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PRAISE FOR

JOHN WAYNE: THE LIFE AND LEGEND

“[An] authoritative and enormously engaging new biography. . . . [Eyman] takes you through Wayne’s life, his death and his legend in a detailed, remarkably knowledgeable yet extremely readable way.”

—Peter Bogdanovich, The New York Times Book Review

“No Wayne biography until now has ridden the defile between the reverential and the tendentious with quite the graceful equilibrium of this one. . . . Eyman gets at the details that the bean counters and myth-spinners miss. . . .Wayne’s intimates have told Eyman things here that they’ve never told anyone else.”

—David Kipen, The Los Angeles Times

“Deeply researched and totally absorbing.”

—Clive Sinclair, The Wall Street Journal

“A spirited portrait of John Wayne and the Hollywood he worked in. . . . Traces his transition from the eager, boyish roles he played in early movies to confident leading man.”

—Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times

“We all think we know John Wayne, in part because he seemed to be playing himself in movie after movie. Yet as Eyman carefully lays out, ‘John Wayne’ was an invention, a persona created layer by layer by an ambitious young actor.”

—Glenn Frankel, The Washington Post

“[An] exemplary biography. . . . Eyman appears to have had broad access to Wayne’s business and family life, and the result is a book with a compelling claim to being definitive.”

—Robert Horton, Film Comment

“Scott Eyman has taken a legend and a statue and given us an odd, decent, muddled but deeply likable man. That’s what makes this book so readable and so touching.”

—David Thomson, author of The New Biographical Dictionary of Film and Moments That Made the Movies

“In comprehensive detail, this new biography chronicles a great star at work. . . . Like a cinematographer, Mr. Eyman offers readers Wayne from many angles, in his own words and the words of those who worked with him. . . . An engrossing record of how the Duke stayed top dog for so long.”

—The Economist

“Eyman . . . does an expert job in nailing Wayne’s enduring appeal: On-screen and off, he presented a man of action, confidence, self-determination and, sometimes, compassion.”

—Chris Foran, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

“[A] splendid biography of Hollywood’s most enduring movie star. . . . Eyman offers perceptive views of Wayne’s many films and a wagon’s worth of revealing and entertaining anecdotes. If you think you know John Wayne, you’ll know him even better as a movie star—and appreciate him even more as a person—after reading John Wayne: The Life and Legend.”

—Douglass K. Daniel, Associated Press

“Full of historical detail and fan facts, John Wayne tracks shy Marion Robert Morrison’s path to the screen hero who got scant credit for his own craft in creating the John Wayne that rallied audiences.”

—David D’Arcy, San Francisco Chronicle

“One of the greatest movie star biographies ever written.”

—Allen Barra, Salon.com

“A comprehensive and compelling examination of the Duke. . . . Insightful, exhaustive and engrossing—a definitive portrait of the man and the legend.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Drawing deeply on interviews with family and friends, acclaimed biographer Eyman colorfully chronicles Wayne’s life and work. . . . Compulsively readable.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Eyman’s exhaustively informative biography is, in essence, a tribute. One ends it liking Duke a lot more.”

—John Sutherland, The Times (London)

“It would be hard to find a more complete picture of a public figure’s life and legend than Eyman gives us of the Duke.”

—Larry Thornberry, The American Spectator

“[Written] with deep research, clear, strong prose and unfailing good humor. The great strength of Mr. Eyman’s book derives from the strength of its subject.”

—John R. Coyne Jr., The Washington Times
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For Jeff Heise

And for Harry Carey Jr.,

Who said,

“Just put on my tombstone, ‘He rode with the Duke.’ ”

Ride away . . .


“That guy you see on the screen isn’t really me. I’m Duke Morrison, and I never was and never will be a film personality like John Wayne. I know him well. I’m one of his closest students. I have to be. I make a living out of him.”

—DUKE MORRISON, AKA JOHN WAYNE, 1957

“Other people, so I have read, treasure memorable moments in their lives: the time one climbed the Parthenon at sunrise, the summer night one met a lonely girl in Central Park and achieved with her a sweet and natural relationship, as they say in books. I too once met a girl in Central Park, but it is not much to remember. What I remember is the time John Wayne killed three men with a carbine as he was falling to the dusty street in Stagecoach.”

THE MOVIEGOER, WALKER PERCY
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John Wayne, with the customized, sawed-off Winchester he twirls in his introductory shot in Stagecoach.




PROLOGUE

The scene had a problem, and the problem was the gun.

Dudley Nichols’s script was specific: “There is the sharp report of a rifle and Curly jerks up his gun as Buck saws wildly at the ribbons.

“The stagecoach comes to a lurching stop before a young man who stands in the road beside his unsaddled horse. He has a saddle over one arm and a rifle carelessly swung in the other hand . . . It is Ringo . . .

“RINGO. You might need me and this Winchester. I saw a coupla ranches burnin’ last night.

“CURLY. I guess you don’t understand, kid. You’re under arrest.

“RINGO (with charm). I ain’t arguing about that, Curly. I just hate to part with a gun like this.

“Holding it by the lever, he gives it a jerk and it cocks with a click . . .”

John Ford loved the dialogue, which was in and of itself unusual, but the introduction of the Ringo Kid needed to be emphasized. Ford decided that the shot would begin with the actor doing something with the gun, then the camera would rapidly track in from a full-length shot to an extreme close-up—an unusually emphatic camera movement for the period, and an extremely unusual one for Ford, who had grown to prefer a stable camera.

Since the actor was already coping with two large props, Ford decided to lose the horse. He told his young star what he was planning to do: “Work out something with the rifle,” Ford said. “Or maybe just a pistol.” He wasn’t sure.

And just like that the problem was dropped in the lap of his star, a young—but not all that young—actor named John Wayne, better known to Ford and everybody else as Duke.

Wayne ran through the possibilities. Every actor in westerns could twirl a pistol, so that was out. Besides, the script specified a rifle cocked quickly with one hand, but later in the scene than what Ford was planning. In addition, Ford wanted him to do something flashy, but it couldn’t happen too quickly for the audience to take it in. All the possibilities seemed to cancel each other out.

