage then, or later, when as Joan Crawford she had her past carefully processed to fit her promising future.


Agent Nils T. Granlund also knew Crawford during this period. In his book, Blondes, Brunettes and Bullets, he described Lucille LeSueur as ‘a gorgeous girl, with huge blue eyes, perfect features and ripe, voluptuous lips.’ Granlund booked girls into Manhattan clubs and speakeasies. He recalled the day Lucille came to him. Pleading poverty, and the illness of her mother back in Kansas, she said she needed extra work. She was a dancer, she told him, but she could also sing. She had charts for five songs, made up by a musician friend. Granlund sent her to audition for club owner Harry Richman. She was hired on the spot, to perform at midnight for fifty dollars a week. Returning to Granlund’s office, Lucille burst into tears. ‘She had no money – sob – to buy an evening gown – sob – to wear in Mr. Richman’s show – sob.’ The agent gave her fourteen dollars and sent her to a dress store on Forty-second Street. She came back with the dress and was trying it on in a corner of the office when the door opened and Marcus Loew, the owner of Loew’s movie theaters and the recently formed MGM pictures, walked in. ‘Turn your back!’ the embarrassed but angry showgirl told the magnate. ‘He was quite taken by her modesty and beauty,’ said Granlund, who asked Loew to make a screen test of Lucille. She tested three times but was deemed unsuitable for movies. Shortly thereafter, writer Helen Laurenson claimed that the showgirl, eager for more money, displayed her cinematic talents elsewhere – in a series of soft-core porn movies. One of these was entitled The Plumber, which featured comedian Harry Green. According to Laurenson, when Joan married Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., she bought up every print of her ‘blue movies’, with the exception of one copy, which was owned by the The Quiet Birdmen of America, a private club whose members included Charles Lindbergh and one of Bette Davis’ husbands.


In October 1924 Nils Granlund introduced Crawford to a visiting MGM executive, Harry Rapf. Granlund claimed he introduced Lucille to Rapf backstage at the Winter Garden. She recalled the meeting took place at Harry Richman’s club. Producer-director Joe Mankiewicz said he thought the meeting was held in the bedroom of Harry Rapf’s hotel suite. ‘She had that extra something,’ said Rapf. ‘Good looks and a very perky personality.’


‘Harry Rapf had a nose so big, it kept his private parts dry in the shower,’ said Lucille LeSueur. On December 24, 1924, she received a telegram, offering her a five-year contract with MGM. She boarded the Sunset Limited on New Year’s Day, bound for California. ‘I was only seventeen, and still wet behind the ears,’ she said. ‘She was over twenty-one, and already jaded,’ said her future rival, Bette Davis.


Bette Davis never had to whore or struggle during her early days of acting. Unlike Joan Crawford, Bette had a formidable ally and financial supporter – her mother Ruth Favor Davis.


A talented but impeded actress in her youth, Mrs. Davis was said to be devouringly ambitious for Bette, whom she described as the more talented and driven of her two daughters. ‘Mother had the guts and dreams for her children,’ said Bette. ‘She fueled my drive.’ A single parent, Ruthie worked as a nurse, a housemother, a portrait photographer and retoucher to support and educate her daughters. ‘She was a strong, beautiful woman,’ said a source who knew her well. ‘She could charm the shoes off you one day, then cut you dead the next. Just like Bette.’


When Bette graduated from Cushing Academy and professed her fervent desire to be an actress, Ruthie picked up the family and moved to New York City. She arranged for Bette to audition for the renowned Eva Le Gallienne. Bette, nervous, giggled her way through the audition and was denied admission to Le Gallienne’s academy. Undaunted, Ruthie brought Bette to the John Murray Anderson Dramatic School. ‘My daughter wants to be an actress,’ she told the school’s executive director, ‘and you’ve got to make her one. But I haven’t a nickel. I’ll have to pay you on the installment plan.’ The director said he tried to discourage the ‘innocent young thing’, but the mother was too persuasive.


With fellow students, Lucille Ball, Joan Blondell, Katharine Hepburn, and Paul Muni, Bette studied diction under George Arliss and movement and dance with Martha Graham. She learned how to center her emotions on stage. ‘Anguish, joy, hatred, rage, compassion could be conveyed through body language,’ said Bette, while working on her own inimitable brand of personal magnetism, style, and star quality, ‘all to be defended to my death.’


‘We acted in a few school plays together,’ said Joan Blondell. ‘Once we played nuns in a restoration comedy. Bette always seemed so sure of herself on stage. She was very outspoken and serious about everything. I don’t recall her ever having fun or being relaxed outside of class. Of course her mother, Ruthie, was always there, in the background, reminding Bette they had no time to waste.’


‘As far as Mother and I were concerned,’ said Bette, ‘the world would not be a safe place to live until I conquered it.’
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‘The fact that Joan became a star before Bette mattered a great deal. Bette always liked to be first, but Joan’s name was established long before hers. That was pet peeve number one.’


Adela Rogers St. Johns








On January 3, 1925, Lucille LeSueur arrived in Los Angeles and registered at the Hotel Washington on Van Buren Place, four blocks from MGM. ‘A jumble of makeshift buildings and hastily constructed stage sets’, the studio was situated on Washington Avenue, opposite a general store and a gasoline station. When Lucille checked in that afternoon she was asked to make a second, more elaborate screen test, to gauge her dramatic abilities. ‘Four basic emotions were called for – anger, puzzlement, wistfulness and allurement.’ She was told not to be afraid of the camera. ‘It’s only got one eye and it can’t talk back.’ On signing her contract, for seventy-five dollars a week, she was informed she would have to provide her own underwear and stockings, for roles, and if after six months she didn’t seem suitable for pictures she would be sent back to Kansas.


The following morning at eight o’clock, Lucille stood in line at Central Casting, waiting to be chosen for that day’s schedule of pictures. She never made that day’s slate. ‘The flashiest and friendliest girls got picked,’ she said. ‘Girls who were shy got overlooked.’ Adapting to the system, Lucille appeared for three days as an extra in a ballroom scene in The Merry Widow; in another picture the back of her head was used as a substitute for Norma Shearer. Described by one writer as ‘just one of a truckload of good-looking, ambitious showgirls,’ Lucille soon displayed that extra dimension compulsory for starlets who wish to rise above the competition. ‘I had the ability to scheme, to finagle, to plan ahead,’ said Crawford. She requested a meeting with Harry Rapf, the man who had brought her to California. Rapf, who had forgotten about the brunette chorine he had met in New York, was married. He suspected trouble when he was told that the new contract girl insisted on meeting with him privately. But Lucille was too smart for common games. She told Rapf she was grateful to him, for bringing her to such a fine studio as MGM, but she felt guilty about the generous salary they were giving her ‘for such little work.’ The executive was impressed with her conscience, her ambition, and her feeling for ‘family’, a spirit the soon-to-be mammoth studio was eager to foster. He picked up the phone and called Pete Smith, who was in charge of MGM’s new publicity department. Rapf suggested that Smith consider using the new girl for promotion work. Soon photographs of Lucille, jumping hurdles and throwing footballs, appeared in the newspapers. She flashed her sprightly charms at moviegoers in a trailer for forthcoming releases, and at the company’s first sales convention in Los Angeles she appeared in a bathing suit with a sash across her breasts identifying her as ‘Miss MGM.’ In April, the readers of Movie World magazine were asked to choose a screen name which best expressed the girl’s energetic, ambitious, and typically American personality. The winning name, submitted by a crippled lady who lived in Rochester, New York, was – Joan Crawford.


Even with a new name and the patronage of Harry Rapf, stardom did not come overnight for Joan Crawford. ‘It took three long years of working and watching and picking up new tricks,’ she said. She haunted the sets and became acquainted with the camera operators and directors. She snuck into the publicity offices to steal photographs, then spent hours studying the stars’ looks, experimenting with her own through gab fests with the boys and girls in makeup. She also kept hustling for work. ‘If I heard a director or producer had a part that might be right for me, I’d camp on his front doorstep until I got it. I also had a girl watching the back door too.’


Over a sixteen-month period, Joan Crawford appeared in thirteen pictures at MGM. She also acquired the reputation of being a quid-pro-quo girl. Years later when asked if she ever had to sacrifice her virtue for roles, via the proverbial casting couch, Crawford replied, ‘Well, it sure as hell beat the hard cold floor.’


Every six months Crawford’s contract option was picked up, which meant more money for the struggling starlet. She rented her own home, furnished on the installment plan and decorated by Joan herself. ‘It was a nightmare of fringe, lace, tassels and pink taffeta draperies,’ she recalled. Once settled, her family came to visit, permanently. Her brother Hal, after seeing her picture in a magazine, arrived on her doorstep from Kansas one day. ‘Hi, sis,’ said Hal. ‘If they can put you in pictures, I’m a cinch.’ Her mother soon followed and Joan was obligated to provide room and board for both, and to pay for the bills they ran up in the local department stores. She was also heavily in debt herself, with expenses for clothes, a beat-up car, and fees for an abortionist who allegedly performed two operations on her, one of which landed her in the hospital, resulting in the loss of five weeks’ pay.


