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Behind the effervescent, ever-cheerful image that Doris Day portrayed through dozens of classic Hollywood movies was an extraordinary story of private pain. Her dazzling smile hid a tormented personal life that included a disastrous marriage to a violent psychopath and a terrifying accident that nearly ended her life. And yet for generations of movie-goers Doris Day remained the embodiment of innocent beauty and apple-pie homeliness and even today she exerts a powerful fascination for millions of fans around the world.




Eric Braun, MA (Cantab.), is a theatre and film critic and show-business writer. After service in the Royal Artillery he began his career with Odeon cinemas before entering the film industry. He has written a biography of Deborah Kerr and three books with Beryl Reid.
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The road to Carmel and Doris Day was a circuitous one, via Scarsdale, New York, where I went to arrange details of a proposed biography of the late Joan Bennett, femme fatale of the famous Bennett family: actually the gentlest of the film-star daughters of Richard – Constance and Barbara were the others – she was so named because of some of the most prestigious roles she played on the screen. When the deal was finally set up with my publishers Weidenfeld & Nicolson, Joan and her husband, movie-drama critic David Wilde, on the verge of signing the contract, decided she was not well enough to go ahead with the interviews, and, in fact, she sadly died some months later. There I was with a deadline and no subject, when the publishers in London came forward with their most exciting project – Doris Day.
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Doug McClelland, American author of acclaimed biographies on Ronald Reagan, Susan Hayward and Eleanor Parker, among many others, turned over to me his comprehensive DD file and several most useful and rare photographs, besides keeping me posted with up-to-date clippings from across the Atlantic on the lady’s current activities. As always, the BFI and Spotlight, London, provided a mass of indispensable material during my months of research in their Archives, along with a wealth of photographs and useful addresses and contacts. Contacts, too and essential information came from author-journalist Hilton Tims of the Surrey Comet, ever helpful David Quinlan, Films Editor of the TV Times, my agent, Carolyn Whitaker, the BBC’s Lyn Fairhurst, writer-publicist Howard Elson, show-business writer and ballet expert Audrey Smith and my long-time friend and colleague Marjorie Cummins.


Martyn and Carol Daye at their headquarters at Ambleside in the Lake District made available their voluminous files on Doris Day and her life’s work, amassed during their years of running the Doris Day Society, with its magazine Simply Doris, while John Frye, another energetic member who works for the Film Section of the BBC at Ealing Studios, willingly and most helpfully lent me his definitive collection of Day videos.


Of Doris’s colleagues most valuable insights into working with her have been provided by Rosemary De Camp, Natasha Parry and Mamie Van Doren, while for their correspondence I am indebted to Doris Day’s PRO, Linda Dozoretz, James Garner, Howard Keel, Deborah Kerr, Virginia Mayo, Tony Randall, Ronald Reagan and Doris’s butler, or, as she calls him, ‘houseman’, Sydney Wood, Dagenham’s contribution to one of the original British Doris Day Fan Clubs.
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The timing of this revision to Eric Braun’s Doris Day biography (originally a top-ten bestseller) is not by chance, but its release coincides with the year that the unique, sparkling, ever-youthful Miss Day celebrates her 80th birthday.


Although the Doris of today is so far removed from her showbiz heyday of the ’Fifties and ’Sixties, she still remains that very vibrant and sunny character, much as people will remember her being during the career which is so well documented throughout Eric’s book. It’s just that her days of being in make-up, on film sets or at Columbia’s recording studios are now replaced with eventful days surrounded by and caring for her many four-legged friends, who live with her on her vast and picturesque estate in Carmel.


Her concerns are no longer learning lines or lyrics but lobbying tirelessly for the sake of suffering animals, defending their rights to the hilt (something she does out of sheer passion and sincere conviction).


She achieves this through her two animal charities, the Doris Day Animal League www.ddal.org and the Doris Day Animal Foundation www.ddaf.org for which she writes regular columns in their joint magazine Animal Guardian, spreading the word about the next topical crusade. Her efforts were even acknowledged by the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, which, in 1993, honoured her with their award for the Significant Contribution to the Welfare of Animals.


As people grow older their focus of attention tends to change, and for Doris it has meant that she has been happy to distance herself from the spotlight. Her publicist, almost as a matter of course, gracefully declines the many television and film requests which still find their way to her.


Since her last television interviews given to British chat-show hosts Gloria Hunniford and Des O’Connor in 1994, she has made but a few sporadic guest appearances on radio shows in the USA, a medium with which she still seems comfortable. A regular spot, for example, would be an annual telephone chat on her birthday with a Philadelphia radio DJ, answering questions submitted by ardent fans. This, however, could never come close to quenching the thirst music and film lovers worldwide still have for her.