And then Yakima Canutt, Wayne’s friend and the stunt coordinator on the film, offered an idea. When Canutt was a boy he had seen Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show. As the overland stage raced around the arena, a messenger trailing behind the stagecoach had carried a rifle with a large ring loop which allowed him to spin the rifle in the air, cocking it with one hand. The crowd went wild. Canutt said that it had been thirty years ago and he still remembered the moment. More to the point, he had never seen anybody else do it.

Wayne sparked to the idea, as did Ford, but first they had to make it work. Ford instructed the prop department to manufacture a ring loop and install it on a standard-issue 1892 Winchester carbine. After the rifle was modified, Wayne began experimenting with the twirl move as Canutt remembered it, but there was a problem—the barrel of the rifle was too long—it wouldn’t pass cleanly beneath Wayne’s arm.

The Winchester went back to the prop department, where they sawed an inch or so off the end, then soldered the sight back on the shortened barrel.1

With that minor adjustment, the move was suddenly effortless. Wayne began rehearsing the twirling movement that would mark his entrance in the movie he had been waiting more than ten years to make—a film for John Ford, his friend, his mentor, his idol, the man he called “Coach” or, alternately—and more tellingly—“Pappy.”

With any luck at all, he’d never have to go back to B westerns as long as he lived.
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It’s the late spring of 1939, and you’re sitting in a theater watching Stagecoach. It’s a western, not the most admired genre, and the cast is made up mostly of reliable character actors. But the reviews have been more than good, and John Ford has already achieved a measure of fame among critics and moviegoers.

The first couple of minutes have already told you this is a movie made by filmmakers at the top of their game—precise, emphatic compositions, perfect editing that never leaves a shot on-screen for less time than it needs to be understood, unforced exposition that expertly delineates seven major characters inside of twelve minutes.

The story is basic. Seven strangers are crowded into a stagecoach, leaving a town called Tonto, heading through Indian territory to a town called Lordsburg. The seven people are traveling for seven different reasons, and the characters are deliberately contrasted in a way that goes beyond local color. A whore has a counterpart in a mousy, pregnant military bride; a pompous banker is balanced by a shady, dangerous gambler who can accurately gauge everybody’s bad character, especially his own. Likewise, there is a meek little whiskey salesman who has to fend off a raucous alcoholic doctor.

There is also a sheriff, a bluff, hearty man who seems to believe in appearances. And there is one other character we are told about but don’t immediately meet: an outlaw lurking somewhere out there, beyond Tonto, beyond civilization. He has escaped from jail, and he too needs to get to Lordsburg, for a private mission of revenge, a mission that the sheriff has pledged to prevent.

This collection of balanced opposites, the “respectable” confronted with the “disreputable,” populate the stagecoach, the vehicle through which John Ford will assert the moral equality of the outcast and restate his claim for the western as the seminal American film genre.

The picture is eighteen minutes old when we finally meet the Ringo Kid. There is a gunshot off-camera, there is a location shot of the stagecoach quickly pulling up. Cut to a tall, lean man standing against a process background of Monument Valley with a saddle draped over one arm and a rifle in his other hand. The camera rushes in as he twirl-cocks the rifle with one hand.

If you look at the rifle, it seems to be a tiny bit short, but nobody has ever looked at anything but the actor’s face. Midway through the camera’s rapid track-in, it loses focus for a half a second, then comes to rest in a huge, sharp close-up.

It is a good face—handsome but not pretty, assertive but not bullying. There are two beads of sweat coursing down his cheek, although whether that is a detail of character that Ford wanted or a result of the pressure of synchonizing a complicated physical movement with a complicated camera movement is lost to time.

The camera gazes for a few long seconds on the face, letting us examine the blue eyes that photograph gray on black and white film, the shadow on the right side, the suggestion of sweat on the brow, the strength of the features. As the camera lingers, the intimidating aura of the Ringo Kid as outlined by the other characters dissolves. What we see is not a dangerous outlaw but a boyish young man in bold relief—a gentle but resolute character.

The actor leaps off the screen in a way the character doesn’t in the script, and in a way the actor hadn’t in his previous movies. This is an actor you have probably seen before, in one movie or another, but never like this, never showcased with such elemental force. John Wayne has been around the movies for more than ten years, first as a prop man, occasionally as an extra, then fronting a great widescreen spectacle of early sound that lost a great deal of money.

Cast into oblivion by that film’s failure, he made his way through the Depression with large parts in tiny films and tiny parts in large films. Before Stagecoach, he has appeared in more than eighty movies—some good, most bad or indifferent.

But with this scene—no, with this moment—looks, temperament, talent, part, and presentation collide and unite. The audience sees, truly sees John Wayne for the first time.

“We are not a culture that readily associates ‘beauty’ with ‘manly,’ ” wrote the critic Michael Ventura about this moment, “but this face has that combination and something more: . . . an awareness of wilderness, a sense that here is a man meant to move in great spaces. That’s vague, but that’s the best I can do. Whitman has a line in ‘Song of the Open Road’: ‘Here a great personal deed has room.’ ”

To put it more bluntly: this is less an expertly choreographed entrance for an actor than it is the annunciation of a star. John Ford is telling us that this man warrants our attention in a way that transcends the immediate narrative of the movie.

For the next forty years, John Wayne continually proved Ford’s point. The literary theorist Roland Barthes wrote that “Mass culture is a machine for showing desire,” and successive generations desired John Wayne in a way shared by no other star of his generation.

This was . . . curious. Wayne was thirty-two years old when he made Stagecoach, and still possessed a youthful aura, but that was replaced by other things as he aged and expanded—from reminding people of their brother or son, he gradually assumed a role as everyone’s father, then, inevitably, as age and weight congealed, everyone’s grandfather.

None of that made much difference to his audience. For twenty-five out of twenty-six years—1949 to 1974—Wayne was in the list of top ten box-office stars. In nineteen of those years, he was in the top four. Thirty-five years after his death, he was still listed as one of America’s five favorite movie stars. (The others on the list, Denzel Washington and Tom Cruise among them, had the considerable advantage of being alive.)

Clark Gable, Tyrone Power, and Gary Cooper were all much bigger stars when Wayne began his ascent, but they have largely receded into the past. Wayne became more than a movie star for his time; rather, he became indivisibly associated with America itself, even if it was an America that was dead by the time he was born, and he was personifying a folklore easier to locate in the nineteenth century than the twentieth.