In the spring of 1927, Crawford met Frank Orsatti. Described as ‘an Italianate Padre-Padrone’ who dealt in real estate and bootleg liquor, Orsatti was a close friend of Louis B. Mayer, the head of MGM production. The rumor was that Orsatti supplied Mayer with liquor and women, invited him to parties in the penthouse of his Los Angeles hotel, and helped the studio boss deal with certain problems. When warned by an associate that Orsatti was ‘bad news’, Mayer told Myron Fox, ‘Look, I’ve got certain things that have to be done, things that I can’t ask people like you to do.’ Orsatti, it was said, was quite smitten with MGM feature player Joan Crawford. He bought her an expensive car, then arranged with Mayer to advance her fifteen thousand dollars, so she could buy her first home, at 513 Roxbury Drive, in Brentwood Park, situated between Beverly Hills and the Pacific Ocean, and away from her mother and brother. It was here that Joan planned the next step of her budding career. With her energy, beauty, and talent, and with Orsatti’s backing, she set out to launch herself as The Jazz Baby, America’s symbol of Flaming Youth.


The Jazz Age had already swept across America, but it was Crawford who would ‘catch it by its tail, jump on its back, then ride it on to greater glory.’ ‘I was in the right place at the right time,’ she said of her emergence as Queen of the Charleston and Black Bottom in Hollywood. True, there were other flappers before her, such as Colleen Moore and Clara Bow, and prettier competitors on the dance floor, such as Carole Lombard, but it was Crawford who drew most of the attention and the prizes. ‘My skirts were a trifle shorter, my heels a little higher, my hair a tad brighter, my dancing faster,’ she said. ‘Joan had great body tension,’ said Carole Lombard. ‘She was better than I but she seemed to be working at it, and for me it was all play.’ Crawford was the symbol of an era, said F. Scott Fitzgerald – ‘the best example of the flapper, the girl you see at smart night clubs, gowned to the apex of sophistication, dancing deliciously, laughing a great deal, with wide hurt eyes. Young things with a talent for living.’


With the loving cups and cash, Joan also acquired a new set of beaus. She ‘never dated a boy who couldn’t dance’, and once more good looks and money were on her list of qualifications. One ardent suitor was Mike Cudahy, the heir to a meat-packing fortune. When Cudahy announced his engagement to Joan, his mother told the press that her son was being used to provide publicity for the star. Furthermore, she was ready to go to court to prevent the marriage license from being issued because her son, at age seventeen was still a minor, ‘and he promised me he would remain in school.’ ‘Horsefeathers!’ said Joan, claiming that Cudahy was handsome and divine, but just a little boy. When another Crawford partner, after dancing with her all night caught pneumonia driving home in the cold night air with the top down and then died, Joan, with proper respect, wore a black dress and veil to tea dances at the Cocoanut Grove and the Montmartre for a full week.


During this time, her studio, MGM, took full advantage of the publicity being generated by the starlet in her private life. Commensurate with her popular image, they assigned her roles as a taxi-dancer, a circus performer, a kidnapped heiress, and a gangster’s moll in Four Walls. She was cast in the latter film as the second lead to the studio’s number one leading man, John Gilbert. When the picture opened in New York the critic of the New York Evening World had this to say: ‘It isn’t often that a supporting player manages to steal a picture right from under the nose of John Gilbert … But that’s what happens in Four Walls … For Miss Crawford simply walks off with it.’


Full-fledged stardom would come with her next film, Our Dancing Daughters.


The accounts of how Crawford got the role differed in the telling. The director, Harry Beaumont, claimed he saw Crawford dancing in a nightclub and told Louis B. Mayer that she would be perfect for the role of Dangerous Diana in his Jazz Age movie. ‘That’s not true,’ said Joan. ‘Mr. Beaumont never saw me dance anywhere. I had heard of the picture and I went to the story department late one night and stole the script. Then I went to the producer, Hunt Stromberg, and persuaded him to give me the part.’


The story – that of a wild, self-centered young socialite – was custom-cut for the ambitious starlet. Featured in the opening shot were the lissome Crawford legs, dancing to a silent tune as she steps into her undies in front of a three-way mirror. Segueing to the bar of a country club, we see Joan arrive. She takes a sip from every young man’s glass, then, hearing the band warm up, clicks her fingers, shakes her head, and breaks into a wild Charleston on the dance floor. Encumbered by her skirt, she whips it off and finishes the dance in her slip. ‘The scene says as much about egotism and sex in the 1920s as John Travolta’s disco turn did in the 1970s,’ said writer, Ethan Mordden.


When Our Dancing Daughters opened in December 1927, Crawford’s name was billed under the title. After the rave reviews came in, accompanied by the healthy box-office receipts, her name was lifted above the title. The day of the billing change she was asked to sign a more generous contract with MGM. That night, in lieu of attending a formal dinner at the home of Irving and Norma Thalberg, the new star celebrated alone. ‘I rode around town with a small box camera,’ she said, ‘taking pictures of “Joan Crawford”, blazing on the theater marquees.’


BETTE – A SERIOUS ACTRESS


During the time when Joan was firmly placing her black satin dancing shoes on the first rung of stardom in Hollywood, Bette Davis was in the east, still gathering the essentials for the foundation of a serious dramatic career.


Upon graduation from Anderson Academy, she worked for a season at the Cape Playhouse in Massachusetts, then went to Rochester, New York, to work with the George Cukor Repertory Company. Midway through the season she was fired for being aloof with her fellow workers. ‘I didn’t know ingenues were supposed to party as well as work,’ she said. ‘She refused dates with the young men,’ said actor Louis Calhern, who found Bette ‘uppity and unpopular.’ ‘She wasn’t supposed to sleep around, but she wasn’t supposed to be Saint Teresa of Avila either,’ said Calhern. Equipped with the Aries trait of never forgetting a grievance, Bette would censure Cukor for years to come. ‘He had his little circle of admirers,’ she said, ‘sycophants, if you will. Miriam [Hopkins] was one, Joan [Crawford] came later. They would surround him and adore him. I have always despised that sort of fawning behavior. I was too strong and too talented for Mr. Cukor to mold, and therefore I was released from the company.’ Cukor, who described Bette as ‘a very interesting actress at the outset, almost maniacal,’ had his version of the events. ‘She was a stubborn young lady. She liked to disrupt rehearsals by giving her interpretation of the author’s thoughts – not only for her character, but for the other roles also. It was useless to argue with her because during the actual performance she would do what she thought was best, frequently giving a different style of performance from the other actors.’


Being fired in Rochester turned out to be provident for Bette. In New York she moved twice as fast to become professionally established. She joined an off-Broadway group on MacDougall Street, the Provincetown Players, and made her debut in The Earth Between, the story of a girl incestuously in love with her father. The following day Brooks Atkinson of The New York Times deemed her ‘an enchanting creature’, and one month later she was asked to audition for Blanche Yurka. Judging Bette to be ‘a maddening handful’, and her mother ‘a pain in the neck … a weak, silly creature’, Miss Yurka nonetheless hired the ingenue to tour with her in The Wild Duck. As Hedvig, Bette conquered the critics in Philadelphia and Washington, and in her native Boston her real father visited her backstage. Ignoring her performance, he told her, ‘You would make a very fine secretary.’


When the tour with Blanche Yurka ended, Bette played a rebellious daughter in Broken Dishes on Broadway. During rehearsals the director found her ‘impossible … neurotic … and emotionally backward.’ On opening night the critics said she was ‘mesmerizing’, ‘incandescent’, and ‘made of lightning’. A week later she was asked by a talent scout to make a screen test for Hollywood producer Samuel Goldwyn. When the test was screened for Goldwyn, he stood up in the theater and screamed, ‘Who did this to me?’ The producer would be added to her list of old scores to settle, but in the meantime Bette assessed her liabilities. ‘I was not prepared for motion pictures,’ she said. ‘My movements were much too broad. I also had a crooked tooth, of which I was aware, but I had no idea it would stand out like a locomotive.’


Undaunted, she had the tooth fixed and prepared for her next test. ‘I had no doubt in my mind that I would be given a second chance,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t a fool. Mother and I knew that talking pictures would soon be very popular. The movie producers would need actresses who could talk. Certainly I could do that very well.’


JOAN GOES STRAIGHT






‘I had always known what I wanted, and that was beauty … in every form … a beautiful house, beautiful man, a beautiful life and image. I was ambitious to get the money which would attain all that for me.’