This obvious void has been only partially filled by the constant flurry of activity from the many companies she worked with during her acting and singing days. Over the last decade alone nearly all of her studio albums have been digitally remastered and reissued on CD by Sony Music in England (something with which I have been involved), and more recently by Collectables in the USA. The same can also, thankfully, be said for most of her movie roles, which have found their way onto VHS format, and which are now gradually being reissued on DVD.


The truth is that none of this would be possible if Doris Day’s appeal hadn’t transcended generations – but it has! The perfect testimony to this was in 1998, when the American television network A&E Biography aired It’s Magic, their two-hour tribute to her life and career, which was an instant hit and their most successful until chat-show queen Oprah Winfrey was profiled.


Even Hollywood has begun to reflect on her legacy with cult film producer Baz Luhrmann having used her Latin song ‘Perhaps, Perhaps, Perhaps’ on the trendy soundtrack to his movie Strictly Ballroom. (Incidentally, this song was remixed in the spring of 2003 by a club DJ who works for independent dance label Pure Groove Music in London.) Furthermore, another Day recording, ‘High Hopes’, found its way in 1998 into the popular animated movie Antz, again raising her profile, this time for a younger audience. Most significantly, attempts have been made to resurrect the classic Hudson/Day genre of ‘comedy movie’, with the release in 2003 of the movie Down with Love starring Ewan McGregor and Renée Zellweger.


Bringing us up to date in 2004, Sony Music in England plan to salute her legacy of song by issuing a very special three-CD boxed set, embracing three themes which reflect her: soundtracks, golden greats and classic collaborations.


As for the future, Warner Brothers has just given its blessing to Broadway giant Randy Skinner, whose musical credits include 42nd Street and Rodgers and Hammerstein’s State Fair, to create and direct a new music and dance explosion of Calamity Jane. The musical, which was made famous by Doris in the 1953 film adaptation, was recently voted into the Top 25 of British television audiences’ 100 Greatest Musicals, proving the timing couldn’t be better for the stage version. Pierre Patrick, the associate producer, tells me it will have its New York Premiere in 2005, with a special benefit performance for Doris’s Animal League charity.


Rumours are also about town that some of today’s biggest and brightest stars are queuing to play Doris’s immortal role of Calamity, with a distinct possibility that the making of the show will become the subject of a hot new reality-TV programme in the USA.


For further up-to-date information concerning Doris Day, visit my tribute website at www.dorisdaytribute.com.


Stephen Munns





INTRODUCTION
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‘Desperately Seeking Doris . . .’


My first sight of Doris Day on screen was in the trailer for It’s Magic. I had read the enthusiastic blurb in Picturegoer, one of several movie magazines which proliferated at that time, and to which I occasionally contributed articles: ‘Dawn of a Bright New Day!’ was the headline, and one of the quotes from the new star which I found rather appealing was, ‘Are you afraid of the dark?’ ‘That depends who’s in it!’ she said. Nevertheless, I decided to give the film a miss: as assistant manager for Odeons on leaving the army, I had suffered from rather a surfeit of Grables, and this new girl, so pleasantly singing the title song up there, reminded me too much of Betty, all Technicolored platinum blonde, ruby lips and ribbons and bows – with just a dash of Frances Langford in the melodious voice. The plot, too – a poor working girl, decked out in expensive clothes, provided by someone else so she could impersonate a rich socialite enjoying a cruise on a luxury liner – hadn’t we been through something like that with Alice Faye, equally blonde and cuddly, in Weekend in Havana? So, no DD for the time being, although she was under contract to Warners and they had a good track record with glamorous women stars.


It was, indirectly, MGM, their greatest rivals among Hollywood studios, which provided the catalyst for my belated appreciation of Doris Day. In 1936 stage actress Gladys George had a stage hit called In Person, which Paramount purchased for Mae West: she made it over in her own highly inimitable way and it came to the screen under the title of Go West Young Man. Gladys George, deprived of her opportunity of piloting herself into screen stardom in her own vehicle, was offered a consolation prize as the lead in a Western-type role in a film called Valiant Is The Word For Carrie, and the result was an MGM contract, under which her first assignment was to star with Spencer Tracy, no less, in a World War One drama, They Gave Him A Gun, followed by the perennial Madame X in 1937. A crazy comedy, then all the go in film entertainment, Love Is A Headache with Franchot Tone followed, but Louis B. Mayer, the Czar of the MGM hierarchy, decided that, at thirty-eight, her blonde, hard-boiled image was not the stuff of which enduring stardom is made, and she was demoted to supporting Norma Shearer’s Marie Antoinette, as Madame Dubarry, on the receiving end of the Queen’s quip, obliged by the King to receive her hated rival at court, ‘Ah, Madame, even royalty enjoys an occasional roll in the gutter!’