Stagecoach was a picture that could and in fact did fall apart several times before it finally got made, and it got made only because of the determination of John Ford, who believed in John Wayne more than John Wayne believed in himself. Ford was born John Martin Feeney in Maine in 1894, and by the time he met Duke Morrison in 1926, Ford—he took the screen name of his brother, the actor Francis Ford—had been directing movies for ten years and had already made his first great film: The Iron Horse.

In the succeeding years, Ford was drawn by the young man’s inexhaustible energy, his willingness to do anything asked of him. For Duke Morrison enthusiastically adopted the perpetual challenge of a big man with ambition—to do everything better, harder, longer than anyone else.

“On every picture, there is at least one day when nothing seems to go right,” Ford said. “When things are going wrong, Duke is a mighty fine man to have around. He will run half the length of the valley to tell the second unit that we are planning to shoot another take. He rarely asks a man to do a job he can do himself.”

Other co-workers concurred, and valued Wayne for his willingness to extend himself far beyond the limited portfolio of an actor. “I’ve seen him put his shoulder to a location wagon that was stuck,” said the cameraman Bert Glennon, “or hold a pair of shears and a comb for a hairdresser when she had to make a hurried change on one of the characters.”

This never changed. Thirty-six years after Stagecoach, he made The Shootist, his last movie. The scene: a dying gunfighter named J. B. Books goes to a barbershop.

As Wayne settled himself into the barber chair for the scene, a prop man began to cut thin strands of fake hair and arrange them around the perimeter of the chair. Wayne and Alfred Dennis, the actor playing the barber, began to run their lines. Wayne stopped and watched what the prop man was doing.

“That won’t work,” said the star.

“Sir?”

“You’re not cutting off enough hair. The camera is ten feet away. It won’t read the little hairs that you’re cutting off. Give it to me.”

Wayne grabbed the prop hair and scissors and began chopping off giant hunks of hair, four and five inches long, throwing them around the barber chair. Rationally, these chunks would come from a man with shoulder-length hair, but Wayne knew that when it comes to movies, the eye is irrelevant. The only thing that matters is what the lens sees.

The young prop man didn’t know that Wayne began his career as a prop man, and wasn’t about to lower his standards. In all the reviews and analyses of the picture then and later, the huge hunks of hair at the bottom of the barber chair always go unnoticed.

John Wayne always knew what the camera would see; he always knew what the audience would believe.
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John Ford was profoundly Irish in every possible way, and his character was accompanied by an assortment of more or less symptomatic demons. He was defensive, in total control of his art, if not his life, and he was some sort of genius. “He was talented, and he was intolerable,” was the succinct opinion of Maureen O’Hara.

Andre de Toth, a director whom Ford promoted, said, “He was not a social person. He kept to his boat, to the studio, and to his Jack Daniel’s. There wasn’t a lot of dialogue in his life, and there wasn’t a lot of dialogue in his movies.

“He was making motion pictures. He was sure of the art he wanted to make, but not much else. People put up with Jack Ford for one reason: he always told you what he thought was the truth. That’s what you see in a Ford film: honesty.”

In contrast to the largely impenetrable and essentially solitary Ford, Wayne had few obvious demons. He drank—but never allowed it to control his life or interfere with his work. He smoked incessantly, ate what he wanted, enjoyed the company of women, adored the company of men. He was like his mentor in one way only: he invariably said what he thought.

Ford had bought Ernest Haycox’s original story for Stagecoach in 1936 and circled the idea of making his former prop man the star of a western. After flirtations with a couple of other actors, he made up his mind: Duke would be the Ringo Kid.

“It isn’t enough for an actor to look the part and say his lines well,” said Ford. “Something else has to come across to audiences—something which no director can instill or create—the quality of being a real man.”

Wayne embodied one other quality Ford needed: “He was the only person I could think of at the time who could personify great strength and determination without talking much. That sounds easy, perhaps. But it’s not. Either you have it or you don’t.”

Like all excellent directors only more so, Ford was a manipulator, a man capable of thinking on three or four levels at once, and he enjoyed Wayne because the actor was completely different than he was. Wayne was a creature of spontaneity, with a bubbling enthusiasm for every new project and for life itself, and little interest in the contemplation of mistakes, of roads not taken. The most important movie of Wayne’s life was always the next one.

“Duke has always been able to enjoy life . . . to swallow and digest it in big, unchewed pieces. Depending upon the circumstances, he can be a roughneck, or a perfect gentleman. He’s my boy, always has been; always will be.”

Just before they began production on Stagecoach, John Ford took the young man aside and told him that he had a great future ahead of him.

He had no idea just how right he was.
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The decade of B westerns had been Wayne’s movie prep school, the learning equivalent of years in repertory theater. In 1939, Wayne was relatively unknown only to the critics in the big cities. As far as they were concerned, he had the stink of dozens of disposable B movies about him.

But as far as the audience was concerned, Wayne had paid his dues. They had watched the big man for nearly ten years; they had seen him mature as a man and as an actor. They had always liked him, and they had grown to respect him as well. Wayne may not have been a star in New York, but he was assuredly a star in Waco and Rockville and Atlanta.

Wayne hadn’t played a variety of parts, but he had carefully observed actors who did. He had seen how even a bad movie was impossible without teamwork on the part of the cast and crew.

“Doing those B westerns he learned how to be resilient,” said the actor William Bakewell, who did time with him in some of these films. “He learned what to lean on and how to bring his best foot forward. You had to get up on your lines. You had to be a quick study because they didn’t want to waste any time or film. . . . Doing those quickie westerns, he learned how to be John Wayne.”

Aesthetically, Wayne walked right into an American archetype. The part of the Ringo Kid—the way Ford presented the actor, the way the actor played the part—served as the template for about half of his career: dignity, intent, competence, and, if necessary, skill in combat, all added to a foundation of innate likability.

Wayne had spent ten years in limbo after The Big Trail, working for some of the worst directors in the business. Now, after a single turn working for one of the best, his life would never be the same again, but he never seemed entirely convinced that there was anything inevitable about it, or even that he had done it on his own recognizance.

“The reason Ford made a star of me,” he grumbled to John Ford’s grandson late in his life, “was that I played cards with him.”