Joan Crawford








Upon the signing of her new contract with MGM, Crawford’s salary was raised to fifteen hundred dollars per week, with an upfront bonus of ten thousand. She became a member of Louis B. Mayer’s (‘Call me Papa’) family of stars, which also included Lon Chaney, Buster Keaton, Norma Shearer, and Greta Garbo. Crawford was now entitled to receive all of the privileges and protection that the powerful studio could offer. In Joan’s case the latter service proved beneficial. She had already been involved in a few legal skirmishes with stores in Los Angeles. Once she was apprehended leaving a woman’s specialty shop with merchandise not paid for; another fashion establishment claimed that Mrs. Anna LeSueur, her mother, ran up bills that she refused to pay. Joan had already been cited twice by the Los Angeles Police department for speeding, when a third, more serious infraction occurred. She was driving at a rapid pace along Hollywood Boulevard, ignoring the red lights, when she hit a woman crossing the street. Attempting to leave the scene of the accident, she was apprehended by a policeman. Bursting into tears, Joan then tried to bribe the policeman and was taken to the local Hollywood precinct. Allowed one call, she called Howard Strickling, in charge of publicity at MGM. Strickling called L.B. Mayer, who called his friend, the chief of police (who would later be hired to head Metro’s security division). Joan was released without being booked, and after Howard Strickling visited the injured young woman in the hospital, with a thousand dollars in crisp, clean bills, all claims against the star and the studio were dropped.


In September 1928 Crawford was not as fortunate in keeping the news of another indiscretion out of the tabloids. That month she was named as ‘the other woman’ in two divorce cases. One plaintiff told the Los Angeles Herald that ‘the Venus of Hollywood’ stole her husband and she was suing Crawford for damages. Another woman claimed her husband was the recipient of ‘expensive gifts’ from Joan, and spent long weekends with her in ‘motels and resorts, up north.’ Both men, one an assistant camera operator, the other, a carpenter, were employed by MGM, and after a consultation with their bosses, they returned to their wives, temporarily.


Joan, as a result, was called before Louis B. Mayer. She was now a star, he told her. She had responsibilities, not only to the studio, but to the hundreds of thousands of young people (‘My public,’ said Joan) who wrote to her each week. She had a choice, Mayer went on. She could continue to burn herself out, by kicking up her heels with riffraff in speakeasies and hotel rooms, or she could become a bigger star, by practicing selection and discretion in her private life and increased zeal and devotion in her professional one. ‘He told her she had to put a lid on it,’ said a Metro publicist. ‘If she wanted to stay at Metro, she had to behave herself, at least in public.’


Joan was no fool. She knew she was the darling of the Jazz Age, and that, short of murder, her young fans would forgive her anything. But she also knew this Jazz Age thing wasn’t going to last forever (Black Monday was just around the corner), so with tears in her eyes she repented at the knee of the great L.B. She told Papa Mayer that she was not only going to be a good girl and a lady from that day forward, but, with his blessing, she intended to become the biggest and brightest star Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer had ever produced.


With this new mantle of responsibility on her shoulders, Joan proceeded to drastically alter her offscreen lifestyle. She quickly dropped her old friends and made new ones, appearing in public with men, ‘safe types’, who could help her career and contribute to her ‘growth as a human being.’ She preferred men to women, she said – ‘they’re smarter and stronger and they seldom want to borrow your clothes.’ Director Edmund Goulding was the first to advise Joan to practice restraint in front of the motion picture camera. ‘Hold back,’ he told her. ‘Give the audience just a taste of what you’re thinking, not the full meal.’ (Goulding would offer the same advice to Bette Davis, who refused it, saying, ‘No! I am larger than life and that’s what my public wants to see.’) William Haines, a leading man at Metro, was said to be in love ‘with the charming Joan’, but he was ‘as gay as a goose’ and he taught her important things like dress and diet and good posture. She gave up smoking and started chewing gum, ‘because I heard it was good for the jaw line’, and learned how to walk three Metro blocks with a brick balanced on her head. ‘That helped straighten my spine,’ she said. ‘It also threw back my shoulders and firmed up my ass.’ Paul Bern was another good friend and major influence. He was an important MGM producer and an intellectual. He wanted to go to bed with Joan. ‘He sent me a fur, a coat of ermine,’ she said. ‘I sent it back. Don’t think it didn’t take will power. But I kept his friendship.’ Bern, who would later counsel and marry Jean Harlow, advised Crawford on what books to read and what parts to play in the future. ‘He recognized something in me that other men did not care to see – that I had a brain.’


One night, Bern escorted Joan to the theater. The play was Young Woodley, and the handsome young lead, Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., caught Joan’s fancy. ‘He was enchanting, the epitome of suaveness,’ she said. She wrote him a note, asking him to call her sometime. When he called the next day she said she was busy all week, but he could come for tea on Sunday afternoon. At her request he brought along a small signed photograph. She gave him a large eleven-by-fourteen studio portrait. He thought she was ‘vital, energetic, very pretty’, with two vocal sounds – ‘one resonant and professional and one more blatantly flat.’ Although at times ‘she tried too hard to be what Noël Coward called ‘piss-elegant’, it was Joan’s magnetic dynamism and her ‘gracefully muscled legs’ that entranced young Doug. She in turn fell in love with his good looks, and his impressive background.


His father was Doug Sr., the world’s favorite swashbuckler, and his stepmother was Mary Pickford, Joan’s favorite childhood star and the current czarina of Hollywood society.


Doug’s talents included writing, painting and the playing of several musical instruments. ‘He also had a gay delicious wit, exquisite manners, and so much knowledge,’ said Joan. Some suggested she was using the nineteen-year-old lad to further her own twenty-four-year-old social and financial ambitions. ‘The money part was a joke,’ said a Crawford ally. ‘She was making more than him at the time and furthermore when they met he was supporting his mother and in debt up to his elegant ears. As for the talk about her being a social climber, everyone in Hollywood at that time was trying to scale the walls of Pickfair.’


When the press were alerted that the fickle, fun-loving, heartbreaker Joan had finally fallen in love, America took the romance of the Charleston Queen and the Prince of Pickfair to their hearts. The daily coverage and the fan magazine reportage reached epic proportions. ‘Many “inside stories” were printed,’ said Doug, ‘some invented by studio press agents, some by gossipy friends, and some by dear self-dramatizing Billie.’


‘I was Billie and he was Dodo,’ said Joan. ‘We dined together, bronzed on the beach, played golf and tennis, danced Saturday nights at the Biltmore or the Palomo Tennis Club. We were in love and had a language of our own. It went something like “Opi Lopov Yopov” – how nauseating can you get?’


Doug introduced her to culture and social graces. ‘I who all but ate my peas with a knife,’ she said. ‘Laughable, patent nonsense,’ said Doug, ‘she was a very experienced lady. But one with an inferiority complex, which she used as a whip to spur herself onward and upward.’


‘From Jazz to Gentility, Joan Crawford is going to be demure if it kills her,’ said writer Ruth Bren in Motion Picture magazine. As the romance progressed, the metamorphosis of Joan the lady became more apparent. ‘She spoke in a low voice,’ said Bren. ‘The raucous laughter was gone, her wardrobe leaned towards softly clinging materials, white gloves and picture hats – outfits obviously planned and more suited to the grounds of Pickfair.’


But the gates to the neo-ancestral Hollywood home of Doug Sr. and Mary Pickford did not swing open for Joan Crawford. ‘She was gay and giddy and Pickfair did not go in for that,’ said one writer. ‘What did they think she would do,’ asked another, ‘wipe her nose on the drapes?’


The accounts of their exclusion from Pickfair were exaggerated, Doug Jr. insisted. He and Joan were never invited to any of the posh dinners, but they did attend for a few screenings, one of which, when the lights came up, found the young man engaged in some heavy necking with Miss Crawford, which brought a stern rebuke from Doug Sr.


‘My son’s current chorus-girl fling’ was how Doug Jr.’s mother described the romance, while his father felt their affair was overexploited, and that Joan was ‘on the toughie side.’


Joan was hurt, of course. Her old image of the carefree thoughtless flapper was a bad rap, she felt, a disguise for ‘a very lonely young woman.’ Dodo knew that. ‘Just the other night he said to me,’ said Joan to Katharine Albert for Photoplay, ‘ “You know, I didn’t change you, Billie. You were always like this, only nobody knew it!” ’


MGM naturally sanctioned the romance. L.B. Mayer, pleased that ‘daughter Joan’ was pursuing respectable pleasure, took advantage of the couple’s widely publicized romance by teaming the two in a sequel to her hit picture, Our Dancing Daughters. The new movie was called Our Modern Maidens, which in turn led to Our Blushing Brides. (‘What next? Our Ditsy Divorcees?’ asked one caustic critic.)


Upon the release of the picture, Joan announced her engagement to Doug Jr. in the social pages of The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times. The news and the proper placement, she felt, would result in an invitation to wed at the home of Doug and Mary. Their silence was cataclysmic to Joan, who realized that her dream of a white wedding on the lawns of Pickfair was not to be. So to save face, just in case her snobbish in-laws planned on boycotting her wedding in Los Angeles (‘They would cheerfully have poisoned me before I married their fair-haired boy’), she and Doug decided they would elope to New York.


