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      INTRODUCTION

      INTRODUCED TO A MASS AUDIENCE AS AN ACTOR more than sixty years ago, James Stewart quickly found other, sometimes competing
         identities: as the Hollywood star, as the World War I hero, as the stalwart family man, and as a paradigm of the small town
         idealist who brings American simplicity and integrity to encrusted big-city cynics. Harry Truman said he would have made a
         perfect son, Natalie Wood said he would have made a perfect father, and Gloria Stewart said he did make a perfect husband. Depending on the thrust, over the years, of a particular magazine article or press release, we have
         had Stewart the actor presented as an extension of the private Stewart of Indiana, Pennsylvania; Beverly Hills, California;
         and several points in between, or the private Stewart of Indiana, Beverly Hills, and elsewhere portrayed as so suffusing his
         professional material as to suggest that maybe he never really acted at all. For many, Stewart the actor has often seemed
         like an afterthought; or, as one knee-jerk evaluation of his work would put it, “Oh, that’s Jimmy Stewart just being Jimmy
         Stewart.”
      

      There have been many accomplices to “Jimmy Stewart just being Jimmy Stewart.” To begin with, there is Stewart himself, who
         only sporadically has reared up against a confusion of his talent with his image and who even on those occasions has made
         it clear that he considers parent-of-the-year awards from Reader’s Digest as important as Oscars—and both of them less important than military honors or election to eldership in the Presbyterian
         church. His recitation of the benefits of growing up as the son of Alexander and Elizabeth Stewart, of working under the old
         Hollywood studio system, and of acting for Frank Capra, John Ford, and Alfred Hitchcock—recorded in thousands of newspaper
         interviews and public appearances—has taken on the predictability of a ritual. Asked directly about his acting technique,
         he usually has retreated behind a barricade of self-deprecation (though not without firing a shot or two back at acting schools
         and, more particularly, at disciples of the Method). Asked for his favorite motion-picture role, he invariably has cited the
         one—George Bailey in It’s A Wonderful Life—that, thanks to relentless television promotion every Christmas, has been reduced to a Hallmark greeting card character,
         making Stewart’s frequently dangerous performance something more observed than seen. His very survival as practically the
         last of the studio stars (once counted by MGM as outnumbering those in the heavens) has conferred on him an emblematic significance
         more conducive to appreciating movie history than the nuances and subtleties of living screen art.
      

      Caricature—well past a point of comic flattery and into another zone of bland reassurance—has long been a Stewart companion.
         Here again the actor has been no passive recipient of the obviousnesses of others; in fact, there is some evidence to indicate
         that after World War II, he himself gilded his natural stammerings and elliptical phrase-making as a commercial calculation,
         as a conscious attempt to help shape a persona that would prove attractive at the box office. However that might be, by the
         time he was fitfully wrapping his tongue around his jingles for Johnny Carson and the Tonight Show audience in the 1980s, Stewart had certainly become the most durable and accurate of the Jimmy Stewart impersonators. Those
         scores of flinty film performances without an er or a waal in them? They remained locked away in the basement of the Jimmy Stewart Institution; which is to say, locked behind our own
         selective memories. In some instances, the passing of years, when not decades, has provided us with a reasonable excuse for
         seeing only what we want to see; we can be forgiven, for example, for overlooking his reputation as a womanizer in the 1930s
         and 1940s (before he was hailed as a paragon of the family man), when his incessant prowlings began to worry even his closest
         male friends. Where other attitudes are concerned—say in the thought that this 1932 graduate of Princeton probably learned
         to read by memorizing the letters off the label of his bib overalls—we have unwittingly reflected an old MGM publicity slant
         where Ivy was never supposed to flourish near Innocence. But beyond such oversights are blindered perspectives explained less
         easily, where what might be folksy, shy, respectful, or trustworthy about Stewart personally has been projected into a broader cultural context that some of us might yearn to believe, but that many more of
         us mainly perceive as some comfortably removed relic of a quaint past. Either way, Stewart himself remains out of focus.
      

      Take a wider view of Stewart’s most parodied characteristic—his speech: specifically the notion that he has found speaking
         an arduous process, that his every syllable in front of a camera was produced by tapping his brain with a mallet. Once again,
         he has been the first to abet this impression through, among other things, his praise over the years for Hitchcock, Ford,
         George Stevens, and others as being “visual directors,” for never hesitating to discard reams of dialogue if that was what
         was required to make a picture work. The fact of the matter, of course, is that however visual they might have been, these
         directors helped to make Stewart the most voluble actor in American screen history. Nobody has ever been more deaf to John
         Wayne’s fabled advice to a rising actor to “talk low, talk slow, and don’t say too fucking much.” Where a Wayne grimaced,
         a Gary Cooper squinted, and a Clark Gable scowled, Stewart launched into a page-long monologue. Cary Grant considered it professional
         self-protection to have his characters’ exposition speeches broken up and reassigned to other actors so that his character
         would be free to dominate scenes through silent reaction shots; no such insecurity for Stewart. From Mr. Smith Goes to Washington to Anatomy of a Murder, from The Shop Around the Corner to Shenandoah, from Harvey to his Hawkins television series, Stewart has talked and talked and talked.
      

      He has talked off screen, too; and while it has been convenient for some admirers to slough off his glacially conservative
         opinions on the state of the nation and the human race as inevitable given his age, economic status, and military background,
         and expedient for others to embrace those views as imperative ingredients of patriotism, there has been nothing in the least
         abstract or bromidically idealistic about many of his pronouncements. More than fifteen years after the House Un-American
         Activities Committee had finished its worst work in Hollywood, Stewart could still tell an interviewer that Communists were
         holding sway in the motion-picture industry. Even before his stepson was killed in Vietnam, he could denounce antiwar protesters
         as traitors. The civil rights struggles might have happened on another planet, and, to judge from some of his comments, he
         might have preferred it if they had. At one time or another, he has descried television, long hair, and Jimmy Carter as undermining the American social fabric. At the very least, in other words, Stewart has felt less than responsible
         to the twenty-four-hour-a-day benevolent geniality the image-mongers have laden him with.
      

      The development of “Jimmy Stewart just being Jimmy Stewart” has also taken place on a whirligig of ironies and contradictions.
         The midcentury studios that he always has admired for their organization and what he termed their “passion for movie making,”
         for instance, didn’t have the faintest idea for years about how to market Stewart, and it ultimately fell to contracted directors
         and two actresses rather than moguls who liked to think of themselves as star makers to give him his footing as a screen personality.
         It was his closest friend, Henry Fonda, who continually called into question the sophisticated labor behind his craft with
         the backhanded compliment that he was simply a “natural” actor (an assertion that Stewart resented more deeply every time
         he read it). His genuine aversion to speaking about, let alone exploiting, his war record for career ends reinforced traits
         of aloofness and secretiveness that would figure prominently in his subsequent (and best) work but never really become part
         of the accepted persona of the endearing yet quietly righteous, purposeful Stewart. And while that persona might have been
         built up over a couple of generations of motion pictures and attendant print and radio publicity, it owed its final solidification
         to the television medium that he always distrusted—to appearances with Jack Benny and on variety shows, to a flop of a comedy
         series, and to the Hawkins mysteries that were only marginally more successful. Even those too young to understand or care about images gratifying to
         their parents registered the image of a self-lampooning Stewart that channel-surfing washed into their bedrooms.
      

      In the end, however, no matter how they have been nurtured and consolidated over the years, no matter how many presidents
         of the United States thought of him as a son and how many actresses fantasized about him as a father, the various presumptions
         animating “Jimmy Stewart just being Jimmy Stewart” don’t stand a chance. Stewart is not Will Rogers—dependent on a few preserved
         quips, old films, and tinnily recorded radio broadcasts for living forever as a lariat-twirler who never met a man he didn’t
         like. Nor is he Abraham Lincoln, to be referred to opportunistically whenever extra inspiration is needed for dressing up
         some partisan political program as fundamental cultural instinct. Least of all is he George Bailey, Jefferson Smith, Elwood P. Dowd, or any of the other individual characters that he has played.
         In the long run the entire body of James Stewart’s work—beginning with a Princeton theatrical in the 1930s and extending through
         to an animated cartoon in the 1990s—will have none of that. What he has done, especially in film, is just too available in
         all its variety to remain a perpetual shadow to what Stewart is supposed to be or what we want him to represent to us.
      

      In black and white, in Technicolor, or in the colorization process that he is on record as despising, Stewart’s motion-picture
         work encompasses a vast emotional and intellectual territory that few other actors have dared enter, let alone negotiate successfully.
         If comparisons of the kind always smack of the artificial, it is nevertheless still arguable that no other U.S. screen performer—and
         certainly none of the stars from the big studio era, male or female—has shown as much range or delved into as many emotional
         nooks and crannies. As inflated as this claim might sound to those who identify him strictly with Capra or a succession of
         biographical roles in the 1940s and 1950s that seem to add up to merely “a nice guy pitching for the Chicago White Sox,” “a
         nice guy playing the trombone,” and “a nice guy flying solo across the Atlantic,” Stewart’s filmography would argue the case.
         In five westerns directed by Anthony Mann (Winchester ’73, Bend of the River, The Naked Spur, The Far Country, and The Man from Laramie), the actor not only took on embittered, disillusioned characters bent on wreaking vengeance against brothers and best friends,
         but along the way became synonymous with a new standard of graphic film violence. In four films for Hitchcock, he abandoned
         even the ugly visceral justifications of Mann’s action heroes to portray people either ambiguously cold and clinical (Rope and Rear Window), manipulative (The Man Who Knew Too Much), or obsessive (Vertigo). For Ford, he was the cynic in Two Rode Together and the phony in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance; for Otto Preminger, he was canniness incarnate in Anatomy of a Murder; for Robert Aldrich, he was jealous obstinacy in The Flight of the Phoenix. All those memories of Stewart characters getting tipsy by the pool or holding leaking babies notwithstanding, in the 1950s—the
         decade of his greatest commercial success—he didn’t make a single comedy. He wasn’t heard to say shucks in local theaters too often, either.
      

      As wide ranging as Stewart’s roles have been, they would be little more than memorials to misguided ambition if he had not
         delivered on them. But for the most part he did, and then some, generally coming off worst in work that required minimal enterprise from
         him, which effectively demanded only that “Jimmy Stewart be Jimmy Stewart.” For Ford, the key to his range was in the fact
         that, as the actor himself always insisted, he “worked at his trade.” In the words of the director: “Wayne, Cooper, and Gable
         are what you call natural actors. They’re the same off the screen as they are playing a part. Stewart isn’t like that. … He
         studied acting and transformed himself, very deliberately, into whatever he was doing. He was good in anything.” Without subscribing
         to that last blanket statement, film critic Andrew Sarris has concluded that Stewart’s work in such a broad range of parts
         entitles him to recognition as “the most complete actor-personality in the American cinema.” In an essay written in the early
         1970s, Sarris observed among other things that Stewart “never really let down even in bad movies, and this unrelenting professionalism
         and tenacity are qualities often lacking in even the greatest stage actors when they venture into the relatively fragmented
         screen.”
      

      The most common description of Stewart’s talent by fellow performers, directors, and critics has invoked his honesty or sincerity; everyone from Katharine Hepburn and Joan Fontaine to Ben Johnson and Ben Gazzara has used one or the other term. George
         Stevens reached for another synonym when, asked once to evaluate the actor during the shooting of Vivacious Lady, he replied: “To overcome disbelief is the most difficult thing to do in pictures. And Jimmy, with this extraordinary earnestness
         that he has, just walks in and extinguishes disbelief.” For Shelley Winters this translates as “he never did a phony take.”
         Jack Lemmon differs only in emphasis: “The thing you get with Stewart, like maybe before you got from Spencer Tracy and Robert
         Donat, is that they never give a sense of the film take. What you see coming off the screen is fresh, real, immediate. Maybe
         they were working at it for the entire day, a hundred times over, or maybe it really was the first go-round. Doesn’t make
         a difference. Either way, they’re as honest and direct about it as if they’d done it on some saintly inspiration the first
         time.” Capra, who never needed much prodding to claim his favorite leading man as “probably the best actor who’s ever hit
         the screen,” summed it up as: “There is bad acting and good acting, fine performances and occasionally great performances,
         but there is a higher level than great performances in acting. A level where there is only a real, live person on the screen. A person audiences care about immediately. There are only a few actors—very few—capable of achieving
         this level of an actor’s art, and Jimmy Stewart is one of them.”
      