From then on Gladys, much in demand for character parts, moved to Warners, where James Cagney died memorably in her arms in The Roaring ’Twenties in 1939. By 1951 she was cast to play Doris Day’s alcoholic ex-Broadway star mother in Lullaby Of Broadway, which I, as a confirmed Gladys George fan since Carrie, went to see on the strength of a trailer featuring her wonderfully hoarse rendering of ‘It’s Only A Shanty In Old Shanty Town’. From the moment of ‘daughter’ Doris’s entrance in top hat and tails, to sing ‘Just One Of Those Things’, that’s the way it was with me – I fell hook, line and sinker. From then on she joined my own charmed circle of hitherto exclusively Thirties top ten favourite cinema stars; Constance Bennett and sister Joan; Myrna Loy, Kay Francis, King Kong’s Fay Wray, our own Gracie Fields, Marlene Dietrich, Joan Crawford, Greta Garbo and, of course – Gladys George! From then on it was a case of move over, Garbo.


Lullaby Of Broadway was Doris’s eighth movie and from then on I quickly went in search for the missing seven, often cycling to the outskirts of London, and, on one memorable occasion, to Southsea, to catch up with the second, My Dream Is Yours, showing, uniquely, with Constance Bennett’s own production Smart Woman, with Brian Aherne, on a double bill. That was, indeed, a red-letter day in my filmgoing life, and a red-letter day in my literary life was when I was asked to write a new biography of Doris Day. Her following had remained vast and loyal since she withdrew from the roar of the crowd and the smell of the greasepaint, and a new BBC documentary at the beginning of the year had evoked tremendous response.


Almost a lifetime of following her movies and dreaming to her records formed a solid background to my research; seemingly all that remained was to write to the lady herself and ask if she could squeeze in the time to see me. My letter to Carmel was posted well before Christmas 1989: in the New Year I started exhaustive research in the British Film Institute Archives and waited. And waited. In May 1990 my letter was returned – not known! That was, in itself, a wry laugh. I was advised I had one letter wrong in the PO box number – through such tiny errors can kingdoms topple. However, I obtained the address of Doris’s Press Agent, Linda Dozoretz of McMullen and Dozoretz of Sunset Boulevard, Los Angeles, and readdressed the letter care of her. There was nothing for it but to carry on researching and wait. My friend, author-journalist Michael Thornton heard out my woes and went into a brown study. On 29 May there appeared an item in the Evening Standard’s London Life page – Mr Pepys’s Diary, headed ‘Desperately Seeking Doris’, accompanied by a glowing photograph of the lady of Carmel with one of her most adored pets, Biggest – so called because he was the largest, I believe. The story reported my perplexity and that of my dog Swanee, custodian of my Answerphone.


The next morning I had a call from a stranger in the Lake District – one Martyn Daye, head of the Doris Day Society. He and his wife Carol had just returned from a holiday with ‘Do Do’ – their pet name for her – in Carmel and happened upon Mr Pepys. We arranged that we would travel to their home in Ambleside to spend a few days exploring the labyrinthine archives of the Society, located in their house. The morning I left for the Lake District it arrived, a letter from Doris, posted in Carmel on 4 July. A letter of much warmth and charm, explaining that she was so busy with her animal rescue work, plus managing a very large home which formed the centre of her activities, with lots of her own pets so there would not be enough time to see me before the end of the year, but finishing, ‘Thank you very much for asking me and I shall sincerely look forward to meeting you one of these days. My warmest regards, Doris.’ She added a characteristic PS ‘I loved the photograph of Swanee and Fluffy. I have a dog named Buster who looks very much like Swanee and a cat named Punky who looks exactly like Fluffy. Aren’t they all wonderful!!!’


In the meantime, there were the rewarding trips to the Lake District and to other people associated with Doris, especially John Frye in Maidenhead, another bastion of the Doris Day Appreciation Society, who kindly provided virtually all the DD videos I did not already have – some twenty-eight packed into the panniers of my bicycle which gave up the ghost with a puncture in Windsor and led to a demeaning haul on the train home.