In late May of 1929, the couple left for New York. At City Hall, to avoid the press, they ducked in a side door and applied for a marriage license. Asked for her birth certificate, which would have proved her true age, Joan claimed it was lost, then pulled a letter from her handbag. It was from her mother, swearing Joan was born in 1908. Doug’s mother, present at City Hall, swore her son was born the same year, giving the minor the extra year required by law. (‘Had anyone taken the trouble, they could have popped upstairs to find my birth certificate where it is still filed, showing the true year, 1909,’ said Doug.)


On June 3 the couple were married in the rectory of Saint Malachy’s Catholic Church. At the reception afterward at the Algonquin Hotel, when the press asked if Joan intended giving up her career for marriage and motherhood, she replied, ‘No, fellas, not yet. I’ve got a studio and millions of fans to please.’ Those priorities were also agreeable to the happy groom. ‘I am willing to share her with thousands of girls and boys who adore her almost as much as I do,’ said Doug Jr.


‘Oh darling, you embarrass me,’ said the blushing Joan.


Upon their return to California, the couple resided at Joan’s Brentwood home, redecorated from ‘early nothing’ to Spanish Modern and rechristened El JoDo, an amalgamation of their names, similar to Pick-Fair. But sanction from the latter estate did not come until three months after their wedding. ‘The only reason we were eventually invited,’ said Joan, ‘was because the fan magazines were ganging up on Mary Pickford, saying how rotten she was to poor Cinderella Joan Crawford.’


When the coveted invitations arrived, to a dinner honoring Lord and Lady Mountbatten, Joan spent three hundred dollars on her white Belgian lace dress, her matching bag, and white silk shoes. Driving up to Pickfair that night she timed their arrival carefully. As she entered the foyer of the blazing house she could see the guests assembled below in the drawing room. After the butler took her wrap she approached the steps, then whispered ‘Wait!’ to Doug. From below she could see Doug Sr. stepping forward to greet his new daughter-in-law. ‘I think the strap of my shoe has become undone,’ said Joan.


‘Welcome to Pickfair, Joan,’ said Doug Sr.


‘My shoe, it’s undone,’ gasped Joan.


And as Doug Jr., assisted by Doug Sr., bent down to fasten her shoe, Joan’s eyes swept down on the crowd below, all fixed in her direction, until she found herself looking into the ice-cold blue gaze of her hostess, little Mary Pickford. Only then, with the Lord and young Lad of the manor, literally kneeling at her feet, did Billie Cassin feel relaxed. She raised her head higher and smiled in Miss Pickford’s direction.


‘What a great triumph for Joan,’ said the editor of the Hollywood Tatler, commenting on the acceptance of Crawford into the Pickfair family. ‘She did it without acting, without pretense, she did it by being herself, by proving she wasn’t the wild, reckless creature that gossips had painted her.’
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BETTE ARRIVES IN HOLLYWOOD


In November 1930, while Joan Crawford was being hailed as the most luminous new star on the Hollywood horizon, Bette Davis was auditioning for her second screen test in New York. She passed this one and was offered a six-month contract, albeit with a minor studio, Universal Pictures.


On the morning of December 13, after spending five days traveling by train, she and her mother, Ruthie, arrived in Los Angeles. The weather was hot, the people unfriendly, and the oft-told tale of her non-reception unfolded. There was no one on hand to meet them at the station. When she called the studio from her hotel room, she was told that their representative had failed to recognize her at the station, whereupon Bette issued her first Hollywood dictum. ‘You should have known I was an actress,’ she said, ‘because I was carrying a dog.’


At Universal, when Carl Laemmle, Jr., the titular head of the studio, got his first glimpse of Bette, he too seemed unimpressed. ‘He took one look at me through the open door of his father’s office, then closed the door,’ she said. Hollywood was a town of reigning beauties, and she ‘had as much glamour as a grape.’ In the photo studio, when asked to raise her skirt to show her legs, Bette snapped, ‘What have legs got to do with acting?’ Rejected for two chosen films, she was put to work as a ‘test girl’, a prop for auditioning actors. Wearing a low-cut gown, she sat on a divan while fifteen men entered the room consecutively, seized her in their arms, and murmured, ‘You gorgeous divine darling, I adore you, I worship you. I must possess you.’ Then they proceeded to make ardent love, lying on top of her. ‘I remained patient,’ the serious young Broadway actress declared. ‘This was not the graveyard of my dreams, but just a valley I must suffer.’


Making her debut as the second female lead in a B picture entitled Bad Sister, Bette was introduced to the state of the art in making motion pictures, 1930s style. For her first scene, a microphone was stuck between her breasts. To avoid static, she was told not to move, and everytime she turned her head the sound faded, to boom again when she faced front. At a sneak preview of Bad Sister, she and her mother sat in the back row of the theater. They cringed as they watched her performance. ‘My looks, my acting, everything was pitiful.’ When the final credits rolled, they slipped out of their seats before the lights came up. Embracing each other on the bus back to their rented bungalow, the two wept ‘copious tears’.


To her amazement, after the release of Bad Sister Universal picked up her option, extending her contract for another six months. She appeared in minor ‘goodie-goodie’ roles in Seed and Waterloo Bridge. That September her first full page photograph appeared in Silver Screen, captioned, ‘little Bette Davis, of the drooping eyelids and sullen mouth, is only nineteen’ (she was twenty-one); as Hollywood’s leading gossip columnist, Louella Parsons noted that Bette gave a good performance in Seed, and might have a chance if she put herself in the hands of a capable makeup man. ‘I was not disturbed by her over-beaded eyelashes and an over-rouged mouth,’ said Louella.


Determined to be a success in pictures, Davis became avid in her study of the technique of motion-picture acting. She spent evenings and weekends at Pantages and Grauman’s Chinese Theater, on Hollywood Boulevard, studying the films of others. Formative influences were Greta Garbo and Ruth Chatterton, but not Joan Crawford. ‘This was the period,’ said Bette in her memoirs, ‘when Joan would start every film as a factory worker. She punched the clock in a simple, black Molyneux, with white piping (someone’s idea of poverty), and ended up marrying the boss who now allowed her to deck herself out in tremendous buttons, cuffs, and shoes with bows (someone’s idea of wealth). The change of coiffure with each outfit kept Joan so busy it was a wonder she had time to forward the plot.’ (Years later when Crawford was cited as being a major influence on the fashions of the 1930s and the 1940s, Davis growled, ‘What in the hell did she ever contribute to fashion – except those goddamned shoulder-pads and those tacky fuck-me shoes.’)


Aching for a little more glamour herself in 1931 when she was loaned out to RKO Pictures for Way Back Home, Bette picked up some beauty secrets from makeup artist Ern Westmore (whose brother Perc worked on Joan Crawford early in her career, contouring her wide, generous mouth, and de-banging her hair). Ern made Bette’s small mouth larger, ‘extending the length of the lower lip, making it slightly heavier to correspond with the upper lip.’ Her best features were her eyes, she said, ‘but now with the new lips and hair my face suddenly seemed to come together. I began to think I was rather beautiful, even if I wasn’t.’


Cosmetically transformed, Bette was loaned out to Columbia for an eight-day quickie called The Menace (‘I fainted a lot, as bodies fell out of closets’), and to Capital Films where she played a bootlegger’s girlfriend, opposite Pat O’Brien. The reviews for both films were tepid, and in the last month of her Universal contract she was dropped. Disconsolate, Davis and her mother were packing to return to New York when the phone rang and she was asked to test for a picture with George Arliss at Warner Bros. in Burbank. She got the role and a six-year contract which she happily signed.