      The esteem for the impact of Stewart’s work, however, still sheds little light on its sources, triggers, or techniques. In
         one of his forays against the assertion that he has always been an instinctual actor who needs only to memorize lines and
         await a director’s call for action to acquit a role, Stewart noted that “there is nothing less natural in the world than to
         stand out there in front of dozens of people on a sound stage with all those lights and big cameras and equipment surrounding
         you and to carry on a scene with somebody as though you’re completely alone.” Or again: “An actor is always sort of traveling
         a road—from being who he is to being the character he’s doing.” And the conveyance used for getting from one point to the
         other? “Imagination.”
      

      As a shorthand answer, it is hard to better imagination. But that also begs almost as many questions as it resolves, especially within the polarized views with which acting approaches
         have been debated in this century since Konstantin Stanislavsky exported his first Moscow Art Theater students to the United
         States and the big Hollywood studios went into the business of creating stars. Stewart himself has usually declined to see
         any problem. “I am James Stewart playing James Stewart,” he has said with the kind of self-obvious tone that has encouraged
         the perception of the so-called natural actor. “I couldn’t mess around with characterizations. I play variations on myself.”
         In the same vein, he has tapped for years the story of a reporter who once reputedly accosted Spencer Tracy to ask him why
         he was “always doing Spencer Tracy.” In the Stewart telling (sometimes with other names in the punchline), Tracy shot back:
         “Who the hell am I supposed to do—Cagney?”
      

      The more aggressive implication here is that the Hollywood stars of yore, whatever the given roles they have played, remained
         the box-office personalities the studios were banking on. But in Stewart’s allusion to “characterizations” (and in his Tracy
         anecdote) there is also the suggestion that other performers have had the desire, necessity, and/or training to become their characters in some way that he (and Tracy) did not. It is a distinction that has been accepted as fundamental for some
         time—the line of demarcation established not only by acting methods stressing the need for some total psychic submersion into
         the character on the page, but also by Hollywood in its traditional separation of stars and “character actors.” As a conspicuous beneficiary of this latter division, especially, it should not come as a surprise
         that Stewart has endorsed its premise. But exactly how real such a division has been beyond the academic rationalizations
         of the acting schools and the economic priorities of motion-picture companies, and how helpful it is for glimpsing the springs
         and calculations behind his specific talent, is another question.
      

      Stewart has layered the problem further with a decidedly ambivalent attitude toward the capability that he calls his imagination.
         Whatever it actually consists of, he has told a number of interviewers, it should be held in check, when not stifled altogether,
         in nonacting situations. This is particularly so, he has said, in life-and-death contexts, such as those presented in the
         military; or, in his warning: “Imagination can be a soldier’s worst enemy.” When he has expounded on this idea, Stewart has
         made it clear that he is not using imagination solely in the sense of fantasy, daydream, or reverie, but in all its connotations
         and originality as well. It is also within this framework, he has intimated on more than one occasion, that the multidecorated
         World War II bomber pilot almost always turned down parts casting him as a fighting man in uniform, including those in star-studded
         spectaculars of Midway and Longest Day stripe that offered big money for an in-and-out cameo appearance. “They’re just hardly ever the way it really is,” he has
         said of Hollywood war pictures.
      

      Stewart’s aversion to being part of a screen fictionalization of war has not extended to other areas where a role of his might
         be construed as having reflected on some personal experience or deeply held belief. In the 1950s, for example, he lent his
         presence to two blatantly propagandistic projects conceived in Washington and carried to term in Hollywood—Strategic Air Command and The FBI Story. Aside from promoting the personality cults of General Curtis LeMay and J. Edgar Hoover, respectively, the films were in
         tune with Stewart’s views on the Cold War threat posed by Communism and with his championing of two institutions he regarded
         as vital defenses against the Soviet Union. Similarly, he got involved in a trio of comedies for 20th Century-Fox in the 1960s
         with the avowed purpose of refocusing attention on what he called “traditional family values.” None of the five films excited
         a particularly flexible performance from him; in fact, his work in all of them seems to have been undertaken when he was more
         concerned with keeping a rein on his imagination than with using it to travel the road from James Stewart to a character, when he was willing
         to settle for “Jimmy Stewart just being Jimmy Stewart.”
      

      One of the trademarks of a working Stewart at ease with his imagination has been the high emotionality of his characters.
         As a film historian, James Naremore, has observed: “He was the most emotional leading man to emerge from the studio system—perhaps
         the only one who could regularly cry on the screen without losing the sympathy of the audience.” For film analyst Kathleen
         Murphy, Stewart’s persuasiveness in crying has been merely the most obvious of the emotional weapons in his arsenal; “few
         actors have ever matched Stewart’s ability to project flat-out enthusiasm for the fall into love,” Murphy has noted, citing
         another example. And another film critic, Dennis Bingham, has made the point that “just as few actors fall in love as wholly
         as Stewart, few actors faint as gloriously as he does. … [His] lips quiver, his head and shoulders waver, the hand limply
         reaches for the mouth, and his eyes roll to the top of their sockets just before falling shut.” For his part, actor-director
         Clint Eastwood has admitted to having been affected in particular by the emotional Stewart in the westerns of Anthony Mann
         in the 1950s. “He had a great way with violence,” Eastwood has said. “Most people don’t realize that about him, but when he
         was mad about something, when he had been wronged in a film, when he showed anger, it was much more intense than in most actors.
         He could be extremely volatile. When he snapped, the danger came on very strong.”
      

      Stewart himself has often sounded proud of the emotional immediacy of his best roles, and to a frequent question about the
         one trait that makes a scripted character appealing to him, has always replied “vulnerability.” What Stewart has taken for
         vulnerability, however, has rarely been taken as just that by the attitudes—hostile, sympathetic, or ignorant as they might
         be—informing the stories in which he has given vent to his emotions. In fact, no other actor in so many roles has inspired
         so many characters sharing the screen with him to accuse him of being “crazy” or “nuts.” Several times, Stewart’s characters
         themselves have broached the possibility that they were more pathological than emotional—most despairingly in Jefferson Smith’s
         challenge to be adjudged “dead right or crazy,” most self-absorbedly in the eccentric aviation scientist’s warnings of disaster
         in No Highway in the Sky, most guiltily in the bounty hunter’s corpse-dragging in The Naked Spur. Maintaining the courage of one’s convictions—an idealistic goal—hasn’t always been an attenuating circumstance, either, as
         the manic characters in Hitchcock and Mann pictures in particular have served to attest. If critic Tom Shales could detect
         in some Stewart characters “a spirit of abiding sanity even when the sanity was camouflaged under the trappings of a nut,”
         the proposition is no less true stated in reverse.
      

      Even without insinuating mania, the naked emotional charge in Stewart’s most accomplished performances has frequently triggered
         odd responses. Whether meant as positive appreciations, as criticisms of his limitations, or merely as self-serving justifications
         for the academic disciplines of given researchers, many overviews of the actor’s work have zeroed in on the emotionalism as
         evidence of a feminine quality that is assumed to be extraordinary in itself. In the eyes of fellow actor Richard Dreyfuss,
         for example, Stewart has been nothing short of “a feminine hero.” One popular film reference work claims that Stewart stands
         in contrast to other leading men of his era because “while his rivals played with masculine understatement, [he] mirrored
         the vital excesses of those most American of rising actresses—Crawford, Davis, Hepburn.” An even denser evaluation of his
         collaboration with Capra, and particularly on It’s a Wonderful Life, concludes that “the Italian-Catholic Capra puts his protagonist through a secularized Christian ritual of castration and
         suffering that does not break violently with Stewart’s prewar image, but does derive from the persona’s ‘femininity.’”
      

      Psychiatricentric banalities of the kind have colored evaluations of Stewart’s work for some time. If they managed to illuminate
         anything at all, it has been the dubious truths that masculinity equals the spare, the laconic, and the inscrutable, that
         an average Stewart character’s loquaciousness is encountered away from the screen most frequently at a party of prattling
         women, and that any male actor who put himself into the hands of Frank Capra had to be crazy and nuts. In the meantime, these disquisitions have had no time for the chief complement to the strong emotionality of a Stewart
         performance: the actor’s pronounced physicality. Unlike the Waynes and Coopers who, for example, could seem at ease with their
         height even when their heads grazed the ceiling beams of sets, the equally tall Stewart rarely let an audience forget that
         he had a body problem. He was too skinny. He was too awkward. He was bent over. His ears flopped. His lips were too large.
         His hair was cut wrong. He had a pondful of frogs in his throat. His knees rose to his chin whenever he sat down. And his hands, especially his hands. They were forever fumbling with something or drawing arcs in the
         air or erecting steeples of fingers or trying to find some pocket to disappear into. They plied trombones, accordions, pianos,
         guns, and reins, and still couldn’t be quieted.
      

      But the physicality of Stewart’s performances has gone well beyond that pertaining to his own person. With a thoroughness
         normally associated with a Robert De Niro or a Dustin Hoffman, he has been exhaustive about ensuring that the physical objects
         or motions of a given character’s world were as accurate as possible, even when directors, producers, and technical consultants
         did not think his efforts necessary. Forty years before De Niro hazarded precipitous weight gains and losses to portray Jake
         LaMotta, Stewart had a painful chemical solution applied to his throat so that Jefferson Smith knew what suffering was all
         about while filibustering on the Senate floor. He refused to go before the camera as Monty Stratton before he had pitched
         off a mound for weeks under the tutelage of the Chicago hurler, or as the vengeful marksman in Winchester ’73 before he had mastered the weapon with an expert from the rifle company, or as Glenn Miller before he had learned all slide
         positions for trombone notes that were going to be dubbed by professional musicians anyway. In what he had counted on as his
         equivalent of Fonda’s valedictory performance in On Golden Pond, in the star-crossed cable-TV movie Right of Way, he waved off the idea of faking a scene in which he was asked to eat cat food, even though he regurgitated after every one
         of numerous takes. On one level, of course, such immersions into a part invite the noted Laurence Olivier line to Hoffman
         after the latter had twisted himself into a knot over the motivations of his character in Marathon Man: “Dear boy, why don’t you just act?” On another level, however, the attention to such detail reflects the need for some actors—and Stewart has certainly been
         one of them—to inhabit their roles as just one element of an entire, plausible world that has been created by a screenplay
         and that, to be immediate and authoritative to them, cannot exist only in their imaginations.
      

      Not all of Stewart’s film characters have consisted in equal parts of volubility, emotional vulnerability, and conspicuous
         physicality. But enough of them have for one to be struck by the difference between this combination and the blend of hesitant
         articulateness, venerable drollery, and tightly wound courtesy that has characterized his nonperforming public appearances, particularly in his later years. Even more noteworthy, there would appear to be little in his biographical
         dossier to prepare us for the intensity of his work. He grew up in a western Pennsylvania town where his parents not only
         provided a model for solid domesticity, but also consciously encouraged his personal sense of adventure and creativity. He
         went to the best high school and prep school then available, where he was an also-ran academically but where he engaged in
         a routine variety of extracurricular activities. He went to Princeton for four years, impressing some classmates as personable,
         others as humorous, but none as the student destined to be the most famous alumnus at future reunions. Between semesters he
         went home to work either in his father’s hardware store or at temporary manual jobs. He was handed some things, told to earn
         others, and didn’t find one circumstance stranger than the other. Within his family there were no Eugene O’Neill terrors;
         within his early circles no Tennessee Williams violences.
      