In his early years, Wayne’s acting was tinged with a tentative self-consciousness; it was acting that didn’t seem to be acting, that had a way of intimately involving his audience rather than keeping them at an admiring distance.

Soon enough, he would play the tired, benevolent Nathan Brittles in She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, the fierce, my-way-or-die Tom Dunson in Red River, the hesitant retired boxer Sean Thornton in The Quiet Man, the lonely isolate Ethan Edwards in The Searchers, as well as ten other varied characterizations fully deserving the overused adjective “great.”

The watchful, shy young actor of the 1930s became a man burdened by responsibility and pain too terrible to fully share, gradually segueing into a feisty old guy who could still uncork a jug . . . or twirl a Winchester. Alone among the great movie stars, Wayne dared to show us the most perilous as well as the most moving of the seven ages of man.

As Randy Roberts and James Olson pointed out, “He was so American, so like his country—big, bold, confident, powerful, loud, violent and occasionally overbearing, but simultaneously forgiving, gentle, innocent, and naive. . . . John Wayne was his country’s alter ego.”

I first met John Wayne in August 1972. He was not merely big, he was huge, with hands that could span home plate—the largest hands I have ever seen on a human being. It was not so much his height—six feet three and three quarters inches, as he attested in a military application during World War II—it was his bulk: very broad shoulders and a large chest that, in his youth, spiraled down to a slim waist. By the time I met him, a good-sized man could stand behind him and never be seen.

At the same time, there was an unexpected delicacy about him. He had small feet for a man his size—size 10 or so, as opposed to the 14 or 16 that might be expected. This accounted for his carefully balanced walk, the arms slightly bent at the elbows for balance.

And there was also a surprising graciousness of manner and a quiet way of speaking. He was shooting a TV show at CBS at the time, and regarded himself impassively in the makeup mirror in between sips of a scotch and water. Every once in a while, he would contentedly puff on a slim cigar, even though he had lost a lung to cancer eight years earlier. He answered my questions calmly, getting enthusiastic mainly when talking about directors.

My hair was undoubtedly longer than he liked, but he didn’t seem to mind. I loved John Ford and so did he. At the end of a long day on the set, he walked over, shook my hand, and said, “I hope you got what you wanted. I’m not such a terrible right-wing monster, am I?”

His general attitude, on that day and on several days thereafter, was a perceptible relief that he could have a conversation about something besides cancer or politics.

Most actors are disappointing when you meet them—often smaller than life, they need writers and cameramen to give them their aura of command. Not John Wayne. He liked to talk about chess, Indian lore, and western art, but above all he liked to talk about movies. It was the movies that had converted the son of a reliably unsuccessful drugstore clerk, a young man who managed to win a football scholarship to USC only to lose it, into a rich man with a kind of immortality. In no other actor was the apparent line between the private man and the public image so narrow.

In the movies, he played searchers, warriors, men who settled the West or fought for democracy in the Pacific. His characters’ taste for the fulfillment of an American imperative was usually based on patriotic conviction, rarely for economic opportunity. He came to embody a sort of race memory of Manifest Destiny, the nineteenth century as it should have been.

For decades, his image was in fashion and then it went out of fashion. His strength was seen as authoritarian, his overwhelming sense of the past held up as proof of his archaic nature. A man of complex ideals was nudged aside in a time of expedient desires.

But eventually, the wheel comes around again.

These are the movies of John Wayne. Not all of them—by actual count there are 169, give or take, depending on whether you allow guest appearances or not—just the best, in no particular order:

The Searchers

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance

Red River

She Wore a Yellow Ribbon

The Shootist

Stagecoach

They Were Expendable

Fort Apache

Hondo

Sands of Iwo Jima

Rio Grande

The Quiet Man

Island in the Sky

Rio Bravo

True Grit

It can be seen that, while Wayne would make important films in many genres, it was the western that made him a star, and it was the western that kept him a star. As Charles Silver of the Museum of Modern Art wittily observed, “Wayne made westerns for twice as long as it took to fight the Indian wars. He made westerns for about as long as it actually took to settle the continent west of the Missouri.”

It was the western that defined John Wayne for audiences the world over, that made him the symbol of America to the world at large. In many ways, it still does.

Audiences traditionally assume that movie stars are just playing themselves, a gross oversimplification that ignores the massive adjustments that changed Duke Morrison from Winterset, Iowa, into John Wayne.

As the briefest glance at any of Wayne’s early B westerns shows, the easy, likable personality was there from the beginning, but so was a lumbering gaucheness not far removed from a high school play. The accoutrements that spelled John Wayne were added incrementally, painstakingly, intentionally. The John Wayne of 1932 has little to offer except his looks and personality; the Wayne of 1938 is a greatly improved actor of authority and concision. Duke Morrison built John Wayne the actor, John Wayne the businessman, John Wayne the icon, brick by brick. “He worked hard to be a graceful big man,” said Harry Carey Jr. “It didn’t just happen.”

As a man, Wayne could be demanding and impatient, as everybody from prop men to directors found out, but he had an innate gregariousness, an interest in other people, that was unexpected and charming. “What was different than the roles he played,” said his oldest son, Michael, “was that he would listen to people. He wanted to hear what they thought. He was a listener as well as a talker.”

His daughter Toni said, “He was an expert in western Indian tribes. He was a history buff who knew all about the Civil War. He knew what battle was where, and how many men died at this place. He knew an awful lot about Oriental art, about Native American art. He knew an awful lot about a lot of things.”

He was also a demon chess player. Although he wasn’t quite tournament caliber, he would make up for technical flaws with controlled aggression and by psyching out opponents. “Is that the move you’re gonna make?” he would say with an air of deep regret. “You’re sure? Well, okay.” The opponent was soon convinced that he had blown the game. He did the same thing playing bridge.

But when it came to making movies, there was no guile involved. He relished the process. He almost never went off to his trailer during the lengthy period when shots were being set up, but hung around the set, preparing, playing chess, joshing with the crew. For Wayne, a movie set was home, and he loved being home.

Forged by years of working for little money and less acclaim, Wayne became the compleat professional. “I never saw him miss a word,” said Harry Carey Jr. “I never saw him late. I never saw him with a hangover. Oh, all right, I saw him with a hangover, but he was really a good man to work with.”