That first year at Warner Bros., Bette made six films, playing ‘ingenues and sweet silly vapid girls.’ During this time she was named ‘A Star of Tomorrow’ by a group of theater exhibitors. The presentation of the award would also provide her first encounter, albeit removed, with the star of the day, Joan Crawford. The story of the evening was re-enacted by actress Joan Blondell. ‘There was a bunch of us at Warner’s who were chosen,’ said Blondell. ‘Ginger Rogers had just made Forty-Second Street, and Bette and I were cranking out pictures by the hour, it seemed. Anyway, we were voted “Most Promising Newcomers”, which meant we got to go to this banquet and have our pictures taken. It was considered good publicity, so we got all dolled up and they put a car at our disposal. The dinner was held at the Ambassador Hotel, where each one of us was supposed to get up and make a short speech over live radio, which was also a big deal. I remember Ginger had already spoken when it was Bette’s turn to go up and accept her award. She was just about to speak when we heard these loud screams from the corridor outside the main room. The doors flew open and this absolutely gorgeous young couple entered the room. It was Joan Crawford and Douglas Fairbanks, Jr. The guys from the press and the radio crew fell over each other trying to get to the divine Joan and her equally divine husband. Bette never got to speak, nor did I. Actually I thought it was quite funny; but not Bette. Years later she and I were seated together at a dinner for Jack Warner. Rehashing the old days, I said to her, “Bette, remember the night when Joan Crawford stole the spotlight from us starlets?” And she froze. She acted as if she didn’t know what I was talking about. I reminded her of the night at the Ambassador Hotel, until she stopped me. “Joan!” she said. “You must be hallucinating. That never happened!” ’


CRAWFORD TAKES ON THE DIVINE GARBO


Of course Joan Crawford did not recall the incident either, or the exact moment in history when she had first heard of ‘little Bette Davis’. During the early 1930s Joan had more important things on her menu – namely, the dogged, slavish pursuit of her own career, and the careful refinement of her ever-changing public image. As Mrs. Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., and as an accepted, albeit delayed, member of the Pickfair royal court, Joan was happy at first with her new, respectable role in Hollywood society until she encountered a British journalist at Pickfair, who described her to his English readers as ‘the Pickfords’ plump young daughter-in-law, with huge hungry eyes, and a rather homely manner.’ With that notice, Joan decided some immediate physical changes were in order.


She lost more weight (‘I haven’t tasted sugar or starch in six months, and I never touch alcohol,’ she boasted to another Pickfair guest, George Bernard Shaw, who was not quite sure of just who she was). After altering the shape of her face by having her back teeth removed to give her cheekbones, she had her front teeth, which were spaced and filled with dental cement during her early days of filming, filed down to allow temporary caps to fit over them. The painful procedure, however, infected her gums, which stretched her mouth. When the swelling subsided, it left her with a larger upper lip. Pleased with the extension, she decided to paint in her lower lip, giving the world ‘the Crawford mouth’, which in years to come, not unlike Bette Davis, would be extended and exaggerated as her will dictated.


The corresponding Crawford hallmark, the imposing wide shoulders, would come courtesy of Adrian, the noted MGM couturier. ‘My God,’ said the designer, when the semi-clad, wide-shouldered Joan stood before him, ‘you’re a Johnny Weissmuller.’ Viewing her size twelve hips and size forty-nine shoulders, the designer quipped, ‘Well, we can’t cut them off, so we’ll make them wider.’ And so the famous Joan Crawford shoulder-pads were born. (Years later Adrian would confess that the padded shoulders also helped to distract attention from another Crawford liability, her big hips. ‘To offset her womanly hips, I developed the idea of broad shoulders,’ the designer told Women’s Wear Daily.)


Crawford was always the first to admit that her screen persona was in a constant state of flux in the early thirties. ‘I experimented with different styles,’ she said. ‘When one look didn’t work, I dropped it and moved on to another.’ Portrait photographer Cecil Beaton met up with the actress during one of her transitional phases. ‘She has become one of the most exotic pieces of affectation on the screen,’ said the self-invented society lens man. ‘It is occasionally most enjoyable to watch her exaggerated Frattellini clown makeup of white face, goggle eyes and enormous persimmon lips.’ Noting that behind the mask ‘a detective is needed to discern any expression other than surprise,’ Beaton regarded the star as ‘ordinary … childish and uncertain,’ and wondered when she would get over her schoolgirl crushes on other female movie stars. ‘At one time she was insatiably interested in Miss Dietrich; then the Fairbanks Jr. house was littered with Marlene’s photographs and gramophone records. Then she moved on to Lilyan Tashman, followed by the chief of her idols – Greta Garbo.’


But in 1933 Crawford, and most stars in Hollywood, had to stand in line to worship at the shrine of the sublime Miss Garbo. When Joan first saw the Swedish actress on the Metro lot she confessed, ‘My knees went weak. She was breathtaking. If ever I thought of becoming a lesbian, that was it.’


Bette Davis was also quite taken with Greta. ‘Oh, Garbo was divine,’ she said. ‘Sooooo beautiful. I worshipped her. When I became a star, I used to have my chauffeur follow her in my car. I always wanted to meet her.’


Bette never got to meet Greta, but Crawford did. It was Garbo, in fact, who provided Joan with her first class-A talkie, Grand Hotel, and, in typical competitive ex-showgirl fashion, Joan would attempt to steal the picture from under the inscrutable one’s classic nose.


GRAND HOTEL


The synopsis of the German play came to the attention of MGM producer Irving Thalberg in 1930. It focused on a group of people, of diverse backgrounds, whose paths crossed in a plush hotel in Berlin over a forty-eight-hour perusal. One of the leads, the role of an aging prima ballerina, who is losing her grip on her art and her life, seemed perfect for Greta Garbo. Thalberg arranged to invest fifteen thousand dollars in the forthcoming Broadway production. When the play, followed by a novel, became a huge popular success, MGM made an unprecedented move. They announced they were assembling an all-star cast for their $700,000 movie. The primary cast would be Greta Garbo, John Gilbert, Joan Crawford, Clark Gable and Buster Keaton as Krungelain, the doomed bookkeeper, at the hotel for one last fling before his demise.


The first to drop out of the ensemble was Greta Garbo. ‘I t’ank I go home (to Sweden),’ she said, a threat she was fond of using whenever scripts, money, or leading men did not meet her aesthetic approval. In this instance it was the choice of John Gilbert as her leading man that upset Greta. The two were lovers, but had recently quarreled, and it was up to Thalberg to tell Gilbert he was out of the picture (whereon the spurned matinee idol went on a prolonged bender, firing several pistol shots at a pair of lovers parked on his property line). Robert Montgomery was then tested for the part of the baron who steals the ballerina’s heart and jewels. He looked too young, and the role went to John Barrymore. Clark Gable as Preysing, the corrupt industrialist, was also considered too young and was replaced by Wallace Beery, with Lionel Barrymore taking over for Buster Keaton.


A month before Grand Hotel was scheduled to begin production, an article in Screenland magazine questioned the choice of Joan Crawford for the role of the slut-stenographer, Flaemmchen. ‘Having donned the manner, voice and personality of a great young lady in her private life,’ said the magazine, ‘it remains to be seen whether she can unbend sufficiently to become the shabby, tragic little Berlin secretary.’ A few days later Joan attempted to withdraw from the cast. Garbo had all the glamour and the love scenes, while she had to schlep through the entire picture wearing one dress. Thalberg told her she was a fool to pass up the role of the money-hungry stenographer.


‘You said you wanted to be an actress in prestige pictures,’ he told her.


‘Yes,’ said Joan, ‘but why must I look so shabby, with only one dress?’


‘Adrian will make you two dresses, and a peignoir,’ Thalberg promised.


‘Okey-doke,’ said Joan.


On December 30, 1931, rehearsals for Grand Hotel commenced on soundstage five at MGM. A long table and chairs had been set out for the principals and the first to arrive was Miss Crawford. She swept onto the soundstage with her dog, Woggles, and seemed upset when she learned she preceded the other stars. ‘Her habit of punctuality cheated her of a good entrance,’ said director Edmund Goulding. When John and Lionel Barrymore entered, followed by Wallace Beery and Lewis Stone, Goulding distributed the updated revised scripts and called the cast to order. They would read the script straight through, he said. ‘But Miss Garbo has not arrived,’ said Joan. ‘Miss Garbo has been excused from all rehearsals,’ Goulding announced.


Joan was crushed. She had mentally rehearsed a little routine for this, her introductory meeting with her idol. Her disappointment turned to anger when she learned that she had no scenes in the film with the great Garbo and that, furthermore, all of the leading star’s major scenes would be shot on a separate soundstage, on a set closed to visitors. There would be no intimate chats for Joan, no posing together for publicity stills. As she would intone three times throughout the picture, the elusive Swede ‘vanted to be left alone.’


On January 14, 1932, Los Angeles newspapers covered two unusual events. Snow fell in Hollywood, and ‘John Barrymore met Greta Garbo for the first time on the set of Grand Hotel.’ Barrymore had arrived early, before Garbo, who positioned herself by the main gate and waited to pay Barrymore the honor of escorting him to the set. ‘Half an hour went by before the situation was straightened out,’ said a reporter. After their opening scene, the usually reserved Garbo impulsively kissed her co star. ‘You have no idea what it means to me, to play opposite so perfect an actor,’ she said. Introduced to a Barrymore friend, Arthur Brisbane, Garbo was shocked to learn that the man was a member of the working press, the editor of The New York Journal. ‘But I used to work for him,’ said Barrymore. ‘You? A member of the press?’ said the horrified Greta. ‘I was a cartoonist,’ he explained. ‘Aaaah,’ she sighed with relief. ‘That’s better. Much better.’