      There was a similar unexceptional pattern to his professional progress. While awaiting graduation at Princeton, he was asked
         to join a theater company on Cape Cod, so he joined. He was asked to accompany one of the Cape Cod productions to Broadway,
         so he accompanied it. He was asked to take a screen test for MGM, so he took it. He was asked to go to Hollywood, so he went.
         He did small roles because his contract said he was obliged to, then did bigger and bigger ones. He has never been insincere
         in referring to his climb as a “lucky accident,” but on the other hand has also pointed out that he was scrupulous about maintaining
         a balance between what had been handed to him and what he had earned by exploiting whatever opportunity arose—by working,
         studying, promoting, and then starting all over again. He has expressed bafflement that anybody would see anything special
         in that.
      

      Stewart has also done considerable walking between the raindrops. He arrived in Hollywood after the cresting of the fierce
         labor war that established the Screen Actors Guild and similar talent unions, so did not have to adopt an antagonistic attitude
         toward his employers. When he did challenge MGM over the film industry’s equivalent of the baseball reserve clause, he was
         already a well-publicized war hero and the studios were terrified of making a move that would play into the hands of congressmen
         bent on cutting Hollywood down to size. He counted as his closest friends fellow professionals (Fonda, actress Margaret Sullavan,
         agent-producer Leland Hayward, most prominently) who had hellish private lives, keeping them on a rondo of internecine affairs
         and ultimately yielding up more than one suicide, but he mainly could think of them in gratitude for how they helped him in
         Falmouth, Manhattan, or Los Angeles. The women with whom he was involved for extended periods in the 1930s and 1940s—among
         them, actresses Ginger Rogers and Olivia de Havilland and singer Dinah Shore—did anything but linger once the relationship
         called for more from him than a capacity for a good time. At first glance, in fact, Stewart’s two greatest emotional challenges
         offscreen would seem to have come through the military—in his own perilous bombing missions over Germany during World War
         II, when he was already well into his thirties and had such signal films as Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and The Philadelphia Story behind him, and in the death of his stepson Ronald McLean in Vietnam in June of 1969, when he was already more than sixty
         and had practically his whole motion-picture career behind him.
      

      None of this offers aid and comfort to those seeking a mechanical correspondence between a traumatic cause and a subliminal
         effect. Even Stewart’s undeniably more profound sense of anguish in the parts he played after the war does not eradicate the
         persuasiveness of the similar notes he sounded before being exposed to daily life-or-death situations in the skies over Bremen
         and Brunswick. So where exactly did this passion—and the adroitness to shape it and direct it—come from? Where did Stewart
         find the resources for becoming, in the opinion of veteran actor Nehemiah Persoff, “a classic example of the actor who’s never
         satisfied with less than the whole truth of the character?”
      

      There are clues.

      James Stewart’s acting prowess is not the only quality that has made an impression on his professional colleagues over his
         career; almost every one of them will also mention a behavioral correctness that extends from basic politeness to an old-world
         courtliness to unsolicited generosity. More than Mary Chase ever knew when she was writing the dialogue for Harvey, Stewart understood Elwood P. Dowd’s philosophical outlook that “in this world you must be oh so smart or oh so pleasant.
         For years I was smart, now I recommend pleasant.” The actor’s daughter Kelly recalls the evening before she and her twin sister
         Judy were to go off to college when Stewart summoned them down to the living room. While the girls squirmed in dread of having
         to hear some last-minute paternal advice about sex, Stewart hemmed and hawed unintelligibly for a few moments, then blurted out that the two of them should “just remember
         always to be nice to people”; with that, he bade them goodnight.
      

      Stewart’s refusal to second-guess career mistakes has become legendary; for the most part, he has written off film debacles
         or trying costars with some variation on “Waal, I suppose that didn’t work out the way we all hoped it would.” Performers
         or directors who have driven him to distraction are generally described as “lively” or “fascinating,” while cutthroat studio
         bosses usually come in for no worse a judgment than “hard-nosed.” In the particular case of Bette Davis, more responsible
         than anyone for undercutting the impact of his performance in the cable-TV film Right of Way, he has for years excused her manipulative behavior on the set with the story that she was “feeling under the weather” at
         the time, while in reality the actress was in good health, subject to a series of ailments only months later.
      

      But courteous as he has been to others, Stewart also expected to receive the same courtesy in return, not showing too much
         tolerance for those who, in his eyes at least, abused the exchange. This has been markedly so of his working relations, where
         he always has brought along his articulated manual of the Dos and Don’ts of being “professional.” One victim of these standards
         was an assistant director up for that slot on The Jimmy Stewart Show in the early 1970s. Stewart, who had a big say in hirings for the show, turned him down because a couple of years before,
         while working together on a motion picture, the assistant director had given him a 7:30 AM location call and the actor had had to stand around a couple of hours before he really was needed. As Hal Kanter, the producer-director
         of The Jimmy Stewart Show, puts it: “With Jimmy a 7:30 call means only one thing—he starts work at 7:30. Not at 7:35 or 7:45, at 7:30. Anything else
         is ‘unprofessional’ to him. Maybe it wasn’t the guy’s fault that Jimmy had to stand around there waiting to start work. He
         was just doing what he had been told. But as far as Stewart is concerned, everybody has to be responsible for his own job.”
      

      Sometimes Stewart’s instinct for tact and his contempt for a lack of professionalism have ended up on a collision course,
         prompting a bizarre compromise. Mayf Nutter, the singer-actor who was a semiregular on the Hawkins television series in the mid-1970s, recalls a situation when Stewart’s roundabout way of dealing with ticklish problems had all but convinced him that he was going to be fired from the program.
      

      

         We had this sequence in an airplane cabin—me, Jimmy, and the weekly guest star. I had a pretty long monologue—Jimmy and I
            always had pretty long monologues on that show—and the guest star was throwing in a line every so often. We were shooting me and
            the guest star from over Jimmy’s shoulder so that he was standing next to the camera. Well, I’m going through my monologue
            and I keep getting odd facial expressions from Jimmy. He’s trying to tell me that I’m doing something wrong, but whatever
            it is, I don’t get it. I just go on with my speech, and the guest star does his thing. I started getting very nervous seeing
            these faces Jimmy was making at me. Finally, Jimmy does something very rare for him—he asks the director to break for a few
            minutes while he talks to me. The director agrees, and Jimmy waves for me to follow him down to his trailer at the other end
            of the studio.
         

         We get to his trailer, and suddenly he starts to talk about Africa, about his daughter Kelly being an anthropologist and how
            great she is working around gorillas. By this time I figure it’s over: whatever I’ve done, it’s fatal enough to get me thrown
            off the show.
         

         Then, finally, he looks at his watch. Forty-five minutes have passed since we’ve walked away from the set. “Well, do you think
            that son of a bitch has learned his lines yet?” he asks. It wasn’t me he wanted to strangle, it was the guest star! “You and
            I have to memorize the damn telephone directory for every show,” he says to me, looking madder than I’d ever imagine he could
            be. “Meantime, they’re paying a ton of money to that guy out there to parachute in here for a couple of days, do a couple
            of scenes, and he doesn’t even have the courtesy to be prepared for that little effort when he comes on the set!”
         

         And of course, by the time we get back to the set, the guest star has used the break to master the lines he’d been messing
            up. The scene went off without a hitch. Jimmy never said a word to the actor. I don’t think the guy knows to this day why
            we walked off the set.
         

      



      People who have jobs should do them properly; and that includes James Stewart. Harry Morgan, who appeared with him in half
         a dozen pictures in the 1950s and 1960s, recalls a similar incident during the shooting of Bend of the River:
      

      

         Jimmy was together with Tony Mann as director and Aaron Rosenberg as producer for a string of movies at Universal. He wasn’t
            the producer, but he wasn’t just contracted talent, either. He had a hefty percentage deal, so that gave him even more of an incentive to make
            sure that everything went right on the shooting. Well, one day they hand out the normal box lunch—a sandwich, piece of fruit,
            something to drink. And in the middle of it all there’s also a Baby Ruth bar. Well, before I even get to my candy, somebody
            lets out a yell. The Baby Ruths are crawling with worms! Jimmy went absolutely ballistic! It was bad enough that he was handed
            this rotten stuff as one of the cast, but he also felt responsible for having it handed out to us. “Who the hell’s catering
            this goddamn lunch?” he starts yelling. We got a cast and crew working like hell here morning and night, and this is what they get???” That was the end of those caterers.
         

      



      Stewart’s expectations of correct behavior—and his indignation at being disillusioned by the contrary—have emerged not only
         in his working relationships. On one occasion, he slugged a radio journalist for making a crack he thought offensive to his
         wife. On another, he hoisted a Pentagon representative out of a chair and out the door of his Beverly Hills home for suggesting
         that the death of his stepson in Vietnam might be made use of to support Nixon Administration policies in the war. The death
         of Ronald McLean also precipitated extended coolness toward his community church in Beverly Hills because of a mix-up over
         starting time for a memorial service. Despite being a church elder for whom religion had been formative force since his childhood,
         Stewart felt slighted enough by what he regarded as sloppy organization that he switched his allegiance away from the church
         for many months.
      

      Stewart’s developed sense of what constitutes proper and professional behavior has also encompassed his belief in the need
         for discipline in every aspect of life. Repeatedly in interviews over the years, whether the topic has been acting or antiwar
         demonstrations, he has bemoaned a lack of discipline as the root cause of one problem or another. Of itself this is hardly
         startling, cohering as it does with the one’s-own-bootstraps political and pro-military positions he has taken on public issues
         across the board. Over and above these contexts, however, discipline—with its significance to him growing up in Pennsylvania,
         working for MGM, serving in the military, etc.—would also appear to have provided contours clear enough on more intimate levels
         for him to know just about all the time where he is in relation to them. Put another way, where the stress on discipline as
         the virtue of virtues might indicate a cage to some, to others it might help create the parameters for a different kind of barred space—one more evocative of a playpen, where the salient feature is not what the occupant is prevented from
         doing but what he is able to do in safety inside.
      

      For sure, Stewart has never equated the rigor of his acting approach to the quality of its product. In his own words, it is
         an “indispensable foundation, but still only a foundation, from which you can only hope that luck, rapport, understanding,
         whatever you want to call it, will kick in and take you the rest of the way in the right direction.” In another description
         of what he has painted as a multistep process, he has said: “You’ve done everything you can do from the point of view of learning
         the skills of your craft, and sometimes even that won’t be enough. But sometimes a little moment will come when everything
         is right. You get involved. The sweat glands start to work. You tremble a little. And if you’re lucky, people will remember
         those scenes for years. Maybe they’ll forget the whole movie, but remember that scene.” Kim Novak has been among those who
         have accompanied Stewart to the far side of his discipline. Concerning her experiences with him during the filming of Vertigo, she has said: “He’d go deep inside himself to prepare for an emotional scene. He was not the kind of actor who, when the
         director said Cut, would be able to say OK, then walk away. He’d squeeze my hand real hard and I would squeeze his hand, and
         we would allow each other to come down slowly, like a parachute.”
      

      But once back on the ground, Stewart usually wasted little time before returning to another phase of his persona on a movie
         set. In fact, his reputation for encouraging fellow performers, for making himself available before cameras begin to roll,
         for shared explorations of scenes and characters, even at the potential cost of his own character’s scripted prominence, is
         matched by another—his withdrawal to what a number of colleagues have labeled “a friendly aloofness” whenever he is not on
         call or the working day is over. Harry Carey, Jr., recalls having gone to John Ford once with the worry that, despite having
         worked with Stewart on several films, he still was unable to say that he knew the man. Ford’s reply to Carey was that “you
         don’t get to know Jimmy Stewart, Jimmy Stewart gets to know you.” Walter Brennan phrased it in his own bald way during the
         making of The Far Country: “It’s not that he’s unfriendly, it’s just that he’s always getting bogged down in thought.”
      