Of over thirty letters to associates who worked with Doris in her film days, there were a couple of surprising results. Virginia Mayo sent an attractive signed photograph of herself – and nothing else. After a visit to Richard Harris’s superb portrayal of Pirandello’s Henry IV at Wyndham’s Theatre, I sent a couple of letters to his dressing-room which evoked the remarkable response, via a young lady assistant, that he could only answer questions about working with Miss Day in the film Caprice with her written permission. To counterbalance these curious responses there was an immediate and most helpful reply from the delightful Rosemary De Camp, who twice ‘mothered’ Doris in the movies. Her testimonial is included in the section on By The Light Of The Silvery Moon and On Moonlight Bay; likewise the letter from Mamie Van Doren on the subject of Doris Day’s treatment of her in the film Teacher’s Pet. She also enclosed a photograph which showed she has changed little of her raunchy appeal since she was The Girl Who Invented Rock and Roll. To these ladies and everyone else who helped to shed light on the subject of our star I am deeply obliged.
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Renaissance, 1989


Saturday, 4 March 1989, marked an occasion for jubilation, not only for members of the flourishing and ubiquitous Doris Day Society, but for everyone in the British Isles with access to a television set. Everyone, that is, either mature enough to have grown up during the peak Day years for movies, from 1948–1968, or young enough in heart to recall what now seems to have been an age of innocence reflected in her early musicals which, although reflecting the then current need for escapism in the wake of World War Two, also mirrored the glamour of a Hollywood where boy not only met, and eventually won, girl, but girl became an overnight sensation. These situations, invariably derided as clichés, had, in fact, occurred in show-business circles at least as far back as the turn of the century, so this was the cinema holding up a rose-tinted mirror to life, a life transformed into instant sunshine by the Doris Day persona of the radiant ‘Girl Next Door’. Myrna Loy once said in a film ‘I think life should be more like the movies’; in a way it was, transmogrified into something shiny and bright, a sure-fire palliative for the world-weary audiences.


So, on this red – or should this be pink – letter day in 1989 BBC TV heralded a short season of Doris Day films with a brand-new documentary called I Don’t Even Like Apple Pie in which, interviewed by Christopher Frayling, she disposed of a few myths, confirmed a few others, and, with the help of film clips, illustrated the burgeoning of her fame and talents through three stages; the band singer into film star of It’s Magic (and it was) and sixteen other Warner Brothers productions, most, bar two dramas, with music and terpsichory; the independent star of top-grossing films which began with her great biographical musical, Love Me or Leave Me; and the final peak phase of popularity inaugurated by producer Ross Hunter with the sophisticated and glitzy comedy Pillow Talk with Rock Hudson, culminating in With Six You Get Eggroll in 1968. That, for the majority of British viewers, marked the last of Doris Day, film star: the five years of TV sit-coms, The Doris Day Show to which her late manager-husband Martin Melcher had committed her before his sudden death, although all were top-rated in the USA were, for some obscure reason, only minimally and regionally shown in Britain. Her talk show Doris Day’s Best Friends on Cable’s Christian Broadcast Network in 1985/6, was filmed around her home in Carmel, featuring her abiding concern and work her Pet Foundation, and although her friends included Rock Hudson in his last deeply disturbing appearance on television, the late Leslie Halliwell, responsible for hiring subjects for screening in Britain, told Martyn Daye, President of the Doris Day Society, that the quality of production did not warrant their purchase for showing in Britain.


I Don’t Even Like Apple Pie started with a clip from her third film It’s A Great Feeling in which nearly every star on the Warner roster puts in an appearance: Doris, as the studio commissary waitress Judy Adams, trembling on the brink of her big break, is nonetheless demonstrating the independent spirit which was to be the guiding force for most of her screen roles by declaring passionately ‘Maybe I can’t act and maybe I can’t sing, but I want to find out for myself, Mr Dennis Morgan, and, if you don’t mind I’ll buy my own ticket to the Hollywood Bowl!’ The camera then reveals today’s Doris, stating, ‘I wasn’t the typical glamour girl, and the ladies and the girls thought – if she can make it, so can I.’ She concedes, ‘Maybe they could’: more likely, maybe they couldn’t. Frayling, defining her as one of the most popular and influential movie stars of all time, points out that, despite the fact that in a twenty-year career of thirty-nine movies she played a wide range of parts, from musicals, thrillers and melodramas to sophisticated comedies, people still tend to remember her from that role created in her early films, that of the ‘All-American Girl Next Door’, the ‘Perpetual Virgin’ and ‘Miss Goody Twoshoes’, rather than the independent and resolute heroine she was, on film and in her life.


She denies categorically all those early tags and later protests she doesn’t even like apple pie – she prefers peaches! Be that as it may, she certainly glows with bonhomie (maybe bonnefemmie is more apposite) and what could well pass for perpetual youth. Good humour and spontaneity were what first endeared her to the public; as she sits in her chair by a window she appears relaxed in answering most of Christopher Frayling’s questions – the only time her sangfroid seems on the point of deserting her is over the question of Mamie Van Doren’s statements in her autobiography that Doris on the set of Teacher’s Pet behaved like a temperamental film star and would not speak to her. Momentarily the Day’s sunshine leaves her voice as she says, ‘She is not well. This lady is making that up, and that’s too bad. I feel sorry for her to say something like that. That is not true – I don’t behave like that!’ When her interlocutor goes on to muse whether the difference between the dumb blonde played by Van Doren and Doris as the career woman was done deliberately to point the difference between her role image and that played by such sex symbols as Monroe or Jayne Mansfield, the immediate reaction is ‘But I’m not either of them; I couldn’t possibly do that!’ But instantly the thunder-clouds disperse and with a laugh she says, ‘Well, maybe I could, maybe I could’, concluding cheerfully, ‘No – I don’t think so; you are what you are.’