During the last week in January, the opening and closing hotel lobby scenes of the film were shot on soundstage six. All of the principals, and sixty-five extras were on call to make their entrances and exits through the gigantic Art Deco foyer designed by Cedric Gibbons. To avoid contact with her co stars, Garbo’s scenes were scheduled for after lunch, but on the morning of the shoot Crawford called in sick and had her scenes rescheduled for the afternoon. As the director rehearsed the extras, whose shoes had been soled with cork to prevent noise on the marble floors, Garbo sat apart in the spacious lobby, dressed in chinchilla, perched on a little box, eating an apple, her eyes half closed. ‘She cut the apple into little pieces with a knife,’ said a reporter. ‘She would have bitten into it only it would have spoiled her makeup.’ Her black maid, Ellen, called ‘L-l-l-l-n’ by the star, stood nearby, with a napkin and a brown paper bag in her hand, in which the core of the apple would be disposed of when her mistress was through. ‘The walls behind Garbo began to move,’ said the writer. ‘She turned, startled like a deer in the forest. She noticed the walls had wheels. It pulled away. “What ees thees?” Garbo cried. Suddenly from the other side of the walls came the sound of Bing Crosby’s voice, singing “Can we talk it over, dear?” Garbo jumped, looked around her. “What ees thees?” she asked again. “Miss Crawford’s dressing room,” she was told.’


‘Nice,’ she said.


The door of the palace opened. Joan Crawford put her head out and called to the man who did nothing but change the Bing Crosby records on the phonograph set up for her in the sidelines. ‘Put the other piece on, dear,’ said Joan, preparing for her appearance in the lobby.


‘What other piece, Joanie?’ the man answered.


‘You know, Ed,’ she said,


‘What’s the scene, Joanie?’


‘Oh, kind of gay and bright.’


Garbo, back on her box, looked from one to the other as their voices crossed, then called to her maid.


‘What ees the scene, L-l-l-l-n?’


‘You walk through the people in the lobby,’ her maid answered.


‘Then it ees very sad,’ answered Garbo.


The director seated on the crane above the lobby asked for quiet, and instructed Garbo that she was to walk from left to right and exit through the revolving doors.


‘I valk on my own?’ the actress asked.


‘Through a crowd of admirers,’ the director said. ‘Do you wish to rehearse?’


‘No,’ she sighed, ‘I rehearsed it in New York last week.’


During the thirty-five days of filming on Grand Hotel, as Garbo remained silent and aloof, Joan Crawford appeared more vitriolic. ‘She would arrive late on the set each day, rolling up in her portable dressing room, to the tune of “I Surrender, Dear”, played as loudly as the machine could play it.’


The intensity of the feud was enhanced, said the reporter, ‘by the fact that whereas Crawford’s personality is acquired, that of Garbo is innate, effortless and unconscious. Crawford resents, admires and envies Garbo.’


Of the 275,000 feet of film photographed of Grand Hotel, only ten thousand would make the final cut, and according to the Los Angeles Herald Tribune, five hundred feet of that, belonging to Joan Crawford, was eliminated at Garbo’s request. ‘Fearful she might be overshadowed by the dramatics of MGM’s vivacious dancing daughter, Garbo demanded that some of Joan’s best work be cut,’ said the newspaper. Producer Irving Thalberg denied the report: ‘not a line or an inch of Joan’s work was cut.’


On March 17, Thalberg, his assistant Paul Bern, and director Edmund Goulding, carried six reels of film in three suitcases and boarded a plane for Monterey, California. That evening Grand Hotel was sneak-previewed before a regular paying audience. Filling out cards after the preview, 60 percent of the viewers wrote ‘wonderful’, while 40 percent suggested minor changes, such as making Crawford’s role bigger and Garbo less somber and remote. Thalberg agreed with the latter opinion. ‘There were altogether too many “mugging close-ups”, too many “Garbos and Barrymores”, and not enough acting.’ He ordered that Garbo be recalled for re-takes,’ said Variety.


On April 5, the trade paper reported that ‘two versions of Grand Hotel were now in the can. The re-shot version favored Garbo; the other favored Joan Crawford.’ The decision as to which version of the film would be released depended on Garbo. The star’s contract with MGM had lapsed and ‘the story persists that unless Garbo resigns, it is MGM’s intention to let Crawford steal the picture.’ This would have greatly injured Garbo’s prestige throughout the country, the trade paper added, ‘and greatly increase Miss Crawford’s.’


THE GALA OPENING


On a warm foggy evening in late April, the gala opening of Grand Hotel was held at Grauman’s Chinese Theater in Hollywood. To celebrate the event, black-tie suppers and dinner parties were held at various homes and restaurants throughout Los Angeles, with guests transported by special limousines to the five-dollar top-ticket event at the theater. ‘As huge searchlights scraped the low-hung heavens, pots of incense perfumed the air,’ reported the Los Angeles Times. On hand were five hundred police to protect the two thousand invited guests from the twenty thousand fans lining the streets and the sidewalks of Hollywood Boulevard.


The first to arrive were MGM’s top executives – Louis B. Mayer, Nick Schenck, Eddie Mannix, Harry Rapf, and their spouses – followed by the brass from rival studio Warner’s, including producers Hal Wallis, Darryl Zanuck and Jack Warner, with their wives. ‘Seldom have I seen so many men and women with their own spouses,’ said Louella Parsons.


Then the stars appeared – Norma Shearer with Irving Thalberg, Marlene Dietrich with husband Rudolph Sieber, Mr. and Mrs. Clark Gable and Jean Harlow with Paul Bern. Escorted by special bellhops to a desk in the lobby, each guest was asked to sign in at the Grand Hotel register. ‘Do we need luggage?’ the cheeky Miss Harlow asked, as a stampede erupted on the street outside, signalling the arrival of one of the stars on the picture – Joan Crawford. ‘Sunburned as a berry, dressed in an electric blue dress, with her hair in the new “bangs style”, Joan’s eyes sparkled and her voice choked with emotion when anyone spoke to her.’ Escorted by her Prince, Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., the star waved to the fans, smiled demurely at the handsome policemen, then signed her name on the shirt-fronts and hatbands of some of the men who mobbed her in the lobby. Greta Garbo was not expected to show, said director Edmund Goulding. ‘She has a fear of crowds, a psychosis that is increasing instead of lessening,’ he observed.


Scheduled to begin at eight-thirty, the movie was not shown until 11:00 P.M., ‘due to the late arrival of limousines, lined up for a mile on the boulevard, choked black with people.’ The stalled passengers and celebrities were not bored in the traffic, it was noted, for many of the limousines were equipped with the latest in America luxury – car radios. Throughout the delay they were able to listen to the stage show being broadcast live from Grauman’s.


MC of the show was Will Rogers, who, between introductions of the acrobats, dancers, jugglers, dogs and crooners, asked the stars in the audience to take a bow. ‘Joan Crawford stood in the aisle, waving and hugging an unidentified Ginger Rogers,’ said a reporter for the Hollywood Tatler, ‘then ran to the other side of the aisle where she embraced Louis B. Mayer.’ After the movie was shown, Will Rogers asked the audience to remain in their seats for a special surprise. ‘I am going to introduce a lady who is seldom seen,’ he said. ‘She is going away soon to her own country, but has consented to make this one personal appearance.’ As excited whispers of ‘Garbo … it’s Garbo,’ swept the theater, Rogers pointed to stage left. ‘Miss Greta Garbo!’ he said. ‘There in the spotlight,’ said Variety, ‘was a woman in a rather dishevelled gown, with long unkempt blond hair. Wearing high-heels she wobbled her way towards center-stage. When she spoke the audience gasped, then giggled. It was Wallace Beery in drag. “I t’ank I go home now,” said Beery, which prompted the weary audience to exit the theater.


Two days later Grand Hotel opened as a special road-show attraction at the Astor theater in New York. The following day tickets were sold out for two months. ‘The most jubilant popular success of talking pictures,’ said the New York World Telegram, while elsewhere in the country a heated controversy broke out over which actress, Greta Garbo or Joan Crawford, gave the best and worst performance in the picture. ‘Joan Crawford, as the little upstart, contributes the most telling portrait in the whole cast,’ said the Detroit Times. ‘As the conniving stenographer, willing to take any man’s dictation, she puts the most subtle irony into an everyday gold digger existence,’ said the San Francisco Evening News. ‘She represents pretentious blankness,’ said Herman Shumlin, producer of the New York play.


Garbo in her tutu drew her share of cheers and boos from the critics. ‘Sincere and affecting,’ said Herman Shumlin. ‘Sublime! Accomplished!’ said the play’s author Vicki Baum. ‘As usual Miss Garbo wears that perpetual headache, which once seemed so intriguing in deaf and dumb pictures,’ Joan S. Coles wrote in The Boston Sun. ‘As a dancer she never shows her legs (although Crawford does) and even when she must give a few hops, skips and jumps, to register friskiness, she is not convincing, and of course was never graceful.’ ‘She dances around the room,’ said another, ‘and with every gallumping twirl seems in danger of breaking a leg or all of MGM’s expensive modern furniture.’ When New Orleans reviewer Mel Washburn suggested that Garbo ‘was not the actress the world likes to believe she is,’ the telegrams, letters and postcards began to pile up on his desk. ‘To even suggest that Miss Garbo is not a Goddess, is a crime worthy of capital punishment, I have been told,’ he said.