      From the testimony of fellow workers, only rarely has Stewart allowed himself to be distracted from his work once on a location or on a soundstage, and that includes the down hours. When he wasn’t
         poring over lines with other actors, he was usually in his trailer or hotel room, avoiding as much as possible the social
         byplay of motion-picture casts and crews. As Robert Mitchum saw it during the shooting of The Big Sleep, “he came to work—over and out.” Nobody understood better than Gloria Stewart, whose sightings on a set during forty-five
         years of marriage were few and far between. Conversely, intrusions from the outside world corresponded with some of Stewart’s
         less inspired performances. As Janice Rule recalls from the making of Bell, Book and Candle: “He seemed hardly there a lot of the time. We did the dialogue, we did the scenes, period. He looked tired and acted harassed
         for most of the picture because he was having problems with his teenager sons at home and seemed to be on the phone an awful
         lot about what was going on. It was just a father having to confront those wonderfully charming teenage years.”
      

      Normally, however, as Burgess Meredith, a Stewart roommate in their early days in Hollywood, attests: “His involvement in
         a thing could get damn eerie. For good and bad, he never permitted himself to go drifting through. Once he took on a project—and
         God knows some of them were debatable propositions—he was always there at full throttle. The more meticulous he became about
         his role in a picture, the more he enjoyed the whole of it. I guess it made the world of the picture he was doing more real,
         more comprehensive, to him.”
      

      Nevertheless, between the intensity of his preparations and that of his performance there still yawns the question of the
         specific contents of Stewart’s resources—the alchemical stuff in reserve to be transformed by somebody who, by his own bemused
         testimony, never felt any special inadequacy or superiority in growing up and who, to judge from his offscreen conversation, has preferred the approximate and the deflective
         for articulating his emotions. (The locutions “kind of” and “sort of” dot every lengthy interview he has given; he has called
         the phrases into play to cover feelings on everything from the impact of his small-town background on his career to the death
         of close professional colleagues.) Where did all that emotional precision and the variety of it on the screen come from? Where
         did he pick up, as director Samuel Fuller once described the art of Barbara Stanwyck, “all those closeted thoughts to be selected
         at will?”
      

The obvious starting place for an answer is the life of James Maitland Stewart of Indiana, Pennsylvania—somebody significantly
         older than both James Stewart the actor and James Stewart the Hollywood star and national icon.
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      THE MUSEUM CASE

      
      IN LATE MAY OF 1995, THE CITIZENS OF INDIANA, Pennsylvania, enthusiastically opened a long-awaited Jimmy Stewart Museum on
         Philadelphia Street—a tribute to the town’s most famous native son that also offered hope for relieving the chronic local
         economic problems.
      

      
      Well, maybe not all of the town’s 17,500 citizens were enthusiastic. And maybe there was not all that much confidence that a single museum would attract enough tourists to markedly reverse decades of economic woes and double-digit
         unemployment in the region.
      

      
      Still, the museum had finally become a reality after surviving several years of local ambitions that ran the gamut from the
         well-intentioned to the opportunistic. If not every native believed that the 4,500-square-foot space on the top floor of the
         municipal library was going to transform Indiana into the Cooperstown of the movies, there were enough of them who were sure
         that their numbers constituted only a fraction of the international admirers of James Stewart and that those from the outer
         precincts would sooner or later adjust vacations to include a drive through western Pennsylvania to visit the rather unassuming
         building. And in the meantime there was for one and all the immediate payoff of a weekend of parades and celebrations to mark
         the opening.
      

      
      Indiana has always liked parades for marking national holidays and regional and local milestones. The town’s customary way
         of dealing with events has been to clear Philadelphia Street of its cars and buses, set up chairs on the sidewalks, and prepare
         to review the latest offerings of local high school bands along a six- or seven-block route. Given the town’s size, there
         is seldom any surprise in the eyes of spectators as the marchers troop by; those proceeding down the street have almost certainly squeezed into old army uniforms, lodge shirts, and majorette
         tights in homes they share with the people now appraising them. This usually generates loud repartee back and forth between
         the sides, a great deal of it about waistlines betraying their owners since the passing of the last parade. The unexpected—and
         the appreciative laughter saluting it—invariably centers around marchers representing nearby towns or outlying districts;
         without these ringers, in fact, the parades down Indiana’s main thoroughfare would last no longer than it takes for a big-city
         subway train to disgorge its passengers through a turnstile.
      

      
      The most optimistic advance word on the parade inaugurating the museum had foreseen more than 50,000 western Pennsylvanians
         paying tribute to Stewart. As the days had grown closer to the opening, however, that number had been consigned to delirium,
         to a point where the initial prognosticators themselves denied ever having entertained it. When Stewart had been the featured
         attraction of another motorcade down Philadelphia Street in May of 1983, on the occasion of his seventy-fifth birthday and
         the unveiling of a statue in his likeness, the actor had drawn crowds generally calculated in the 10,000 range. But the museum
         opening was operating under a handicap that the birthday fete had not: the absence of the guest of honor. Because of a deep
         depression that had kept him confined to his North Roxbury Drive home in Beverly Hills since the death of his wife in February
         1994, and an accompanying refusal ever to appear in public again, Stewart had left the ceremonies up to his twin daughters.
         Museum promoters had not exactly suppressed that particular; it had been mentioned (albeit hidden away as part of a subordinate
         clause) in most local newspaper stories about the museum for some time. But the resulting emphasis on the museum rather than
         the man who inspired it, had created its own air of uncertainty—a fleeting thought that if the opening wasn’t going to be
         quite as definitive as it might have been, maybe the museum wasn’t all that authoritative either.
      

      
      Of course, a parade was still always a parade. And May 20, 1995—Stewart’s eighty-seventh birthday—provided a perfectly comfortable
         73 degrees Fahrenheit for the march; even the sun, normally spotted in Indiana as often as a good job opening, showed up shortly
         before the noon step-off to light up Philadelphia Street. Most of the late morning action revolved around the Indiana Court
         House lawn, a block down from the museum, where workers were testing the microphones and setting up the last chairs for the official dedication ceremonies
         that would take place as soon as the parade ended.
      

      
      The row-seating arrangement for the ceremony surrounded to near-disappearance the nine-foot bronze statue of Stewart that
         had been guarding the courthouse since 1983. The Malcolm Alexander sculpture depicts the actor in the kind of suit and fedora
         he wore in some of his less compelling screen efforts (The FBI Story and the comedies made with 20th Century-Fox in the 1960s, for example), but more than one gazer has also discerned the metallic
         likeness of Elwood P. Dowd. Adepts of Indiana geomancy have noted that the statue has been angled in such a way that the figure
         is facing the former location of the hardware store owned by the Stewart family for generations, which has become a fulcrum
         for Jimmy Stewart anecdotes. What the statue actually has been peering at is the headquarters of the Savings & Trust Bank,
         which took over the property after the store was demolished in 1969. A billboard in front of the bank announced YOU ARE NOW
         IN BEDFORD FALLS. This allusion to It’s a Wonderful Life might have been more poignant if that institution had looked more like the savings and loan run by George Bailey and less
         like some late twentieth-century financial fantasy realized by Lionel Barrymore’s avaricious Mr. Potter.
      

      
      The uncertainty about the turnout and the relative brevity of the parade program had doused the ardor of outside concessionaires.
         For the most part, street vending was restricted to improvised annexes of Philadelphia Street stores—luncheonettes moving
         freezers with Italian ices out onto the sidewalk, souvenir boutiques clogging their front doors with racks of T-shirts and
         sweatshirts. Although most of the shops along the four- or five-block commercial nucleus of the street had acknowledged the
         day by putting posters of Stewart’s films (mostly It’s a Wonderful Life and Harvey) in their windows, few of the items being sold bore directly on the actor; even the T-shirts were more concerned with the
         beer-drinking reputation of students from the local Indiana University of Pennsylvania and with the championship years of
         the Pittsburgh Steelers. Coming as close as anyone to the man of the hour was a haberdasher who had set out sidewalk racks
         and tables to peddle suits and hats similar to those worn by the bronze statue standing in front of the courthouse.
      

      
      With only minutes to go before the start of the parade, the consensus estimate of two organizers, their wives, and a visiting friend from Philadelphia was that there were between two and three
         thousand people staking out good curb positions, with maybe another thousand lingering on the side streets, grabbing a last
         cup of coffee, or otherwise being reluctant about showing their faces before the first baton twirler did. Even at that point
         not everyone had heard that Stewart would be among the missing: An announcement that the proceedings were to be held up briefly
         because his daughters were still on their way back from another dedication ceremony, at the Indiana County Jimmy Stewart Airport
         some miles distant, prompted one woman to ask, “Why can’t we just begin with Jimmy. What do the daughters have to do with
         it?” Informed by a companion that Stewart was back in California, the woman looked at the man as though he had been Harvey all these years, going invisible every once in awhile just to annoy her.
      

      
      The delay in the start of the parade seemed to irk a WDAD radio announcer who had been set up for the occasion at a sidewalk
         booth a few steps from the museum entrance. After an hour or more of bubbling patter about Stewart’s films and interviews
         with alternately solemn and giggling passersby, the announcer was more than ready to get on to play-by-play coverage of the
         parade. Between regular assurances to his audience of Stewart’s “critical importance for Indiana, Hollywood, America, and
         the rest of the world,” he had been worn down by the frequent failure of his interviewees to answer trivia questions about
         Stewart’s career that would have netted them prizes donated by station sponsors. The questions were generally of the order
         of “Which sport did Monty Stratton play—baseball, basketball, or badminton?” and “Who was Jimmy’s costar in The Philadelphia Story—Katharine Hepburn, Grace Kelly, or Demi Moore?”; but even those who claimed to have seen every Stewart film showed a tendency
         to give the excuse that “that was before my time.” What that prompted was both another reminder from the announcer that “everything
         Jimmy has done will always be in our time” and an even easier question (“To what city did Jimmy’s character of Mr. Smith go in the very famous Frank Capra
         picture?”) to aid in moving the goods and services put up as prizes by town merchants.
      

      
      A free restaurant dinner or not, the overwhelming majority of those on Philadelphia Street that late spring morning could
         justly have claimed that Stewart’s screen work had been before their time. It had been a quarter of a century since he had starred in a major feature and only five years less than that since his Hawkins television series had been canceled. The community that sported a Hollywood star as its most brilliant bauble had not even
         had a movie house since the Indiana Theater went out of business under competition from a mall multiplex a couple of miles
         away. Except for those who had glimpsed the sodden Magic of Lassie in the early 1980s or Stewart’s cameos in The Big Sleep and The Shootist shortly before that, there probably wasn’t a single person under thirty-five waiting for the parade to start who had ever
         paid to see James Stewart perform within an establishment that sold popcorn. At best, they had seen the working James Stewart
         by the grace of their television sets or VCRs; at worst, they had been reduced on those occasions to seeing a colorized James
         Stewart that the actor always refused to recognize as the genuine thing.
      

      
      Far more familiar has been the local institution of “Jimmy”—visible immediately in the streets, hospital wing, airport, and
         other spots named after him. To some degree, in fact, the museum was less an overdue acknowledgment of his artistry than it
         was an overdue focalization of all the earlier tributes that, with the passing of a few years, had come to seem rushed to
         the point of tackiness and ubiquitous to the point of prepotency. Local cynics liked talking about the Indiana forces bent
         on turning the town into Jimmyland. But it wasn’t necessary to envision Mortal Storm Alpine villages or Vertigo bungee jumps to see that there might not be all that much difference between the leeriness of the Indiana teenager who had
         to walk down Jimmy Stewart Boulevard to satisfy his craving for a Jimmy Stewart Devonshire Sandwich and that of the dusty
         cowpoke who—as once played by James Stewart—arrived in a new western town and, as he cantered down the main street on his
         wilting horse, noticed that somebody named Carruthers or Hawley owned everything from the saloon to the blacksmith shop.
      

      
      Would the museum provide more informed, more energizing access to its towering spirit? There were as many opinions on that
         as there were neatly manicured church lawns and boarded-up storefronts in town.
      