The years of laboring in thankless vineyards produced an actor who could effortlessly command a scene simply by entering it, who could communicate complex emotions without words. His own strength of character was easily lent to the men he played, but that strength often derived from an isolation that came at a terrible cost. Wayne’s power as an actor, and his greatest triumph, was that he never shied away from the ultimate implications of his screen image.

All this earned him his place as America’s idea of itself, a man big enough, expansive enough to serve as a metaphoric battlefield for America’s conflicting desires. He wasn’t born that way. As a boy he was insecure, bedeviled by poverty and nightmares. Until he accreted the security of a screen character, whose certainties he gradually made his own, he regularly berated himself for his clumsiness in the craft he pursued with such passion.

So the story of John Wayne is simultaneously the story of Duke Morrison—an awkward boy who transformed himself into the symbol of American self-confidence.

There have been several biographies of John Wayne over the years, mostly written by two disparate breeds: rapt fans, or scholars—alternating currents of hero worship and a quizzical wonder mixed with covert—or not so covert—disdain.

I knew Wayne slightly, but until I invested four years in research I couldn’t claim any special insights into the man other than witnessing his good humor, his courtesy, his surprising sensitivity.

“Had you read the O’Neill plays?” I bumptiously asked him once, regarding John Ford’s film of The Long Voyage Home.

He could have blown me right out of the water, and probably should have. Instead, he eyed me wearily, sighed, and quietly said, “I’d been to college; I’d read O’Neill.”

Point taken.

John Wayne’s story is about many things—it’s about the construction of an image, the forging of a monumental career that itself became a kind of monument. It’s about a terribly shy, tentative boy reinventing himself as a man with a command personality, of a man who loved family but who couldn’t sustain a marriage, and of a great friendship that resulted in great films.

And it’s also about a twentieth-century conservatism considered dangerously extreme that became mainstream in the twenty-first century.

It is, in short, a life that could only have been lived by one man.



1. One Winchester with a ring loop used by Wayne—he also did the move in Circus World and True Grit—does survive and the barrel has indeed been slightly sawed off. I’m grateful to Yakima Canutt for telling me about all this, to Jeff Morey and Joe Musso for explaining how it was done, and especially to Musso for showing me one of Wayne’s customized rifles.


PART ONE



1907–1939
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“The son of a bitch looked like a man.”

—RAOUL WALSH


CHAPTER ONE

The man the world would come to know as John Wayne was not born Marion Michael Morrison—as tradition would have it—nor was he born Marion Mitchell Morrison—as revisionist tradition would have it. His name at birth was actually Marion Robert Morrison. What is definitive is the date—May 26, 1907—and the place: a house the Morrisons were renting from Mr. M. E. Smith, a pharmacist who owned the Smith Drug Store. The house was and is at the corner of Second and South Streets in Winterset, Iowa, populated at the time by 2,956 people. The room was and is a small back corner that spans about eight feet by fifteen feet in a house of 860 square feet.

The birth announcement ran in the May 30, 1907, edition of the Winterset Madisonian complete with a typo: “A 13 pound son arrived at the home Mr. ank Mrs. Clyde Morrison, Monday morning.” Sometime after Marion became famous his birth certificate disappeared from the courthouse, although conspiracy theorists should know that an entry in the Madison County Record of Births (Book 2, page 329) attests to the town, name, date, and parents.

Gazing down at young Morrison, Dr. Jessie Smith undoubtedly realized that he was going to be a big boy. Dr. Smith was one of the rare turn-of-the-century women doctors, universally remembered as “a faithful physician and a steadfast friend,” according to Father Paul Barrus, who was born in Winterset five years before the town’s most famous citizen.

Winterset, Iowa, is thirty-five miles southwest of Des Moines, 350 miles west of Chicago. It’s a pleasant small town, the seat of Madison County, as in The Bridges of . . . In the hundred-odd years since, the population has incrementally increased to 4,800. Before the birth of Marion Morrison, Winterset’s only distinction was the residency of George Washington Carver in the 1880s.

This is the world Marion Morrison was born into:

At the Candy Kitchen on the east side of the public square, ice cream sodas cost 15 cents. If a housewife telephoned for groceries, they would be delivered within the hour. On Wednesday evenings, the Methodist church and the Baptist church would both call the faithful to worship in the evening by ringing their bells. The Methodist bell was light and silvery, the Baptist bell much deeper. The Catholic church would toll its bell on Sundays, or when a parishioner died. Every year in the Winterset High School, a Civil War veteran named Cooper would give an eyewitness account of Pickett’s Charge. In the event of an outbreak of diphtheria or smallpox, individual houses that were affected would have large QUARANTINE signs (yellow, with black letters) displayed in the front yards.

Winterset had two black citizens. One was Charlie Moore, and the other his son, Main, who graduated from Winterset High in 1896. There was also a man known only as “Nigger John,” who lived in a shack south of the southwest corner of the square, but he wasn’t counted in the official census. (There was a pre–Civil War stone house on Summit Street leading toward Council Bluffs that was said to have been a station on the Underground Railroad.)

Every year, a production of Uncle Tom’s Cabin would play Winterset, and the actress who played Little Eva would drive her ponies in a parade around the square. Funerals took place at home, and sitting up with the dead the night before burial was a part of mourning. Every day at 4:40 P.M., people would attentively gather at the railroad station to see who came in from Des Moines.

In short, it was the sort of place that needed the presence of Professor Harold Hill to stir things up. There might have been trouble in River City, but there was never any trouble in Winterset.

Much has been made of the admittedly odd discrepancy of the birth name and the official name he carried until he entered show business, but there wasn’t really much to it. As Wayne would explain on his application for the OSS during World War II, “Name supposedly changed to Marion Michael Morrison when brother born and named Robert. There is no legal record of this change. Registered in school as Marion Mitchell Morrison, my grandfather’s name—never corrected same.”

All of this sloppy switching happened in Earlham, where the family moved in 1910, and where Marion’s younger brother, Robert, was born in December 1911. Using a child’s name as the pea in a now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t shell game was only the beginning of Marion’s ragged childhood.

What probably happened is that his mother, a formidably strong-willed—read borderline unpleasant—woman born Mary Brown in 1885 in Lincoln, Nebraska, simply appropriated the older boy’s middle name for the preferred new arrival.