The previous adulation given to Garbo, ‘was wormwood in the mouth of Joan Crawford,’ Washburn surmised, but her performance in the picture, and the controversy, could establish her as a major popular and dramatic actress. ‘Joan is an ambitious woman,’ he said. ‘She is driven by a deep and compelling need, which will brook no interference, recognize no obstacles.’


‘Grand Hotel was my first big chance,’ Crawford told a film audience years later. ‘They told me I wouldn’t be able to hold my own with the big boys, against Garbo and the Barrymores. But I proved otherwise.’
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THE NEW BETTE






‘Hollywood in the early days was a tiny place. When a good part came along, there was active scrambling among the women for it. If Bette Davis felt that Joan Crawford got to play, let’s say, Sadie Thompson, that would immediately piss off Davis – and vice-versa.’


Joe Mankiewicz








In October 1932, after five consecutive pictures at Warner Brothers and remarkably good notices for her role as the sexually aggressive Southern plantation daughter in Cabin in the Cotton – ‘Ah’d love t’kiss yew, but ah jes washed mah hair’ – Bette Davis was demoted to playing a bit part in Three on a Match, with Joan Blondell and Ann Dvorak in the lead roles. ‘That’s the way Warner’s worked in those days,’ said Blondell. ‘You made one good movie, followed by two or three stinkers. That way Jack Warner kept you humble.’


While her mother, Ruthie, kept dreaming ‘that someday Warner’s would give me the glorious productions that MGM gave its players,’ Bette was told by a good friend that she was ‘the victim of a colorless personality.’ She would be forever cast in dowdy parts unless she learned to project joie de vivre, some pizzazz, on and off the silver screen. It was at this juncture that columnist Louella Parsons noted, ‘Bette Davis became just another Hollywood blonde.’ Or as the more astute and wicked Hedda Hopper remarked, ‘Bette Davis, a serious Broadway actress, has transformed herself into one of the town’s leading ga-ga girls, picking up the personality Joan Crawford discarded when she became a lady.’


Bette bobbed and dyed her hair platinum (‘Which embarrasses me when I go home to Boston, because people in Boston don’t wear hair that color’), and bought some slinky clothes. She showed up at premieres and nightclubs, sometimes with eight escorts. Stopped twice for speeding, she narrowly escaped death when the engine of her car caught fire and she was trapped behind the wheel. She also learned how to smoke and talk dirty. ‘I felt so out of it, at nightclubs and things, I thought maybe if I started smoking I’d look sophisticated. So I started smoking. And then I decided I’d like to swear a little. So I became quite a bad swearer.’ ‘She had to unlearn everything that she had been taught was proper,’ said writer Franc Dillon. ‘She had to appear physically flamboyant in order to make her employers suspect she would have glamor on the screen.’


Warner’s, a studio known predominantly for its male-oriented gangster and crime pictures, went along with the new Bette. ‘They didn’t know what to do with strong women,’ said Joan Blondell. ‘We were used to being cast as the arm piece – the girlfriend, the showgirl, the moll – always as background interest for guys like Jimmy Cagney or Eddie Robinson. Then Bette came along and started yelling for equal time. She was the first one to take on Jack Warner. She had no fear.’ Warner, still smarting over the loss of Jean Harlow, who made Public Enemy for his studio and then skipped over to MGM to become a star, gave the executive order that Bette Davis was to receive the full blonde-bombshell treatment, Burbank economy style. She posed for studio stills, wearing backless gowns, skimpy playsuits, and in the obligatory swimsuit shots. Later, as first lady of the studio she would deny she had ever posed for cheesecake pictures, but Joan Blondell said, ‘Baloney! She did them. We all did them, and were damn glad to be asked. It wasn’t as if we ever showed anything; heck, we wore more in those so-called sexy beach photos than they do on Fifth Avenue today.’


With the publicity photos came the press releases, equally synthetic. ‘Bette Davis’ weight has been insured with Lloyd’s of London,’ said one bulletin. ‘Presently at 107 lbs., if she goes to 120 the insurance company will pay Warner Brothers thirty thousand dollars!’


A pressbook issued during this time gave the following ‘Portrait of Bette Davis’:




(1) She said she would never bleach her hair but she did.


(2) She can tell a woman’s age by her elbows.


(3) She is not interested in Mahatma Gandhi’s health.


(4) She loathes scented stationery and has never been to a pawn shop.


(5) She crawls over rather than under a fence, and completely bald men do not fascinate her.


(6) She follows famous murder cases closely and wouldn’t spank a baby if she had one.





The new tempestuous Bette was shown on the screen in 20,000 Years in Sing Sing, with Spencer Tracy. He was a gangster and she was his moll. ‘I was good as the moll,’ she said. In her memoirs, taking a second swipe at Joan Crawford, Bette described her next film – ‘A little gem called Parachute Jumper, opposite young Douglas Fairbanks, the Crown Prince of Hollywood, scion of Pickfair, and consort to MGM’s Princess Royal, Joan Crawford.’


In Parachute Jumper Bette had to learn how to type, chew gum, and ‘toss slang’ for the role of a nervy, gum-chewing secretary. ‘It is very difficult to talk while chewing gum,’ she said, but, according to a publicity release – ‘Succeed she did, and today she can hold her own with so seasoned an expert as Joan Blondell.’


Fairbanks, Jr., who had scored at Warner’s two years before in Little Caesar, had an unusual nonexclusive contract with the studio. His salary for Parachute Jumper was four thousand dollars a week (compared with Bette’s $750), and he was to receive top billing above the title, with Davis below in third place. ‘After the planes,’ she said.


She was looking forward to working with Fairbanks, however, if only ‘to razz him up a little’ about his choice in wives and his phony British accent. ‘He was still to become Great Britain’s last Earl,’ she said, ‘but he was already saying “profeel”, for one’s side view.’ Before she could dissect his dialect or his lovely wife Joan, Bette was stricken with appendicitis. The studio doctor decreed she could finish the picture so her scenes were rushed ahead, with the doctor, a nurse, and a publicist standing by. When the final sequence was shot, an ambulance was waiting to take her to the hospital, where the operation was performed successfully.


Parachute Jumper, released in January of 1933, was prominently reviewed by the respected critic, Cecilia Ager, although the tone of the notice devoted to the leading lady was somewhat discordant. ‘Bette Davis seems convinced she’s become quite a charmer,’ said Ager. ‘Slowly she raises her eyebrows to sear the hero with her devastating glances, then satisfied, she smiles a crooked little Mona Lisa smile. Unfortunately this procedure takes place while Miss Davis is wearing a curious pill-box hat that perches on her head at an angle slightly comic. The hat, and her own self-satisfaction, interfere with the effect.’


At Warner’s, in the interim, some good news had come for Bette. At the suggestion of executive, soon-to-depart, Darryl Zanuck, the actress was told that at last she would be given the station she craved. She would star alone, above the title, in her next picture, Ex-Lady.


‘Daring … provocative … a modern love story so frank, so outspoken – it tells of a new generation that laughs at wedding bells and yawns at bassinets,’ said the film’s ad logos.


Ex-Lady, co-authored by Robert Riskin, who would later write the scripts of It Happened One Night and Meet John Doe, explored a seemingly provocative topic for its day. It told of a woman, a beautiful, emancipated artist, who flouted convention by practicing an ‘open marriage’. ‘She wanted to wear a wedding ring … on certain nights.’ Certain to cause a sensation, this film could do for Bette Davis what Our Dancing Daughters and Red Headed Woman did for Joan Crawford and Jean Harlow. She would be dressed by Orry-Kelly and photographed by Tony Gaudio, and her leading man would be Gene Raymond, who had recently appeared in Red Dust at Metro.


Completed in twenty-seven days, a generous schedule for a Warner’s picture, Ex-Lady was edited while Davis was being photographed and interviewed for advance publicity. Adjusting to the theme of the film, the recently married Bette told interviewers that she didn’t wear a marriage ring and that freedom for both spouses was most important. ‘Married couples ought not to see each other in the morning until after breakfast,’ she said. ‘And it is absolutely essential that both husband and wife have close friends of the opposite sex.’ In late April 1933, the posters and ad logos for Ex-Lady were shipped to theaters. A NEW TYPE! A NEW STAR! A NEW HIT! the posters proclaimed. ‘As bewitching as Garbo – and as hard to explain,’ said one logo, while another gasped in bold print, ‘Lots of girls could love like she does – but how many would DARE!’