      
      On the far end of the skepticism there were those who appeared irritated even to hear the Stewart name. Generally, they were
         residents who had latched on to the biographical fact that the actor had not lived in Indiana full-time since the 1920s and
         who didn’t believe that his visits over the years entitled him to any special fealty. Among those representing this view was
         a waitress in a Philadelphia Street luncheonette where sugar was kept off the countertop and booth tables to discourage thieves and where signs warned: WATER
         WITHOUT PURCHASE 25¢ SMALL, 35¢ MEDIUM, 45¢ LARGE. “Name a single place or person he’s ever given a little money to without
         getting his name up in lights,” the woman, in her mid-thirties and with an air of perpetual annoyance, challenged. “He’s never
         done anything for this town except given them some new excuse for a parade. This museum is just a few people trying to make
         a quick buck. What else is new?”
      

      
      Actually, Stewart has donated money, and more than once, to local projects without receiving publicity for it, but that wasn’t the kind of detail
         that easily fit under the clouds of resentment that seemed to hang over much of Indiana as naturally as the next hour’s rainfall.
         For Elizabeth Rogers, pastor of the Calvary Presbyterian Church that the Stewart family had attended scrupulously for generations,
         there was nothing at all novel in the bitterness directed toward the museum or toward Stewart. “There is an exhausting whining
         mentality around here,” Rogers, a heavyset blonde in her forties, said. “This is Appalachia. Pick up your self-pity as you
         enter.” At the same time, however, Rogers had some reservations of her own about the museum and what it insinuated about some
         of Calvary Presbyterian’s parishioners. Choosing her words carefully, after noting that she was to deliver the invocation
         at the dedication ceremonies, she said:
      

      
      

         Let’s say I watch all this with interest, but not too much enthusiasm. There’s all this hero worship of Jimmy Stewart by people
            who otherwise strike me as very intelligent. I really don’t understand it and I can’t see it as a particularly good thing.
            At bottom, it’s that idol worship that I find most disturbing about the museum, not all this other talk about a mercenary
            attempt by a few people to make money. There’s a fine line between respecting somebody for what he’s accomplished with his
            life and becoming a keeper of the flame. I think some people around here have crossed that line.
         

      



      
      Robert Waskowicz, operator of a used bookstore on Philadelphia Street, mixed his criticism of what he called “all these nostalgia
         buffs” with the warning of a small entrepreneur. A thin forty-year-old with a blond ponytail, Waskowicz confessed to being
         “dumbfounded that some people think they only have to mention the name Jimmy Stewart and everybody will understand. Understand
         what, exactly? It’s absolutely ludicrous that you have them going around saying that Stewart is a great American in a tone that implies anyone who disagrees
         with his way of life or political beliefs isn’t a good American. They want to talk about what a great American Jimmy Stewart
         is, they should look at themselves and their plans for this museum because what America is all about is marketing. If they don’t know how to market Stewart, if they just turn him into Indiana’s version of Punxsutawney Phil, you’re going
         to see a pretty fundamental contradiction in all their posturing.”
      

      
      But in the eyes of the locals, and not only those connected to the museum, Rogers and Waskowicz shared flawed credentials
         for their opinions in not being natives of Indiana. (Rogers: “Anybody born here after World War II is still a newcomer in
         the opinion of the old guard.”) It wasn’t so easy to dismiss Elizabeth Simpson, a friend of the Stewart family for some eighty
         years. According to Simpson, “it’s a little ridiculous to have a museum for a movie star. Jimmy’s a great guy and a wonderful
         actor, but you erect monuments and dedicate museums to people who remain vivid for centuries, not just for a few decades.
         Do they really expect somebody in the middle of the twenty-first century to be impressed by a movie actor as a symbol of a
         town? Far too much has been made of this thing.”
      

      
      Then there was Frank Hood, the Sunday editor of the Indiana Gazette, the community daily that assiduously had been reporting every major and minor development in the organization of the museum
         for some four years. Unlike Rogers and Waskowicz, Hood evinced unadulterated admiration for Stewart; unlike Simpson, the soft-spoken,
         sixtyish newsman had thought the actor deserved a museum:
      

      
      

         The original idea of the museum—at least I think it was the original idea—was that we do something for Jimmy. It hasn’t really
            turned out that way. The whole thing has turned into a platform for Republican Party propaganda, of benefit to a lot of other
            people before benefiting Jimmy Stewart. It’s the same mentality we had in 1983, when they were unveiling that statue for his
            seventy-fifth birthday. Where else in the whole world can you see a public statue with the names of all the committee members
            who were behind it spelled out on it? Have even Latin American dictators put their names on the latest statue of Simon Bolivar?
            Did Mussolini’s flunkies do it when they were putting up all those bronzes showing Roman gladiators? The only place you’ll
            find that kind of self-aggrandizement is on the Jimmy Stewart statue out in front of the courthouse in Indiana, Pennsylvania. Except for a couple of individuals on the board of the museum, that’s the same kind of
            provincial politicking and small-minded grabbiness that you’ll find going on now, too. I have no time for these people. We
            haven’t done the museum for Jimmy. We’ve used him.
         

      



      
      Even for the critics, though, there was no immediate escape from the museum’s reach. With the parade in the offing, the luncheonette
         counterwoman had taken up a stand next to the store’s ice cream freezer on the sidewalk, waiting for some passerby to show
         an interest in her wares. A few doors down the block, Waskowicz kept a casual eye on another would-be spectator who had grown
         tired of staring at the still-empty parade route and had wandered over to the sidewalk tables of old Erskine Caldwell novels
         and grayed accounting textbooks. Rogers had her date with the benediction that she was going to call down on the museum. And
         Hood, who had been emphatic about how nobody was ever going to see him near the museum, was nevertheless still going to have
         to oversee every detail reported from Philadelphia Street for the next edition of the Gazette.
      

   



      
      DARKROOMS

      
      BEFORE JAMES STEWART CAME ALONG, INDIANA DIDN’T have too much practice in celebrating local heroes who were known beyond county
         borders. About the only previous residents who had gained some national attention were a nineteenth-century labor union pioneer
         (William Sylvis), a journeyman big league outfielder (Doc Gessler), a journeyman Supreme Court justice (John Elkin), and John
         Braillier, a long-time claimant to having been the first professional football player and the recipient of the first lifetime
         pass issued by the National Football League. Even Nellie Bly, a student in town before undertaking such nineteenth-century
         journalistic escapades as circling the world in seventy-two days, remained relatively anonymous in local records under her
         real name of Elizabeth Cochrane. Aside from Stewart, celebrity hitchers were reduced for many years to noting that Arthur
         Godfrey, once the king of network morning radio and television, had toiled as a young man in the mines of nearby Clymer. But if Indiana has a lot to be modest about, it also has evinced an attitude
         that this is the natural course of things. Since its formal incorporation as a borough of Indiana County in 1816, the community
         has cast a baleful Scots-English Protestant eye on attempts to blow out of proportion the individual achievements of residents.
      

      
      For a place that maintained an active Prohibitionist Party for more than 100 years, all the way into the 1970s, there is a
         touch of irony in the fact that Indiana’s very first building was a log tavern. It was within those walls, on what would become
         Philadelphia Street, midway between the present intersections of Fourth and Fifth streets, that the community began to take
         shape in 1805. While tavernkeeper Henry Shyrock kept the ale flowing freely for three days that December, settlers from nearby
         areas of Pennsylvania and Ohio staked out claims to more than 300 lots up for public sale in the surrounding timber-rich zone.
         General storekeeper John Denniston was recorded as Indiana’s first dealer in nonalcoholic products, and one Peter Sutton decided
         that there was enough overflow from Shyrock’s clientele to justify a second tavern. A year to the day of the lot sales, Indiana
         held its first court hearing—on the second floor of Sutton’s tavern.
      

      
      Whether or not the founding fathers had planned it that way, the court session in Sutton’s upstairs room proved to be a milestone
         in the town’s development since one of Indiana’s most important functions thereafter was as a legal center. Through all its
         economic ups and downs over the next two centuries with agriculture, timber, tanneries, flour and paper mills, and bituminous
         coal, right up to its current designation as the Christmas Tree Capital of the World, the town preserved a county seat allure
         for attorneys, judges, and all those dependent on them. Thanks to the visiting litigants, the law business also gave impetus
         to hotel keeping early in the nineteenth century. Like the original court, a majority of the hotel rooms were on the upper
         floors of two-story taverns; well into this century, there were separate inns for men and women. As a rule, judges were so
         expeditious in ruling on the ever-mounting number of legal wrangles brought before them that many of the visitors didn’t bother
         undressing when they checked into the hostelries, being satisfied to grab a nap, show up for their court date, then leave
         town again right away; this did wonders for the turnover at the hotels.
      

      
      
      Because of manipulations and political gerrymanders, it wasn’t until a decade after the public land sales at Henry Shyrock’s
         tavern that the community gained its status as a borough. Its growth was hardly precipitous. An 1810 census still registered
         a mere fifteen families in the town proper and an overall population of only fifty. Although some of that slight number was
         attributable to jurisdictional maneuvering among speculators and to a reluctance by farmers and woodsmen to have their heads
         counted for anything outside a village social, it also presaged a perduring uneasiness in Indiana over the town’s failure
         to attract more settlers—a blinking suspicion that maybe not even the court bureaucracy, with its traffic in transient visitors,
         amounted to a stable center. Even when Stewart was born in 1908, with the town functioning as a significant trading and supply
         node for the Allegheny coal district, the population was only 6,500. As recently as the 1960s, state tourist officials were
         reduced to happy-talk consolations in their brochures that “within 500 miles of Indiana, Pennsylvania, lives nearly one-half
         of the population of the nation.” Keeping the nearly handy, a similar claim, of course, could have been made for innumerable locations between the Ohio River and the Atlantic.
         But what very few of these other spots have had to put up with, aside from a succession of economic disasters, has been a
         meteorological sneer: habitually gloomy skies that have saddled the entire region with a reputation as “the biggest natural
         darkroom in the world.” According to medical experts, this gray corduroy climate has played a cardinal role in helping western
         Pennsylvania to its dubious distinction over many years of having the highest incidence of mental depression in the country.
         To put it mildly, Indiana has never struck too many people off the bat as an ideal nesting place.
      

      
      But for some it has. And practically from the beginning to the present day, many of the same family names have been prominent—Shyrocks,
         Suttons, Moorheads, Stewarts, Marshalls, Campbells, Wilsons, Whites, Thompsons, Mitchells, Taylors, Nixons, Blairs, Kellys,
         and others whose forebears trace back to the islands north of the English Channel. It was a Leonard Shyrock, for instance,
         a descendent of the first tavernkeeper, who in 1854 ceded the Pennsylvania Railroad title to a packet of centrally located
         holdings, enabling the town a couple of years later to institute a daily train service to Blairsville and lessen its isolation.
         It was a James Sutton, a descendent of the second tavernkeeper, who operated the largest mill for a good part of the nineteenth
         century and who, after the Civil War, channeled some of its riches into building the town’s biggest mansion. The annals of Indiana have not had to stray
         too far from the same nucleus of names to list the valiant natives who marched off to battle in the Civil War, the Spanish-American
         War, World War I, World War II, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and in the nation’s various other military adventures between
         them and since. Atypical has been the elected official or local dignitary who has not propagated a line of similars or not
         boasted a pedigree dating back a number of generations, with or without the assistance of interfamily marriages from within
         the same core group. The inroads made by some non-WASP groups lately, notably by eastern European immigrants, have not eclipsed
         that tradition to any conclusive degree.
      

      
      If England, Scotland, and Ireland have provided the W, A, and S, Presbyterians and Methodists have accounted for most of Indiana’s
         P. Though some sources give a statistical edge to the Methodists, there has been little argument that western Pennsylvania
         is the heart of Presbyterianism in the United States and that Indiana County is one of that heart’s major chambers. The dominant
         position of the Presbyterians has been a social reality long enough for it to have spawned the—by now—wheeziest of church
         humor. Elizabeth Rogers, the pastor of Calvary Presbyterian, likes pointing to the church’s following as evidence that “Presbyterians
         have to be the densest people in western Pennsylvania.”
      