She talked glowingly of some of her leading men, notably Rock Hudson, Clark Gable, Gordon MacRae and James Garner and the interview ends with her statement of her total dedication to the animals in her life, her sadness over the thousands of those put down daily by euthanasia, campaigning for universal sterilization of all but carefully chosen breed pets, over which President Reagan explained it would have to be a State law – and, ‘How do you go about that, Christopher? It’s so hard.’ So many people, she points out, work for the elderly and the children, not enough for the animals, which is what made her decide to go in that direction, although she does work for pets for the elderly – and loves children. She also loves people – especially animal people, but it’s the genus animalia which claims the major portion of her heart. Of her Pet Foundation she says, ‘If we find a dog on the street and it’s homeless, we take it in: we never put a dog down unless it’s very ill – we keep them as long as we have to. They have a right to live out their lives, because their lives aren’t that long anyway, so they go into the foster homes of which we have many wonderful ones in Los Angeles.’ She feels an empathy for the animals which impels her to do everything she can for them ‘until the day I die’.


Regarding ‘Que Sera Sera’, widely regarded as the theme song for her life, she defines her philosophy as, ‘the way we live our lives is what shapes our lives’. Her last words are directed to the people who through the years have written her letters saying that when they feel depressed her films have cheered them up. Tearfully she blows a kiss and says, ‘I really love them’. This is no actress-orientated ‘Farewell for now and ’till we meet again the number of my next record is …’: Doris Day is the most unactressy of stars; the truth of the emotion that shines through her work must account for her enduring popularity with all ages, classes and nationalities, so many years after her films were seen in the cinema. Television repeats and constant airings of her recordings – in Japan she has again become Number One in what used to be known as the Hit Parade – cannot entirely account for the ageless quality of her appeal, captured so poignantly in Christopher Frayling’s straight-to-the-heart documentary.


The quality of the work is all the more praiseworthy considering it was made, like his other interviews for television and radio with legendary film names, during his ‘free time’ – or research time – during his more than demanding full-time work as Professor of Cultural History at London’s Royal College of Art. The story behind the filming is as fascinating (at least to Doris Day fans, which must account for almost ‘Anyone Who had a Heart’, in the memorable words of Miss Cilla Black) as the finished product. I sought him out after class – the title ‘Teacher’s Pet’ leapt to mind, to be quelled instantly – to find out the whys and wherefores of the choice of Doris Day for an exercise which perhaps contributed to the renaissance of interest in her career and led to her leaving Carmel for the first time in years to receive her Hollywood Foreign Press Association’s Lifetime Achievement Award from Clint Eastwood at the Golden Globe Awards in Los Angeles, at which she proved as much of a showstopper as in her heyday – a heyday which seems to have clung obdurately to the star who insisted she never retired, just grew a bit tired.


Christopher Frayling explained the story behind the occasion. ‘Producer Margaret Sharp and I have made a series of programmes over the years structured around seasons of films on BBC Television and they depend very much on there being enough audience demand for a season of the films of … somebody, usually a director or a star. It transpired that the BBC at the time owned most of the greatest hits of Doris Day for transmission – not all, but most of them, and as we went through the lists of films there were two big omissions – Calamity Jane and The Man Who Knew Too Much, but they had all the rest of the big ones, like Love Me or Leave Me and Pillow Talk, so we decided there were quite enough to make up a season. One consideration here is that when you make a television documentary you can ‘quote’ short extracts from the films that are going to appear in the season. We thought, ‘Yes … Doris!’ The moment we talked to anybody about her they said, ‘My God, why hasn’t this been done before; she has a staggering following among television viewers.’ Whenever a Doris film appears on television she’s right there in the ‘Top Fifty’. There are certain films that if they are shown on television you know the whole world is going to watch – one of them is Dirty Harry with Clint Eastwood and another one is Calamity Jane – people love it – another favourite is Psycho, so there was much support for the idea.