Both of Marion’s parents were born into the nervous middle class; Mary’s father had been a proofreader for a Des Moines newspaper, while Clyde Morrison’s father had been a real estate agent. Clyde was born in 1884 in Monmouth, Illinois, but grew up in Iowa and attended Simpson College on a football scholarship. He started in his freshman year, but was relegated to the second string midway through the season.

“Morrison did well [in an early game] but does not get into condition for proper work,” reported a local newspaper. In his second year, Clyde Morrison rode the bench. He left school before graduation and served an internship as a pharmacist in Waterloo, Iowa, where he met his future wife. Clyde Leonard Morrison and Mary Brown were married in Knoxville, Iowa, on September 29, 1905, and shortly afterward settled down to a war of marital attrition in which Clyde was always failing and Mary was always judging.

The Morrisons had moved to Winterset in 1906, where Clyde worked as a pharmacist’s clerk at Smith’s Drug Store on the town square. According to the memories of Father Barrus, Mrs. Morrison was considered “different” from other Winterset women, most of whom had grown up together. She was an outsider, and content with that status. Her best friend was Hazel Benge, who also kept a certain distance from most people. Alice Miller, a neighbor of the Morrisons, remembered seeing Mary, whom family and friends called “Molly,” pushing the carriage with her newborn boy around the town square and home again. Sometimes a neighbor would take over young Marion’s daily constitutional down South Second Street.

Then and later, Clyde was always liked—the standard line about him was that if he “only had four bits left in his pocket, he’d give one quarter to a friend, buy a beer for himself, and sit down and talk.” The standard line about Molly was that she was a grievance collector with a long memory and a good person to stay away from. “Molly Morrison was a stern woman,” said Alice Miller. “You had to be real careful around her. She could fly off the handle when you least expected it.”

The house where Marion Morrison was born, at 224 South Second Street, was built around 1880 and contains four rooms. It remained in private hands until 1981, when it was purchased by the chamber of commerce and restored to look like it did in the first decade of the twentieth century, with period furniture donated by residents, but with some of the original grace notes remaining—generous amounts of woodwork throughout the house, as well as stained glass in the parlor windows and the front door.

“Just about all I remember about Winterset is riding horses, playing football, and the time I thought I discovered electricity,” said John Wayne years later. “It was when my brother Robert was born. I went in to see him, rubbed my shoes on the rug, and accidentally touched the metal foot of the bed. Sparks shot off. I thought I had found one of the wonders of the universe. I didn’t know that Benjamin Franklin had beaten me to the discovery by about 150 years.”

None of this happened in Winterset, because Marion was only about two years old when the family left for nearby Brooklyn, 105 miles east of Davenport. Within another year, the Morrisons moved to Earlham, where Clyde bought a Rexall pharmacy at 328 Ohio Street.

Clyde’s business ventures had a way of going belly-up, and in December 1911, Clyde declared bankruptcy and lost the pharmacy. He then got a clerk’s job in Keokuk, while Molly tended young Marion in Earlham. But the boy always preferred his father, and Molly didn’t have the temperament to jolly him along. She told Clyde to come get his son. He took him back to Keokuk and on September 3 enrolled him in the first grade at the George Washington Elementary School.

Neither Winterset, Brooklyn, Earlham, or Keokuk was ever visited by John Wayne in later years—he was always far more interested in the future than the past. Besides, chronic instability isn’t attractive to a child, either at the time or retrospectively.

By 1913, they were in Des Moines, living off of Molly’s family. Late in 1914, Clyde’s father wrote to his son that some land he had bought in California needed someone to work it. Would Clyde be interested? Since there were no other offers pending, he would.

By that time, Marion probably wanted to drop his brother on his head, for Molly Morrison openly doted on Robert, as she would all her life. Marion sensed the favoritism and continued preferring his father.

The older boy’s resentment of his mother would always be between the lines, if for no other reason than it would have been bad manners for a midwestern gentleman born in the first decade of the twentieth century to criticize a parent. He would speak of her strength of character, her strong sense of right and wrong, and her temper—all of which he inherited. But there was never much affection in his reminiscences of her, unlike his memories of Clyde Morrison: “My father was the kindest, most patient man I ever knew.” Further complicating his life was his name. Children made fun of him, asked him why he had a girl’s name and why his mother didn’t dress him in skirts. Not surprisingly, in later years he didn’t particularly like to talk about his childhood; his last wife said that the stories came out only in fragments during their twenty years together. Mainly, he felt unloved by his mother and was quietly distressed by his father’s ineffectuality.

In 1914 the Morrison family moved to Palmdale, on the edge of the Mojave desert. Clyde’s father had spent $3,000 for eighty acres, and according to the homestead rules then in effect, if they could develop the property they could leverage their eighty acres into the surrounding 560 acres. Within the family, it would be claimed that Clyde had developed tuberculosis and needed a dry climate.

He sure got one.

Clyde Morrison took over a farmhouse, “a glorified shack,” according to his son. There was no gas, electricity, or running water. Nearby was a small barn, twelve feet by sixteen feet. When they were finished unpacking, they looked around and saw . . . nothing. Wayne remembered it as “barren, deserted country. . . . Palmdale was in the middle of nowhere.” In addition, Clyde Morrison didn’t know anything about farming. Other than that, it was a great move.

That same year, young Morrison saw the first newspaper headline to make an impression: “WAR DECLARED.” The nearest town was Lancaster, eight miles away, which had been settled by Mexican railroad workers. Lancaster got electricity the same year the Morrisons moved to Palmdale, a town with two paved streets, five saloons, two hotels, two banks, and a dry goods store. There was also a two-hundred-foot watering trough for the horses and an annual rabbit hunt. All it lacked was Frederic Remington to paint it. Molly Morrison was appalled, and when Molly Morrison was appalled, somebody was going to suffer.

Marion began attending the Lancaster Grammar School, eight long miles from Palmdale, riding a horse named Jenny back and forth every day. Twice a week, he would stop at the general store to pick up groceries. One time the general store had a good buy on several cases of tunafish, which provided a dietary staple for the Morrisons for months on end. In later years, he would always try to avoid tunafish.