      
      In less than two centuries, American Presbyterianism has negotiated as many schisms, secessions, mergers, and reunifications
         as the Vatican has had to cope with in a bad millennium; Indiana has reflected many of these changes, and on more than a religious
         level. The church disputes have ranged from the doctrinal and the ritualistic to the political and the regional, generating
         an often baffling array of organizational names. The 1958 creation of the three-million-strong United Presbyterian Church
         in the United States of America, for instance, came through the consolidation of the Presbyterian Church of the United States
         of America with the United Presbyterian Church of North America. Declining to be part of the merger was the Presbyterian Church
         in the United States, sometimes known as the Southern Presbyterian Church. In addition, there are denominations such as the
         Orthodox Presbyterian Church, the Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America (Old School), and the Reformed Presbyterian
         Church of North America (General Synod). Aside from offering followers the finest nuances of credal harmony, the panoply of churches has left a material
         mark on many western Pennsylvania communities with a proliferation of steeples and towers that not even the coalescence of
         doctrine and rituals at the pulpits inside has braked. In some towns, such as Indiana, on the appropriately named Church Street,
         directly across the street from a Methodist house of worship, rival Presbyterian congregations stream every Sunday into cheek-by-jowl
         properties of neatly trimmed lawns and formidable scrubbed stone.
      

      
      For Calvary pastor Rogers, what distinguished her congregation from the adjoining Graystone Church was that “they’re much
         more old-fashioned. Call it the difference between order and ardor—they’re the order, we’re the ardor. We consider ourselves
         a liberal church. We pride ourselves on new things. We view religious belief as a vital contribution to the surrounding society,
         not as a private discipline to be practiced away from it.”
      

      
      Although it has meant widely different things at different times, liberal Presbyterianism has had a foothold in Indiana practically
         since the founding of the town. In the midnineteenth-century days of the Abolitionists, several leading church members had
         a big role in making the town a stop-off on the Underground Railroad that enabled runaway slaves to reach Canada. The activity
         became so identified with moral Christian responsibility that it eased the way toward an organizational unification between
         two branches of the denomination that previously had been leery of one another; this produced the United Presbyterian Church
         of North America, which lasted for 100 years until the 1958 supermerger. In the 1920s, the Reverend Frederick Hinitt gained
         even national attention for sermons inspired as much by the daily newspapers as by the Bible; his homilies had titles like
         “Problems of the City,” “Immigrants and Americanization,” “Unchristian Individualism,” and “The Problem of Japan at the Disarmament
         Conference.” Among those listening to Hinitt’s weekly calls for the church to interest itself in social problems and for members
         to be aware of their prejudices and smug chauvinism were Alexander and Elizabeth Stewart and their son James. At his seventy-fifth
         birthday celebration in 1983, Stewart named Hinitt as one of the major inspirations of his life.
      

      
      But apart from social ills, the liberals also had opponents within the church—as well as failing nerve among their own—to
         deal with. A criminal trial involving a slave assisted by the Underground Railroad embarrassed some church elders, cooled the abolitionist
         ardor, and, for a brief period, left the political initiative in town to the Whigs, who sometimes acted as little more than
         a respectable front for the xenophobic Know-Nothing Party. It was against this background that influential church members,
         liberals included, embraced the 1856 presidential candidacy of John Frémont, the first Republican to run for the White House.
         Thereafter, the church often came off as an institutional twin to the Republicans, its most visible spokesmen along the way
         backing with particular vigor populist standard-bearers such as Robert La Follette and Wendell Wilkie, but also the far more
         obscurantist party candidates thrown up at local, state, and national levels before, between, and after them. Similarly, an
         organizational inertia set in after the death of the modernist Hinitt in 1928; in his place came the Reverend Robert Clark,
         who carried on from the pulpit on such old-time religion themes as personal devils and the need to interpret Scripture literally,
         while chiding members for thinking that the Great Depression required any special measures beyond the attention of Jesus Christ.
         Liberal dissent was either muted or ineffective.
      

      
      Nor, flirtation with the Abolitionists notwithstanding, has even the most activist sector of the Presbyterian Church been
         particularly consequential in dealing with a deep current of racism and anti-Semitism that one resident has called “Indiana’s
         silent problem.” Only by adding in an estimated 600 African Americans and overseas exchange students at the university did
         the black community number more than 1,000 in the early 1990s; yet, even the few hundred black townies that have represented
         the norm for decades have been more than sufficient for nourishing enough bigotry to sustain the Ku Klux Klan. At the nadir
         of the Depression in the 1930s, as many as 50,000 sympathizers and curiosity seekers were reported to have attended a Klan
         rally in the region, with the now-defunct Indiana Weekly Messenger functioning as little more than a mouthpiece for the thugs. If there is nothing like that kind of membership (or even curiosity)
         today, it isn’t that the Klan adherents have felt social pressures to remain incognito. Early in 1995, for instance, one Klansman
         felt safe enough to parade into a state welfare office in hood-and-sheet regalia to protest a decision to cut off his checks.
      

      
      While Indiana officialdom has been quick to dismiss the significance of “a handful of crazies,” there has been a thick cloud of ethnic intolerance extending beyond the KKK that has hung over
         western Pennsylvania most of this century. Jews running for public office receive the usual anonymous telephone calls telling
         them to desist. With regard to blacks, the least of it has been the Come In Person tag lines in want ads aimed at screening
         out job applicants of the wrong color. As recently as the 1980s, a couple of state agencies had to be called in to deal with
         protests against a black boy using a school bus in nearby Clymer. In Indiana itself, Frank Lawrence, pastor of Graystone between
         1952 and 1960 and now retired to another part of Pennsylvania, recalls a late 1950s attempt to desegregate a public swimming
         pool: “I got into a lot of trouble over that one. Indiana had some good people, but even they were not exactly militants when
         it came to respecting the civil rights of everybody. Me, I just didn’t think it was a Christian thing to have that pool—a
         public facility supported by the taxes of everybody, black and white—for whites only. But the more I brought up the issue
         with the town, talked about it with church people, the harder they came down on me. One of my staunchest critics was somebody
         who up to then I had considered a good friend. I lost the battle and I lost a friend.”
      

      
      Calvary’s Rogers didn’t have to go back to the 1950s to cite another example of what she termed her church’s “exasperation”
         with Indiana attitudes toward race.
      

      
      

         I suppose it shouldn’t come as a big surprise that the economic conditions around here have been a great breeding ground for
            the Klan. A couple of years ago, there was a KKK rally scheduled to be held at a farmhouse a few miles outside of town. The
            Indiana Gazette not only reported that it was going to be held, but printed directions on how to get there. I couldn’t believe it! It was
            as if they were encouraging readers to go. So I wrote a letter to the paper in protest. I didn’t get an answer. Then we decided
            to write to the individual editors asking them how they felt about working for a paper that offers directions to a Klan rally.
            We didn’t get a response from them, either.
         

      



      
      As well-intentioned as the letter-writing protest might have been, it also suggested to some the bridled way in which the
         Presbyterians, even those proclaiming themselves as liberals, have engaged social issues in Indiana. To be sure, the church
         has been hard put to shake its image of a somewhat bloodless, white-gloved sentry to moral responsibility; this in turn has perpetuated doubts about where a profound abhorrence of something like a Klan rally leaves off and where a political
         concern for the appearance of things begins. For instance, attorney Jay Rubin, the chief promoter of the Jimmy Stewart Museum
         and a long-time adherent of the American Civil Liberties Union, declared that he didn’t see anything wrong with the Gazette telling everybody how to get to the KKK rally. “The more the merrier,” Rubin said. “Let everybody stand around and see what
         these imbeciles are all about.” A similar line was taken by Frank Hood, one of the Gazette editors who received the protest letter and a member of the Calvary congregation. According to Hood, Rogers was “exactly
         wrong” on the directions issue. “Would Elizabeth prefer that we not tell people that the Klan is alive and well and holding
         its rallies here? There’s a thinner line between indignation and covering up than people sometimes realize. There’s too much
         silence about the Klan, not not enough of it.”
      

      
      If there has been a critical force for change in Indiana in recent decades, it hasn’t been the Presbyterian Church (Calvary
         or Graystone versions), the Republican Party, or any of the other institutions that Jimmy Stewart has pointed to at one time
         or another as a formative hometown influence; that distinction goes to Indiana University of Pennsylvania. Aside from effectively
         doubling Indiana’s standing population during the academic year to almost 35,000, the school has gradually been turning the
         borough into a university town, with all the business and financial ramifications of such an identity. Without IUP there would
         have been no need for twenty-one bank headquarters or branches in a community starved for jobs, even considering the estimated
         hundreds of millions of dollars of “old money” deposited in vaults by the deceptively wealthy. Subtract the teachers, students,
         administrators, researchers, and support personnel from the university who have had their voting addresses switched to Indiana
         or some other part of the county and a resurgent Democratic Party would not have edged out the Republicans in every district
         election held in the late 1980s and 1990s except for the 1994 gubernatorial race. It hasn’t been only IUP staffers who have
         claimed that without the campus’s seventy-five buildings spread out over ninety-five acres, Indiana would have joined the
         Ghost Town Trail for tourists that starts about twenty-five miles away. And it hasn’t been IUP staffers who have resented
         the entire situation.
      

      
      
      “You could already see it in the 1950s,” according to former Graystone pastor Frank Lawrence. “They were closing down the
         mines and the college was emerging as a potent force. The old guard really hated that. They couldn’t think of anything more
         deplorable than depending on these outsiders for survival. Being a long-hair intellectual was the least of it. It was just
         the whole idea of the university itself taking over.” The antagonism hasn’t abated all that much since, at least among those
         who remember when there had been other sources of economic health or who are more preoccupied with growing the Christmas trees
         that have produced at least seasonal business. “The university has become the real economic backbone of the town,” said Elizabeth
         Rogers, “but the town has this attitude that everyone would be better off without it.”
      

      
      In fact, the university, even more than the legal administrative machinery originally installed on the upper floor of Peter
         Sutton’s tavern, has become the town’s most conspicuous example of an institution in Indiana more than of Indiana, of a structuring element and vital economic force that still has not provided a confident center for the community.
         And, as Rogers observed, “it isn’t as though they just came and dumped the campus on Indiana. It goes all the way back to
         1875, when they called it the Normal School and it was for teaching teachers. Maybe people are always going to be outsiders
         if they came here after World War II, but institutions are going to remain outsiders if they grew up any time after the Civil War.”
      

      
      As individuals or institutions, on the other hand, the Stewarts have never been outsiders.

   



      
      THE STEWARTS

      
      ALTHOUGH THE JIMMY STEWART MUSEUM IS NAMED AFTER Indiana’s most famous native, he was never the town’s most popular Stewart
         among the locals. Even three and a half decades after his death and a quarter of a century after the razing of the hardware
         store he used most of his life as a combination cracker-barrel–Hollywood display case, Alexander Stewart, the actor’s father,
         remained a special guest at the inauguration proceedings. Most immediately, there were the reminders in the dedication speeches and museum literature of how often over the years Jimmy had expressed devotion to his father for
         having been a model parent, storekeeper, eccentric, Presbyterian, dreamer, adventurer, child psychologist, film critic, and
         patriot. Attendees of a certain age had their own stories about “Alex,” “Alec,” or “Eck,” most of them with the theme that
         there never would have been an actor in Hollywood if there hadn’t first been a ham in the hardware store. There was also a
         second moral implicit in all the stories: that Alexander Stewart, who died in 1961 at the age of eighty-nine, had been the
         last of the Stewarts to call Indiana his lifelong home. In that sense, the museum was not only something new, but it provided
         a measure for the end of a tradition dating back to the immediate wake of the Revolutionary War.
      

      
      The United States was barely a fact in the autumn of 1785 when the first Stewarts in America had left County Atrim in the
         northeastern part of Northern Ireland to set sail across the Atlantic. Come to that, the Stewart family itself was barely
         a fact at the time: When a thirty-year-old William Stewart climbed aboard the passenger ship Congress in Belfast, he was accompanied by his very pregnant wife, Margaret Gettys, and a son, Archibald, who had not yet celebrated
         his first birthday. In the middle of the crossing, on November 15, 1785, Margaret gave birth to her second son, baptized as
         John Kerr Stewart. Over the next five years there would be three more additions to the family—Martha, Alexander, and William.
         Subsequent generations would frequently have recourse to the same names.
      