Then I discovered that among my students on the Fashion Course at the Royal College who weren’t even born when Doris made her last film in 1967 were those who were designing clothes as neo-Doris Day, basically; Jean Louis-type gowns, only with an Eighties twist – tentlike constructions with hats and matching accessories – and ‘The Look’, three years ago was, or one of them was, definitely Doris Day. I went to talk to the students and said, ‘Who’s Doris Day? You’ve never seen her –’ ‘Oh, yes, we’ve seen videos, we’ve seen television; we’ve seen stills; we’ve got tapes …’ This was in 1987: there was an article in the Sunday Times fashion section with the headline, ‘This year the style is Doris Day’ which talked about how the London Art Schools were obsessed this year with the Fifties and Sixties Doris ‘Look’. Rather touching, because these were young people who were not born, as I said before, in 1968.


Putting the two factors together – the enthusiasm of anyone we spoke to about why hasn’t Doris been interviewed before? – and the knowledge that it wasn’t just an age thing, and it wouldn’t only be enjoyed by people over thirty, we thought it would make a really interesting programme. So Margaret wrote to Doris’s agent – I believe she got the details from the Appreciation Society’s Martyn Daye. A couple of months later we had a reply from the agent, polite but guarded, to the effect that she hasn’t appeared before the public for a long time, she’s no longer concerned with the film business, though she loves her fans: she thinks they’re very loyal, particularly in Europe. Indeed, she said to me after we had done the programme, how unbelievably constant her European fans are, compared with their American counterparts; here it’s a case of once a star, always a star, whereas in the States you’re only as good as your last film. For instance, in Italy there’s always a film being made with Jack Palance or Farley Granger in it – there they are still stars. Similarly Rita Hayworth’s last film actually to reach the screen before her tragic illness was made in Italy.


Margaret wrote back – we were getting quite good at this, because we’d approached one or two not entirely willing customers before, and survived to tell the tale after interviewing Woody Allen and Francis Ford Coppola, so, undaunted, we wrote again – and, eventually, she said ‘Yes,’ she’d love to do it. There were various changes of date, because, perhaps astrologically, like other great stars, notably Dietrich, she feels that certain moments are more appropriate than others for doing such things – Doris was born under the sign of Aries, so maybe there’s a clue to the way things turned out. I don’t know – all very Californian.


Finally it was agreed that we would film in the first week of January 1989, so off we went to stay at Doris’s hotel in Carmel – The Cypress Inn, with ‘Pets Welcome’. There’s a leaflet in every room, explaining how our little friends are very welcome to stay in the hotel: too many family holidays are spoiled when pets have to be put in catteries and kennels and so on. It had been settled that we would do the filming in the hotel – the Cypress Inn is situated in the centre of Carmel and this was at the time Clint Eastwood had just completed his term of office as Mayor so we were in ‘Clintville’, with all these yellowing posters saying, ‘Clintville by the Sea’. The hotel’s about a quarter of a mile away from the sea – a lovely beach, a lovely hotel; of which Doris is the co-owner. What a wonderful way to start the New Year. Doris preferred, perhaps for security reasons, not to be interviewed in her own home.


We had put together a crew: the cameraman was Dick Rawlings, and he was the man who shot – not Liberty Valance – but the man who shot Doris’s television shows in the late Sixties, so he knew Doris very well and I believe he was the one she approved from a list presented to her. Rawlings also won an award for his lighting camerawork on Dallas – in which he ‘heightened’ the look and colour and everyday life. It was felt that Doris would prefer someone she had worked with before and whom she trusted, and that was fine, making it easier all round for everybody. Dick is American – Margaret and I were the British contingent; she the producer-director, me the presenter-writer and interviewer, and the cameraman, sound crew and all the rest were to be Americans. The production manager who held it all together was a man called Bobbie Anderson: I got to know him quite well, because he co-ordinated the American side of the technical team, so he was the way to get to know the crew. He’d had a most interesting career – he played Jimmy Stewart as a child in It’s a Wonderful Life, directed by Frank Capra; in the first segment of the film there’s this little boy working in Gaver’s drugstore, Bedford Falls, and that was Bobbie Anderson, aged nought, the one who puts his hand on the old cigar lighter and says, ‘I wish I had a million dollars.’ He then had a career as a sidekick to the hero in ‘B’ Westerns for one of the poverty row studios in the late Forties: he’s in all the western encyclopaedias – I know, because I checked it out when I came home. He’s a hero among the ‘B’ Western buffs and goes to their conventions, where they’ve seen all his films. The sort of films which are now appearing in American cult video shops. Then he drifted into admin, as a lot of people do on the fringes of Hollywood, having obviously not made the transition into adult stardom.