Sometimes he’d pretend there were outlaws lurking on the deserted country roads, but there weren’t any outlaws and barely anybody else. “All I ran across were a few scrubby palms, some mesquite, a pack of jack rabbits and a few lazy rattlesnakes.”

Once, the boy let a younger friend ride Jenny the full length of the town, which he remembered was about the distance between two telephone poles. The friend fell off the horse. “[She] was no thoroughbred, but I couldn’t have loved [her] more if she had been. I was really crazy about that horse!”

Unfortunately, Jenny had a congenital stomach ailment that caused emaciation. Jenny was young Morrison’s responsibility as well as his transportation to and from school. Some nosy women decided that the horse was being abused, and reported the family to the local Humane Society. Marion stoutly insisted he was always feeding his horse, that he carried oats for the horse even on their daily commute to and from school.

His teacher and his parents stood up for him. The county vet examined the horse and diagnosed the wasting disease, but a sense of outrage over being falsely accused never left him. “I learned you can’t always judge a person or a situation by the way it appears on the surface,” he remembered. “You have to look deeply into things before you’re in a position to make a proper decision.” Jenny never got healthier and eventually had to be put down.

Clyde Morrison tried planting corn and wheat, because they were more valuable crops than hay or alfalfa, but corn and wheat needed more water than he had. With a lot of work, the plants might sprout, but the jackrabbits ate everything. Then there was the heat—118 degrees in the summer, 90 degrees in the house. Further complicating the literal hothouse atmosphere was the fact that Molly’s parents were living with them, making sure no harm befell their little girl. Finally, they bailed out for Los Angeles, after strongly advising their daughter and son-in-law to do the same.

For a couple of years, the Morrisons barely got by. “Mostly we ate potatoes or beans in one form or another,” he remembered. “One Halloween, Mom gave us a big treat—frankfurters.”

The Morrisons couldn’t afford a replacement for Jenny, so Marion began to walk to school, or hitch a ride on another family’s wagon. In any case, he had to get up at five in the morning in order to finish his chores before he could go to school, where once again he was taunted because of his name. Nevertheless, he was well behaved and a good student—he would always be a good student.

He learned lessons that weren’t taught in school, mainly admonitions from his father about self-reliance. “Never expect anything from anybody,” his father told him. “Don’t take things for granted. The world doesn’t owe you a living. You have to work for everything you get; nobody’s coming around with plums on a silver platter.” The lessons took, and in later years formed the core of his conservative political philosophy.

In later years, he asserted that the two years the family spent in the desert were too much for his mother and too much for the marriage. Clyde Morrison had one decent corn harvest before the market plunged. He had failed yet again, and Mary Morrison wouldn’t let him forget it. She berated him in front of his sons, branding him a failure and enumerating the myriad ways in which he had disappointed his children. Increasingly, she doted on her younger son. Wayne’s daughter Aissa believed that her father first resented his mother, then became bitter about her.

The boy was frankly miserable, and had to content himself with reading the Sears Roebuck catalogues every farming family lived with. He read them cover to cover, over and over again, and would circle all the things he wanted but couldn’t afford. “I used to dream that someday I’d have enough dollars to order everything in that damn catalogue. Catalogues became an obsession with me.”

Catalogues would stay an obsession with him, and when he was rich and famous he would do a great deal of his shopping from mail-order catalogues, which always signified the height of luxury.

The fights between Mary and Clyde became ugly, and the marriage, never solid to begin with, became irreparable. A generalized anxiety began to beset the boy; in one of his few admissions of fear, young Morrison remembered patrolling their land with a rifle while his father worked the corn. His job was to shoot any rattlesnakes that appeared.

On the upside, it taught him to be a good rifle shot. On the downside, if he missed, his father could die. “Shooting those snakes also gave me many sleepless nights—visions of thousands of slithering snakes coming after me. I used to wake up in a cold sweat in the middle of the night, but my dad, or my family, never knew it. I kept my fears to myself.”

Clyde’s father began suffering from the onset of dementia, as well as tuberculosis. Clyde had to commit him to a sanitarium in Glendale for a few weeks, after which he was transferred to a veterans hospital. Clyde and his family visited his father a couple of times in Glendale, and Molly began agitating for a move.

Young Morrison remembered that the last straw came in the unprepossessing form of black-eyed peas. “We had five acres of greenery going, beautiful tender young shoots,” he remembered. “We went away for a weekend, and when we came back, they’d been completely eaten by rabbits. . . . That broke them. They never made that adjustment where they could get together again.”

Clyde Morrison finally agreed that he wasn’t cut out for agriculture and the family moved to Glendale, about ten miles from Los Angeles, at the juncture of the San Fernando and San Gabriel valleys. Clyde got a job in a drugstore and began saving money to open his own place.

A year after the Morrisons arrived, Forest Lawn cemetery opened in Glendale, whose population was about eight thousand. The town had five schools, five banks, fifteen churches, two newspapers, a City Hall at 613 Broadway, a couple of markets and general stores, and three drugstores. Fred Stofft, who would become a neighborhood pal of Marion’s in Glendale, remembered that “there was no industry there. All the men that lived there worked in Los Angeles. It was a very nice town, about a 20 minute ride into Los Angeles on the Red Car.”

All of that would change, and soon, as the population and opportunities of Southern California exploded. (By 1930, Glendale’s population would be 62,736.) The Morrisons lived at 421 South Isabel, Clyde worked at the Glendale Pharmacy on West Broadway, and they joined the First Methodist Church. It was certainly an improvement over Palmdale.

Young Marion was about nine years old when he picked up his lifelong nickname. Big Duke was the name of the family Airedale, a dog that Wayne always remembered as “very good. . . . He chased the fire engines and I chased Duke.”

The Airedale’s name was no accident, for Duke was also the name of the great cowboy star Tom Mix’s large, indeterminate hound, as the boy would surely have known—Tom Mix was one of his favorite movie stars. Duke—Morrison’s Duke—would occasionally sleep at the fire station until his boy came back from school to pick him up. The firemen christened young Morrison “Little Duke,” which was gradually shortened to “Duke.”

These would seem to have been hard years for the young boy, although there was a temporary financial respite when Clyde’s father died, leaving him a small inheritance. But that didn’t last long and Clyde resumed his habit of downward mobility. The family moved every year or two.