      
      Martha Stewart, who entered the world on July 6, 1787, was the first Stewart to be born in the United States. But she wasn’t
         born in Indiana County. With in-laws already settled in southern Pennsylvania, a few miles away from present-day Gettysburg,
         William Stewart initially set up a modest storekeeping business in that area. It was only in 1794, nine years after arriving
         in America, that he made for the western counties, moving around for a few years before finally establishing a homestead in
         Armstrong Township, about six miles west of Indiana. In 1810 he died there at the age of fifty-six.
      

      
      John Kerr Stewart, the son born to William and Margaret in the middle of the Atlantic, was the first to join the Stewart family’s
         genes to those of prominent clans of Scots and English origin in western Pennsylvania. On March 16, 1815, he married Elizabeth
         Hindman Armstrong, whose roots in the region went back to before the French and Indian War. While homesteading a substantial tract of land nine miles north of the borough of Indiana, the couple produced
         five sons and five daughters. The first-born was already twenty-three when the last-born, James Maitland, appeared on the
         scene in 1839. James Maitland was the father of Alexander Stewart and the grandfather of the Hollywood actor.
      

      
      The first important Stewart presence in the borough proper was that of Archibald, the child born in Northern Ireland. A bachelor
         with a religious bent, he went into partnership with one of the local Suttons in 1851 to establish the hardware store that
         eventually was to be known throughout the region as The Big Warehouse for its variety of merchandise. When he wasn’t selling
         hammers or rifles, Archibald Stewart kept busy as a founder of the American Bible Society and as a fundraiser for the building
         of hospitals all the way down to Pittsburgh. When he died in his mid-nineties in 1877, the small fortune he had amassed through
         the store and some side investments went to the Bible Society.
      

      
      Because he didn’t have any progeny of his own, Archibald brought in one of his brother John’s children, Alexander, to assist
         him in operating the store. Another one of John’s sons, also named Archibald, worked for a short time on the premises, as
         well. The two nephews shared Archibald’s religious fervor. When Alexander died at the age of seventy-seven at the beginning
         of this century, he left all his money to the Foreign Mission Society of the Presbyterian Church. For his part, the younger
         Archibald, who ended up as a justice of the peace, left behind a journal that, among other things, recorded in pedantic detail
         all the Sunday sermon topics he had been exposed to and the names of the ministers who had expounded them.
      

      
      The Civil War cut a bloody swath through the Stewart family. Two of John’s sons, the justice of the peace, Archibald, and
         the youngest, James Maitland, joined the Union Army; seven grandsons also saw action. Archibald enlisted in April 1861 as
         a private in the 40th Regiment (11th Reserve) of the Pennsylvania Volunteers and displayed sufficient leadership qualities
         to be promoted to the rank of second lieutenant within a few months. Two years later, he made first lieutenant—the rank that
         he held when he was fatally wounded in May 1864 during the fighting at Spotsylvania. One of Archibald’s nephews was felled
         in the same battle, a second was killed during General William T. Sherman’s devastating march through the South, and a third lost an arm in an ambush. More fortunate was James Maitland, who, as a sergeant
         in the Signal Corps, got through the fighting at Winchester, Cedar Creek, Fisher’s Hill, and Richmond without sustaining serious
         injury.
      

      
      When he returned home from the war, James went to work for his older brother Alexander as a clerk in the hardware store. He
         also married Virginia Kelly, a member of one of the region’s most storied families. Kelly’s antecedents included a father
         killed in the Mexican War in 1847 (about the only hostilities over two centuries that didn’t involve the Stewarts), a grandfather
         who had been a state senator, and a grandmother descended from a couple of combatants in the Revolutionary War. The union
         between James and Virginia Kelly produced two sons—Alexander, Indiana’s future character-in-chief, and Ernest.
      

      
      When he went to work at the hardware store, James had more to recommend him than nepotism. For one thing, he had received
         a thorough formal education from elementary school through Dayton Academy to Westminster College. For another, he was regarded
         by Uncle Archibald, still the principal owner behind the store, as a potentially sharper businessman than his older brother
         Alexander. Archibald was right; aided no little by a building boom after the war and by the increasing importance of the Penn
         Railroad to the town (the store was situated at the corner of the railway’s Philadelphia Street crossing), James received
         much of the credit for the unprecedented volume of orders that fell on the business in the late 1860s and 1870s. Although
         no less respected than Alexander in the community, James demonstrated an easier geniality with customers than his brother
         did. Particularly good customers usually found an “extra”—a free tool, additional brads, some new pamphlet on a religious
         or political issue that James found interesting—thrown in with their orders. In his later years, he bought a booklet entitled
         101 Famous Poems by the gross and distributed copies to people who struck him as needing an uplift. His most noted freebie of all, however,
         was a penknife—a tradition at The Big Warehouse that was carried on by his son Alex. On one occasion he even sent one of his
         knives to President Calvin Coolidge, receiving a thank-you note from the White House in return. (When Alex sought to emulate
         this gesture after World War II by sending a knife to Harry Truman, he received nothing in return. According to Alex, the
         White House silence had probably stemmed from the fact that he had let the Democrat Truman know he was a Republican.)
      

      
      
      James’s business smarts allowed him to take over as owner of the store in 1883 and to rename the enterprise J. M. Stewart
         & Co. Although the store continued to thrive for most of the rest of his life, James himself showed a crankier control as
         the years advanced. He had his reasons. Not only did Virginia Kelly die of illness at an early age, but a second wife also
         succumbed. He felt compelled to test his deep religious convictions in a protracted debate with his church over what was and
         wasn’t proper ritual, including the use of an organ during services, finally becoming a reluctant defector to what evolved
         as Indiana’s Calvary Presbyterian Church. Even where the store was concerned, he got involved in a series of deals with nephews
         and banks that, originally intended to finance an expansion, muddied his own ownership role from the late 1880s to the dawn
         of the new century. What had been regarded as a tart sense of humor began to strike friends and associates as turning progressively
         sour. Nowhere was this more manifest than in a frequently reiterated crack about his two sons. Noting that Ernest had been
         born with a leg deformity, James was given to telling customers that “I have one son with a crippled leg and another [Alex]
         with a crippled head.” Eleanor Blair, an eighty-two-year-old resident of Indiana who was always close to the Stewart family,
         recalls an equally churlish James from her childhood:
      

      
      

         When he was old, his main job at the store was bringing all the coins from the till over to the bank. He went through the
            same ritual every time. He would walk up to the teller and start stacking up all the pennies, nickels, dimes, quarters, and
            halves in separate, neat piles. Then, after he had counted them all to make sure he had the same total as he had had at the
            store, he would swipe his hand at the stacks so that they were completely messed up again. He always said that he had earned
            his money at the store working hard for it, so the bank teller should earn his by doing what he had been hired for—counting.
            And then he would just stand there with his cackling laugh, watching the teller recount every single coin.
         

      



      
      James Stewart died in 1932 at the age of ninety-one. Pallbearers at his funeral included the mayor of Indiana and dignitaries
         from around the county. A local newspaper editorial noted that his life had spanned most of the history of the United States
         up to then:
      

      
      

         He had seen days when clothing was spun and woven at home, then sewn into garments. He experienced the evolution of transportation
            from wagon roads to canals, railroads, electric streetcars, and the automobile. Numerous new states had come into being as he saw
            the United States expand to the Pacific. Four wars had come and gone: Mexican, Civil, Spanish-American, and the first World
            War. The telegraph, telephone, and electricity were all developed during his lifetime.
         

      



      
      Long before James’s death, Alex, the son with the “crippled head,” had become the focus of Stewart lore in Indiana. Like his
         father, he had attended the best schools that his family’s ample income could provide—studying at Chester and Kiskiminetas
         Springs School (or Kiski, thirty-five miles east of Pittsburgh) before pursuing a Bachelor of Science degree at Princeton,
         then still an institution inextricably wound up with the Presbyterian Church. In April 1898, only a few weeks before receiving
         his degree, however, the burly twenty-five-year-old bolted from the New Jersey campus to sign on with the Battery A, Pennsylvania
         Volunteers and fight in the Spanish-American War. One of the first of innumerable maybe-fact-maybe-fiction stories about Alex
         told that he had quit Princeton in the middle of a chemistry class, leaving on a Bunsen burner that almost torched the laboratory.
         He spent most of his time in uniform in the Puerto Rican capital of San Juan; in later years he did little to amend the rash
         conclusions of some journalists that he had been involved in the fighting for San Juan Hill in Cuba. He was mustered out of
         the military only seven months after enlisting, and wore his private’s uniform to belated graduation ceremonies at Princeton.
      

      
      Alex appeared seldom to have doubted that his future rested with the hardware store—an attitude that often was to carry over
         in an undisguised resentment that his own son preferred acting on the stage and screen to retailing on Philadelphia Street.
         After working as his father’s employee for a number of years, Alex saved enough money to buy a one-third investment in the
         store in 1905, to James’s deepest satisfaction. Among other things, his investment was an attempt to offset a growing reputation
         as a Good Time Charlie who squeezed his work and weekly church attendance in between regular carousing. Aside from his father,
         the person he was most concerned with persuading that he had a new sense of responsibility was his fiancée, Elizabeth Ruth
         (Bessie) Jackson. It wasn’t that easy. As Eleanor Blair recalls:
      

      
      
      

         The house I was born in should have been where Alex and Bessie were living. He had bought it for her during their engagement.
            But then she gave him an ultimatum to put an end to his alcoholic sprees or there would be no marriage. When Alex continued
            drinking, she went through with her threat, and didn’t care who in town knew about the reasons for the break. Alex was as
            humiliated as he was surprised. Only when he was going through the whole painful thing of getting rid of the house again,
            I think, did it sink in that he had a problem and that Bessie wasn’t going to put up with it. That’s when he cut down on the
            liquor. They were finally married about a year later, but my parents had the original house by then.
         

      



      
      Alex and Bessie were married on December 19, 1906. Again, it was Pennsylvania gentry marrying Pennsylvania gentry, although
         this time with a little more fodder for the scandal chewers. Bessie Jackson’s father, Samuel, a former Pennsylvania state
         treasurer and the founder of a steel company and bank in the town of Apollo, had been sued by Nellie Bly in the 1880s for
         having abused his position as her legal guardian and misappropriated her trust fund.1 Although no specific criminal charges were leveled against him, Jackson’s ascertained “mismanagement” of the money had forced
         Bly to withdraw from Indiana’s Normal School and had cast a shadow over his own reputation.
      

      
      But Jackson’s court problems had not stopped him from giving his own daughter the best education money could buy for a woman
         in the late nineteenth century, and Elizabeth, unlike Bly, had continued on through Wilson College in the Cumberland Valley
         of Chambersburg.2 Although interviews with her husband and son over the years have suggested that she graduated from Wilson, the college’s
         surviving records are not so definite, establishing her presence only in music and art programs in the 1893–94 academic year.
         Within that period, however, she was extremely active musically, winning praise for the piano recitals she gave of pieces
         by Beethoven, Mendelssohn, and Schubert.
      

      
      Elizabeth Jackson struck most people as a refined woman who preferred to leave the spotlight to her husband, but who wasn’t
         beyond pulling the plug on him when she decided he had gone too far. “In general, I would say she was very unassuming,” says Eleanor
         Blair. “She belonged to a lot of community organizations, for instance, but she always said no to any kind of leadership or
         elective role. I believe her real center was her music. She sang in the choir, played the piano beautifully. If she lost her
         patience, though, she could become very firm. The ultimatum to Alex about not drinking was only the first of many times that
         she laid down the law to him. She didn’t make very many demands, but when she did make them, she expected them to be listened
         to.”
      