We did not actually see any of the pets at The Cypress Inn, but there was a parrot in a cage just outside the main entrance squawking at everyone: whether he counted as ‘Pets Welcome’ or was a fixture of the inn or an extra in a private movie I’m not quite sure. I should have asked him. It was arranged that we should go up and see Doris on the evening before the interview, just Margaret and I, to have a drink at her home, with Dick Rawlings, and to talk through the interview. It’s always good to do that, because you get the agenda set and plan the set-ups, where the close-ups and medium shots will be and that sort of thing. Margaret and I had done a lot of research – I’d watched wall-to-wall Doris videos for about two months till my wife – sacrilege! – said, ‘If I see or hear another Doris Day movie I’ll scream.’ I’d got to know the complete works of Doris Day very well: the point is that with the more mature stars they do sometimes need their memory jogged, and you have to know immediately when they say, ‘Who was the man that directed So-and-So?’ – you jump in with David Butler, Jack Donohue, or whoever. It’s dreadful, if there’s a silence when that happens, but when you provide the clue or the keyword, suddenly we’re off. You have to know all the answers: I could have done Mastermind on Doris – I couldn’t now, but I could then.


Doris turned out to greet us on arrival just as one would have dreamed one’s favourite star would do. She looked stunning. There’s a kind of wooden stockade around her house which overlooks Carmel golf course, some greens of which she owns. We came through the stockade, which is rather like Fort Apache, to be confronted by this neo-colonial ranch house with neo-colonial additions (which it transpired were dog kennels) and there was Doris, dressed in pink, very excited to see us, with, ‘Come in and have a drink’. There were dogs, especially fluffy ones very much in evidence and she was enthusiastic over a photograph of my wife and myself in Ireland with some Golden Retrievers. ‘Lovely!’ – I was a dog person and had passed the crucial test.


We chatted through ‘the story’ and she was less interested in the questions about her film career than in talking about the Foundation. I was slightly worried – it’s rather like Marlon Brando: to get an interview with him you have to be committed to talking about the liberation of American Indians, but you don’t want the whole interview to be on that subject – we also want to hear about The Godfather. One reason Doris had agreed to do the interview was that we said we would talk about her work for the Doris Day Pet Foundation as part of the programme, and I was slightly concerned about how we would make the transition from canines to Hollywood. She really took off when talking about the Foundation: her face lit up, she became very animated and very sharp about all the different aspects of the Foundation’s work, like the lobbying office in Washington which lobbied her friend Ronald Reagan over legislation, the local office, which deal with strays – she doesn’t call them strays, she calls them orphans – and the various offices of the Foundation in Los Angeles. She talked about all these as though she were inspired, then when I mentioned the films she slightly glazed over and I felt a twinge of apprehension. Anyway, we had a nice gin and tonic and we all got on very well. She has created the interior design of her house, which fits her like a well-decorated glove – in all the Doris colours – beige and peach – and very open-plan, with a huge ranch-style living room: very much in keeping with the lady of the house.


We went back to town, where I met her assistant and butler Syd – Sydney Wood. His story is that, hailing from Dagenham, he was an official in the British branch of one of the Doris Day Fan Clubs, went over to the States on a ‘Meet Doris’ symposium – and stayed! It was so strange to be sitting in down-town Carmel drinking draught English bitter, discussing Doris with this man from Dagenham who was Doris’s butler, a sunnier version of Sunset Boulevard. I wanted to talk to him about the areas one should perhaps avoid and he said that one area in particular was the recently published Mamie Van Doren’s memoirs – a sore point because of her accusations of Doris being stand-offish on the set. I said I had to mention that because the book was then so topical, and it’s the perfect TV story, because you can show the clip from the movie of Doris, seated with Gable, glaring at Mamie as she bumps and grinds her way through ‘The Girl who Invented Rock and Roll’ in Teacher’s Pet. There weren’t really any other danger zones and Syd obviously knew everything there was to know about Doris in that respect. He lives in the gatehouse on the perimeters of the stockade and works in the main house during the day. He said she hasn’t been in direct contact with the film business for a very long while and is in some ways less interested in the gossip of Hollywood than a lot of film buffs are – but good luck all the same.


The next morning we set up the camera in a – peach again, Doris’s choice – room on the ground floor of the hotel: Dick Rawlings lit it very cleverly. We had a window open beside Doris, a bunch of flowers in a vase next to her, so we had side-lighting coming in from the window, which I love – Citizen Kane-style slats of light – and meanwhile he’d filled the room with light, so the whole room was suffused with a glow, which probably gives the lie to those stories about gauze over the lens. It’s more to do with generalized soft lighting than with synthetic tricks – certainly where Rawlings is concerned. He spread the soft lighting around, so there isn’t a sharpness, a kind of harsh beam which shows up people at their worst: anyone who has been lit badly on television knows this. Harsh lighting can add half a stone to your weight and make it look as though your eyes are disappearing through the back of your head. He placed the light very subtly, and I think that is the secret. Doris trusted him entirely as she does with anyone who is thoroughly professional at the job in hand, and especially anyone who has worked with her before.