In New York, the day before Ex-Lady was to open at the Strand Theater there, the management respectfully advised that ‘those of our patrons who are over sixty NOT attend this picture of Today’s Youth.’ For extra hoopla, some elderly citizens were bussed in from the suburbs to picket the theater. Bette Davis, safe in her Manhattan hotel suite braced herself for the storm of controversy, and stardom, that would inevitably follow. But on the scheduled day, on the morn of the reviews and the hoped-for lurid coverage, when she gathered up all of the newspapers from her door, she found that each headline and photograph and entertainment section was devoted not to her but to Joan Crawford and the breakup of her marriage to her Prince, Douglas Fairbanks, Jr.


JOAN DIVORCES DOUG – Story Page 3,4,7,20


Special Photo Insert


On page 27 of The New York Times a very brief review of Bette Davis in Ex-Lady appeared. ‘Downright foolish,’ said the reviewer. ‘A minor battle of the sexes,’ said the Scripps News Service, which pulled a syndicated Sunday news feature on Bette, replacing it with one on Joan Crawford and the tragedy of her marital breakup. ‘It was bad timing for Bette,’ said Adela Rogers St. Johns, who wrote a series of articles on Joan’s popular divorce. ‘World War II could have broken out, yet everyone wanted to hear about Joan and Doug.’


‘There was an inordinate amount of publicity,’ said Doug Jr., agreeing that the brouhaha in retrospect was comparable with the breakup of Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton in later years.


‘I’m sick of it,’ said Davis, when she ran into St. Johns on Wilshire Boulevard a week later. ‘Day in, day out, that’s all we’re allowed to read about.’


‘Then in a low voice,’ said the reporter, ‘Bette whispered, “Adela, tell me. Who is Joan really sleeping with?” ’


THE TRUE STORY OF THE DIVORCE OF DOUG AND JOAN


‘Irreconcilable differences’ were of course the grounds given for the breakup of the storybook marriage of Joan and Doug. ‘It is impossible to put your finger on any one set of circumstances. They had simply gotten on each other’s nerves,’ said Crawford’s best friend, fan magazine reporter Katharine Albert. Certainly it was not because Joan was anything but the perfect wife. During the first year of their marriage she was a veritable hausfrau. ‘I cooked, cleaned, polished. I was the little wife who was always home washing and ironing his shirts,’ she said. ‘In her spare time, when there is such a time,’ said Doug in Vanity Fair in 1930, ‘Joan Fairbanks (is my bosom swelling) covers herself in yarn, threads and needles and proceeds to sew curtains and make various types of rugs. Entre nous, they are quite good.’


As their careers escalated, Doug persuaded Joan that they could afford a staff to cater to their household needs. This allowed the pair to partake of the social joys that came with being Hollywood’s Golden Couple. They learned French, posed for the famous Russian sculptor Troubetzkody, and were photographed by Steichen in rapt worship of each other on the beach at Malibu. Their dinner parties at home became the talk of many, including Doug’s Little Caesar co star, Edward G. Robinson. ‘I’ve never been at Buckingham Palace,’ said Robinson, ‘but I think the young Fairbankses had more service plates, rare wines, and rare lamb than their majesties.’ Edward G. adored Joan (and barely tolerated his Warners colleague Bette Davis), but questioned her practice of ending her lavish dinner parties promptly at 9:00 P.M., so that everyone could go home and be fresh for work the next morning. The host Doug Jr., at age twenty-one still robust and alert at that early hour, usually acceded to his wife’s demands. ‘I would call the Hollywood athletic club and ask for Miron to come and massage us to sleep by 9:30 P.M.,’ he said.


Along with being a good wife and a gracious hostess, Joan could also be called the perfect lady. Despite her previous expertise with rough language, as Mrs. Fairbanks the second she embraced a glossary of polite euphemisms. When she spoke of a couple sharing a bed, she no longer said they were ‘fucking’ or ‘making love’. ‘She would instead invariably say, “They went to heaven”,’ said Doug Jr. ‘And women’s breasts were her “ninny pies”.’


TROUBLE IN PARADISE


Doug also, lest we forget, launched his bride in society, making her a mainstay at the royal court of Pickfair. But it was her long days and nights as a lady-in-waiting at the manor that led to the first fracture in their marriage. When Joan, always a quick study, had acquired and assimilated all she needed to know about becoming a lady, she became increasingly bored with dinners at Pickfair. ‘The chit-chat at table was vapid,’ said Edward G. Robinson. ‘After dinner, while the men had cigars and brandies and spoke about politics, the ladies talked about the servant problems, the length of skirts, Bullocks Wilshire versus Magnins, and varieties of roses – whether or not the flowers in a garden should be all white or variegated.’ It was the ritual of weekends at the manor that eventually caused the opening rift between Joan and Doug. On Saturday and Sunday afternoons when they visited, it was the custom for Doug Sr. and Jr. to take off for a spot of tennis or golf at their club, leaving Joan alone in the main drawing room, knitting and crocheting, while Lady Mary remained upstairs in the main bedroom, napping. ‘One Sunday afternoon,’ said one source, ‘while Mary napped and the men played golf, a lonely Joan stood at the window, and realized it was Lucille LeSueur or Billie Cassin who was meekly waiting for her betters to drift in and toss her a few leftovers of love.’ Reverting to her former self, Joan said, ‘F— this.’ She set her jaw, went to the hall phone, and called for her own car.


Another item of dissension between the couples was the disparity in their careers. Equal when they married, Joan’s career escalated while Doug’s lagged behind, at a pace of his choosing. ‘Movies are not the end-all of life,’ he said, words of blasphemy to Joan. ‘Doug never had to fight his way up the way I had, and had no taste for it either,’ she stated. He lacked her discipline and could not understand why they had to be in bed at ten each night when she was working. The tension in their marriage increased when Joan was making Grand Hotel. Burdened with the double duty of playing Flaemmchen, her first serious role, and the strain of trying to derail the indomitable Garbo, Crawford would come home and yell at her ebullient and always cheerful husband. ‘Don’t talk to me,’ she would say, only to cry out minutes later, ‘For God’s sake, say something!’


She was ‘a creature of her mood,’ Doug wrote in Vanity Fair. ‘When she is depressed she falls into an all-consuming depth of melancholy, out of which it is practically impossible to recover her. At these times she has long crying spells. When it is over she is like a flower that has had a sprinkling of rain and then blossoms out in brighter colors.’


Doug also had his gloomy moments and neuroses, Joan claimed. ‘He might be painting. Suddenly he would think of a suit he hadn’t worn in two or three years. Everything would be dropped until I found the suit for him. If we couldn’t find it he would go into his closet and throw every suit out in the middle of the floor, until he found the one he wanted.’


While America wept, and sympathized with Joan or Doug, or both because they couldn’t make their fairy-tale marriage work, a few jaundiced members of the press and the Hollywood establishment, including Bette Davis, snorted ‘Bullsugar!’ The main reason for the split was the extracurricular hanky-panky the pair had been practicing for the last two years. ‘Chiseling with an extra girl, with whom he was seen motoring in broad daylight on Wilshire Boulevard,’ Doug was said to be busy on his own, while Joan carried on a lengthy torrid affair with MGM’s hottest new leading man, Clark Gable.






‘Yes, Clark and I had an affair, a glorious affair, and it went on a lot longer than anybody knows. He was a wonderful man. Very simple, pretty much the way he was painted … forever the virile, ballsy folk hero.’


Joan Crawford








‘Peasants by nature,’ she and Gable had a lot in common, said Joan. He was once called Billie (born William C. Gable). Both grew up poor, ignored and uneducated. Both became MGM stars, glamorous, popular, durable; with a shared compulsion about cleanliness. ‘He won’t take a bath because he can’t sit in water he’s sat in. He will only shower, and does so several times a day. His bed linens must be changed several times a day. He shaves under his arms. He is so immaculately groomed and dressed, you could eat off him,’ said author Lyn Tornabene.


Gable arrived in Hollywood in 1925, the same year as Crawford. They appeared as extras in The Merry Widow but never met. Handsome and ambitious, intent on getting launched in pictures, the actor it was said ‘accommodated anyone important who could help his career.’ Coached by Josephine Dillon, his first wife, and seventeen years his senior – Gable at twenty-four was hired to tour with the Louis MacLoon repertory company, which featured Pauline Frederick, age forty-four, who bought him ‘silk shirts and underwear, and paid to have his teeth fixed.’ In New York he met Ria Langham, a rich Texas woman, also forty-four, who bought him his first smoking jacket and silk pajamas. Sued by his first wife for desertion, Gable married Langham and the two returned to Hollywood where he opened in The Last Mile at the Belasco Theater on June 3, 1930. The good reviews brought him an agent, Minna Wallis. He auditioned at Warners for the second lead in Little Caesar, lost the role to Douglas Fairbanks, Jr. but was signed shortly thereafter to a one-year contract at MGM.
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