      
      Whatever Bessie’s boiling point was, Alex seemed dedicated to discovering it. One of his favorite ploys over some forty-three
         years of marriage was inviting people over to his house for breakfast or dinner, but neglecting to tell his wife about it.
         Although not an original insensitivity between married couples, it took on an extra resonance in Alex’s case for the fact
         that he sometimes tendered the invitations during meetings of the numerous organizations to which he belonged, prompting as
         many as forty people to show up on the Stewarts’ doorstep looking to be fed. On the other hand, he was known to have suggested
         to Bessie on more than one occasion that they sample some new restaurant in the area, driven her over to it, told her to wait
         in the car while he canvassed the interior, and come out again a half-hour later with the verdict that the food hadn’t been
         all that good.
      

      
      Bessie was hardly the only victim of such whims. As Eleanor Blair tells it: “One time Alex got my father-in-law all excited
         about a trip to Atlantic City. My in-laws got up bright and early, packed the food for the trip, then sat around waiting for
         Alex to arrive in his car. One hour, two hours, went by. They waited that long only because Alex never showed up on time for
         anything. Finally, they rolled over to the Stewarts and heard from Bessie that Alex had gone to Pittsburgh for the day. Obviously,
         that was also the first she had ever heard of any trip to Atlantic City.”
      

      
      For the Gazette’s Frank Hood, who admits to having been always less captivated than others in Indiana by what a half-century of newspaper profiles
         referred to as Alex Stewart’s “colorful” personality, such incidents were typical. “Bessie was an elegant, culturally refined,
         truly grand woman,” he says. “In so many ways he was her direct opposite. Maybe that’s what they mean by opposites attract,
         but, frankly, I never really understood how she managed to live with him.”
      

      
      
      But live together they did, for almost a half-century. In 1908, they began building their family, and on May 20 of that year,
         a day after Alex’s thirty-sixth birthday, their son James Maitland, named after his paternal grandfather, was born. On January
         12, 1912, it was the turn of Mary Wilson—the name taken from her mother’s side of the family. Finally, on October 29, 1914,
         Bessie delivered Virginia Kelly, whose name was taken whole from her long-dead paternal grandmother. It was shortly after
         Virginia’s birth that Alex moved the family from a Philadelphia Street house close to the hardware store to 104 N. Seventh
         Street in the Vinegar Hill section, a home he would remain in until his death and that his son would always regard as the
         taproot of his growth. Standing at the end of a cul de sac on a promontory overlooking the commercial center of town, the
         rather shapeless two-story residence peeked out from behind bushes planted around a steep, fifty-four-step staircase, taking
         in most immediately a half-dozen Methodist and Presbyterian church steeples. It was something of a sneaky view of a somewhat
         arid, neat tableau.
      

      
      With the store and his family defining his responsibilities, Alex gave signs of seeking the life of respectable burgher. He
         became a joiner. He was a member of the volunteer fire department, of the Salvation Army’s advisory board, of a Masonic lodge,
         of an American Legion Post, and of the Indiana Rotary Club. On top of those organizations there was his activism in the church,
         as well as his attendance at a Bible class and his fervor about maintaining alumni ties to Kiski and Princeton. The business—and
         Alex’s interest in it—expanded enough to require the purchase of an adjoining building. Even when an oil fire in 1912 ravaged
         a good part of the store and its stock, there were sufficient funds for repairs and supplies to keep going with minimal disturbance.
         The strongest reminder of his rambunctious bachelor years was half of an iron bell clapper from the Princeton campus that
         not only survived the fire, but would survive the store itself and end up in Beverly Hills. Alex and a fellow student had
         pilfered the clapper in hopes that the lack of morning tolls would excuse the boys from early classes. It hadn’t, but the
         thieves had split their prize in two for a memento that Princeton alumni, including his own son, would always consider part
         of the Alex Stewart romance.
      

      
      Alex’s apparent contentment with his small-town rhythms ended with a bang when the United States entered World War I. Once
         again, on October 18, 1917, he enlisted in the Army, this time using his grasp of mechanical skills for an assignment with the Ordnance Department. His wife and father put up only mild protests that his family
         and age (he was then forty-five) should have exonerated him from military service; neither had any doubts that Alex was going
         to do what he wanted to do anyway. Overall, he spent nineteen months in uniform, divided almost equally between time in the
         United States and France. In the U.S., his biggest assignment was in New York City, where he helped to recruit machinists
         and skilled mechanics for the war effort. Before going overseas, he also spent time at Camp Dodge, near Des Moines at Johnson,
         Iowa; he was shipped out just before Camp Dodge became infamous as both an epicenter of the lethal Spanish Lady influenza
         that ripped through the military during World War I and as the site of the summary hanging of three black soldiers on charges
         of having raped a white woman. Over in France, Alex was attached to the First Company Ordnance Repair Shops in the central
         town of Mehun-sur-Yevre. He received his honorable discharge with the rank of captain on May 1, 1919.
      

      
      In case anyone in Indiana had forgotten the steamroller side to Alex’s personality, he offered an immediate reminder of it
         when, barely back home, he decided that the town ought to have a memorial to those killed during the war. More than that,
         he decided that a neglected German Lutheran cemetery provided the perfect location for such a tribute. Without waiting for
         authorization from town or county authorities, he had employees from the hardware store dig a hole for the foundation in the
         middle of the cemetery while he went about securing a marble pillar that had been junked during the renovation of a nearby
         bank. But then, as his son recalled some time later, a delegation of Lutherans with other designs on the land arrived on the
         scene: “They read him a court order they had obtained, which prohibited the erection of the tall pillar as a ‘threat to life
         and limb.’ Then they marched away again. There was a sadness on Dad’s face as he watched them go, sadness over the fallibility
         of the Lutherans and of the court. However, he resolutely downed this emotion, turned back to his waiting employees, and said
         crisply, ‘Okay, boys, put her up.’”
      

      
      The Lutherans didn’t accept defeat so easily. For a couple of weeks afterward, they sent saboteurs into the cemetery after
         nightfall to wreck the work done by Alex’s employees during the day, while at the same time appealing to the courts for orders
         with more teeth in them. In the end, however, the combination of the settled cement around the foundation, the greater sway of a Presbyterian lobby over that of the Lutherans, and continuous appeals to patriotism prompted a ruling
         that the cemetery land belonged to the county, which in its turn endorsed the memorial. Alex’s only concession was to go along
         with the line that his initiative had originated with the American Legion and the Mothers of Democracy.
      

      
      In the early 1920s, the elder James Stewart relinquished his last formal hold on The Big Warehouse to Alex. His other son,
         Ernest, who also had been given a financial stake in the store some years earlier, had little problem with that since he had
         become a successful lawyer with little time for the hardware business. For most of the decade, Alex conducted the store’s
         affairs with little incident. If he had any problems at all, they stemmed from his unrelenting bluster with customers. As
         his son once described it: “The store was not only his method of making a living, but his forum where he pronounced opinions
         seldom tailored to the popular style. If he had ever heard of the slogan about the customer’s always being right, he would
         have scorned it as toadyism as well as a falsehood. He constantly assured his customers, friends, and family that there was
         one correct way to do things—his way.” Sometimes, according to Eleanor Blair, that attitude cost him business:
      

      
      

         My mother-in-law never tired of talking about the time she went to the hardware store to buy some green paint. Alex, who had
            never seen the inside of her house, began telling her to pick another color, that green wasn’t right for the walls she had
            in mind. My mother-in-law insisted that she wanted green. Alex insisted that she was being silly, and obviously didn’t know
            very much about room decor. Finally, she just got tired of arguing and walked out. I don’t think she ever went back, either.
            Alex had a habit of self-starting himself into arguments like that, and the more you argued back with him, the more he seemed
            to lose himself more deeply into what he was saying. If he hadn’t believed what he had been saying at the beginning, he did
            by the time he was finished.
         

      



      
      For the most part, however, the three-story emporium on Philadelphia Street was the last word in the county for hardware supplies,
         so not too many customers allowed Alex’s eruptions of bluster to abort their shopping objective. Far more ruinous was a double
         whammy delivered at the end of the decade—another fire, which dwarfed the devastation caused by the 1912 blaze, and the Depression.
         According to one member of the family, that fire was the last blow for Grandfather James, who never quite got over the sight of the business that
         he had steered for half a century reduced to ashes; for him the costly financing of rebuilding still again represented one
         attack too many on the family reserves. When the Depression ate up whatever was left, he knew, going to his grave, that Alex’s
         generation of the Stewarts would not be numbered among the old Indiana families who encouraged constant speculation about
         how many millions they had socked away. That mattered to him.
      

      
      Alex had his consolations. Through connections, promissory notes, and the gradual rehabilitation of his business, he indulged
         a passion for horses, raising a string of trotters. He continued to be active in his clubs and associations, continued to
         sing in the church choir every Sunday, and continued to be the first respondent to any fire-alarm bell. But most of all, Alex
         had the inventiveness that he had found within his family—not so much Father Knows Best as Father Knows Just About Everything
         and Wants to Show You How You Can Know It All, Too. For those who saw only his bombast, it came as something of a marvel that,
         especially with his son and daughters, he often displayed an emotional sensitivity beyond the norm and an open-mindedness
         that would-be purchasers of green paint at The Big Warehouse had not glimpsed.
      

   



      
      BOY’S LIFE

      
      TO HIS MOTHER HE WAS JIMSEY. TO HIS FATHER HE WAS Jimbo—a diminutive of James that struck Alex as suggestive of Jumbo the
         famous circus elephant. For the Stewart who would spend much of his early movie career fretting about being underweight weighed
         in at eight pounds upon delivery and more than filled out his clothes for most of his boyhood. “He’s a fat little rascal,”
         Alex got into the habit of telling his customers at the store. “But you never saw a boy like him. Stop around and see him.”
         It was an invitation his father would still be extending fifty years later—if not then to his home, to the local movie theater
         where the boy’s latest film was playing. Alex Stewart always made it clear that nothing had ever been more important to him
         than the birth of his son.
      

      
      
      The feeling was hardly unrequited. As James Stewart told McCall’s magazine once:
      

      
      

         … the Stewart Hardware Store seemed the center of the universe. It was a three-story structure full to the rafters with everything
            needed to build a house, hunt a deer, plant a garden and harvest it, repair a car, or make a scrapbook. I could conceive of
            no human need that could not be satisfied in this store. Even after I grew up and moved away and saw larger sights, the store
            remained with me. But then I realized that what was central to my life was not just the store but the man who presided over
            it—my father.
         

      



      
      Although Stewart never stinted on praising his mother, in particular as the family’s anchor of stability and for tuning whatever
         ear he developed for music through her singing and playing piano and organ, the very welter of stories shared with journalists
         over the years about his father has underscored the papa’s boy he always regarded himself as being. More often than not, his
         mother appears in his reminiscences only as a sensible censor to escapades dreamed up by himself and his father—adventures
         that were carried out frequently behind her back by the two of them anyway. (Largely because of age differences, his two younger
         sisters usually earn mention, if at all, only as secondary characters during his boyhood.) But on at least two cardinal points,
         the parents were of a similar mind. The first was in the need for discipline at home; or, as Stewart sought to explain it
         once: “My folks were strict but somehow they got away with it without being strict, if you know what I mean. Few people I’ve
         come across in life had that ability. The rules were there and everyone knew they were there, so even having to refer to them
         should have been unnecessary. It was just expected that you would be well behaved, be in line.”
      

      
      The other point on which Alex and Bessie saw eye to eye was in the attitude that living in a small town should never be an
         excuse for having a small mind, that the observed proprieties had to be integrated with intellectual and aesthetic stimulations.
         Hall Blair, Stewart’s oldest boyhood friend in Indiana until his death a few years ago, once described the Stewarts’ Sunday
         routine to the Tribune-Democrat, a western Pennsylvania daily:
      

      
      

         The Stewarts had an interesting family life. They were very close, and highly principled. At every meal they all took hands
            and said Grace. On Sunday they all went to church. [Alex] was in the choir and [Bessie] was the organist, so they went first and the children
            came later. They were always late. I can still see Jim dashing down the aisle and going sliding into the pew—the third from the front where they always
            sat. … At home they all sang hymns and had musical Sunday evenings. They stayed home the whole day and read. They always had
            the New York Times and magazines like Atlantic Monthly and Scribner’s. They followed theater and opera.
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