Her son Terry Melcher, who is producer to the Beach Boys and helped to write some of their hits, arrived – ‘Christopher, I hear you are the new David Frost’ – later to be joined by his wife and son Ryan, and, because American crews tend to be rather larger than British ones, it was getting to be a little bit like the Marx Brothers in A Night At The Opera, where they open the door of the cabin and everyone falls out. It was a full room and because Doris hasn’t done this for a very long while, it was also tense, not because of anything she said, but she’s a lady in her sixties who hasn’t made a film for nearly twenty years – would she remember? – would I say the wrong thing? – would all the people in the room keep quiet? So I found it tense to start with – not as tense as our Woody Allen interview – but that’s another story.


I made the mistake of starting off with rather general questions, like the classic question about her going down in the history books as, ‘American as Apple Pie’ and I already knew the answer, because her book starts off by refuting all those tags and saying, ‘They really get on my nerves – I’m going to tell people what I’m actually like.’ It was too broad and abstract a question to start with – she was a bit thrown by it, I think, and I found the questions which were more precise, like, ‘What did you do then?’, ‘When did you audition?’ or, ‘What was it like on the set?’, she was very good, very sharp – on the questions about her craft – but broader questions like ‘What do you think about feminists who consider you a great role model?’ she wasn’t very happy with: it’s not her way of thinking. She’s a lady with her feet planted firmly on the ground: some of my early questions made it look as though I had mine planted equally firmly in the air! It wasn’t possible to plan exactly; we did not have a run-through as such. We chatted and got to know each other while they were setting up the lights, and decided that ‘on the air’ I would call her Doris and she would call me Christopher. I’m a great believer that in this sort of interview the audience is much more interested in the subject than they are in me, so, basically the camera should be on her for most of the time. Some presenters interpose themselves too much between the subject and the audience; we worked out when the moves would take place, where the camera would be, which films we would cover, which songs and so on. If I’d been from the British Film Institute Seventies-style I’d have started the intellectual ball rolling with some incomprehensible question about an obscure French philosopher, Roland Barthes, and she’d have clammed up immediately. I’d got the feeling that had happened once or twice in newspaper and magazine interviews when radical feminists had charged straight in like that and she had just changed the subject.


The moment I got onto the ‘story’ – growing up, her father as choir master, her relationship with her mother, who was obviously very ambitious on her behalf, her accident in her teens – with those sort of things, she was away and it was a joy to hear. To be honest, with a lot of these interviews, you enjoy the answers to at least half of the questions – word for word, sometimes – well before you start. You’ve read the book, you’ve seen the movies, you’ve read other interviews – but what’s lovely is when the subjects say something unexpected, where the story is slightly different, or where a memory comes into focus that you, or anyone else, come to that, haven’t seen in print before. That happened quite a few times during the interview and they were the best moments. She was very emotional throughout, which added to the tension in the room: characteristically as a repressed Englishman I’m not very good at what happens when people are over-demonstrative emotionally, especially in public. I’m sure Californians find this the most normal thing in the world – after all they’ve had a lot of practice with their analysts – but I do find it difficult. It’s a very sad fact that many of Doris’s leading men are no longer with us – Cary Grant, James Cagney, Rock Hudson, Gordon MacRae, Jack Carson and Clark Gable among them, and every time I mentioned them she would get very emotional at the memory – she was obviously aware of the passing of time.


I wanted, in as tasteful a way as possible, to ask her about her friend Rock Hudson – the public were naturally interested in her memories and feelings – and she handled the questions very well. There were a lot of tears, very few of them in the programme itself – except at the very end, when I thought it would make a nice coda and be rather sweet, that Doris would get very emotional about that public out there whom she really does adore. If you look closely at the continuity of the programme it’s the Case of the Disappearing Handkerchief: in some shots she has a Kleenex, in others she doesn’t. Only a really practised viewer would notice because the handkerchief is in her lap and the camera is usually on Doris’s face: but there are moments when ‘now you see it, now you don’t’. That was the one continuity error we could do nothing about. She would chat to Dick ‘Didn’t we have good times together?’, or her wardrobe lady from Warners, who was there in that Marx Brothers room. And she would cry. We thought, on the whole, that viewers would not be comfortable about this. Except that once. In a way, it showed how relaxed she was – and how well we were getting on together. That old word ‘rapport’ I suppose. In fact, after the interview was over – I was trying to look terribly English and wearing a blazer and a club tie, with blue handkerchief in the top pocket – she said, ‘You know, Christopher, there are times when you remind me distinctly of David Niven.’ I thought it was a terrific line and, needless to say, I told my students, who were singularly unimpressed – they considered David Niven to be, ‘a bit of a lounge lizard and a grade “A” chauvinist’.
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