“[Clyde] was lucky if he cleared $100 a month,” said his son. He remembered that the firemen gave him milk, telling him to take it home to his cat. But the Morrisons didn’t have a cat—the milk was really for Duke and his brother. He was also bullied by older, larger boys. One day he walked by the firehouse with a black eye, and one of the firemen started giving him lessons in self-defense.

By 1917, the ten-year-old Duke Morrison was attending Intermediate School at Wilson and Kenwood and getting good grades. The family was living in a small house in the heart of downtown Glendale at 136 North Geneva, behind City Hall. Duke’s neighborhood hangouts included the Litchfield Lumberyard and Sawmill a block or two down the street on Geneva, Lund’s Blacksmith Shop on Wilson, and Malscher’s Livery Stables on North Glendale, where he occasionally went horseback riding.

One neighbor was named McCalveny, who supplied some much needed raffish charm for the boy. Wayne remembered that Mr. McCalveny ran guns for Pancho Villa. “They went from rags to riches every other month,” said Wayne. “If they were eating beans, the gun-running business was bad, and if the neighbors were invited in, business was good.”

From the time he was in the seventh grade, Duke had to supply his own spending money and clothes. A girl in the neighborhood remembered him as “quiet, withdrawn.” Delivering the Los Angeles Examiner put enough money in his pocket to pay for the movies that he loved.

While young Morrison was not growing up in the heart of the movie business, he wasn’t exiled from it either. Glendale had a couple of working movie studios—Sierra Photoplays, which opened for business in 1917, and Kalem—or Astra—Studios, which opened in 1913 and was in operation until 1924 on North Verdugo Road. Wayne occasionally spoke of watching Kalem star Helen Holmes working on the streets of Glendale. Production crews and actors were frequent sights around town, where young Duke, along with other neighborhood kids, watched with open mouth and beating heart.

Duke Morrison’s learning experiences were not always pleasant, but deeply imprinted on his ethical compass. He remembered catching a bee, and tying a thread around the creature so all it could do was fly in circles. A boy who was about three years older and had recently arrived from Poland walked by and said, “Don’t do that.” Morrison ignored him and kept tormenting the bee, at which point, he remembered, “The roof fell in.”

He found himself lying on the ground with the Polish boy standing over him. With a heavy accent, the boy said, “I’ve just come from a war, from Poland. Don’t ever be cruel to animals. Or people.”

“It was quite a lesson,” Duke said. “I’ll never forget it.”

The Examiner was a morning paper, so Duke had to get up at four in the morning for his deliveries. He had begun playing football, and after school there was practice, and then he would make deliveries for the drugstore on his bicycle.

While Duke was growing up, his parents continued to fight. Sometimes Molly—“a very beautiful red head,” according to Fred Stofft—would come sailing into the pharmacy in high dudgeon to berate Clyde for some perceived or actual failure. Clyde’s drinking had picked up and Molly’s anger hadn’t abated. She insisted that Duke drag his little brother along wherever he happened to be going.

In 1919, Duke joined the Boy Scouts and stayed active in the troop until high school graduation, although he never made Eagle Scout. He also joined the YMCA, which put the boys on boats, inspiring a love for the sea that lasted the rest of his life.

In 1921, Clyde and Mary Morrison separated. Bob went with his mother to Long Beach, Duke stayed with his father in Glendale. Each of the boys developed a personality that was the antithesis of the parent they lived with—Duke became ambitious and driven like his mother, while Bob was compliant and easygoing like his father. Not that Mary Morrison cared, for Bob would always be her favorite child, which provoked no end of quizzical confusion from outsiders observing the family dynamic over the years.

From the public record, Duke’s years in Glendale could be drawn from Booth Tarkington’s Penrod stories: in March of 1920, Duke made the pages of the local paper for the first time: “Clyde Morrison’s eldest son Marion M. got the thumb of his left hand caught between the chain and sprocket wheel of his bicycle last Saturday while tuning it up for practice on the boy’s speedway at the corner of Hawthorne and Central Avenue, in hope of entering some of the races. The flesh was badly lacerated and the joint spread somewhat, necessitating the care of a surgeon, but the boy is getting along very favorably.”

It seems that Duke had problems with two-wheel vehicles; another time he was riding a motorcycle down Brand Boulevard on the trolley tracks. It was raining, he lost control of the bike and laid it down. The motorcycle slid and wedged itself under a mailbox. Duke just walked away and left it—motorcycles were too dangerous.

That same month, Clyde bought a six-room house at 313 West Garfield Avenue in Glendale. The year before, they had sold a house at 404 North Isabel and had bided their time living in an apartment over the Glendale Pharmacy.

The boy was still on the quiet side, and between his job delivering papers in the morning, making deliveries for the pharmacy, attending Boy Scout meetings and DeMolay, he couldn’t have been spending much time at home—which was probably the general idea. In whatever spare time he had, he would haunt the Glendale library, reading the romantic novels of Sir Walter Scott, James Fenimore Cooper, and Arthur Conan Doyle. “He was well-dressed and intelligent, but very shy and retiring,” remembered a classmate.

Clyde had been forced to learn the piano as a young boy, so he told Duke that he could choose any musical instrument he wanted to play. Duke chose the banjo. His teacher was a boy named Fat Stockbridge, who was a year or two older. But all of Duke’s extracurricular activities meant that he didn’t have any time for practice. When he and Stockbridge would get together, Duke would have made no progress, so Stockbridge would amuse himself by playing dirty songs on the banjo. A few years later, Morrison pawned his banjo to pay for a fraternity weekend at Lake Arrowhead. “That was the end of my musical career,” he would observe.

Money was tight—money would be tight for decades. Recreation had to be grabbed in an impromptu fashion. He learned to swim in the legendarily shallow Los Angeles River and recalled raucous weekends on the waterfront.

“Me and a bunch of kids would come down to the Balboa Peninsula to do some ‘poor boy sailing’ in these round bottom boats. I remember we all used to go over to this big mud flat over there and do surf dives in the mud.”

A surf dive?

A surf dive, he would explain, was accomplished by following a wave back to the ocean and then diving, belly down, into a long slide on the slippery mud. “It was a lot of fun. And then we’d go over to the flat by the pier and do the same thing there until we were just covered with this mud. And then we’d run over to the pier and run all the girls off while yelling and jumping around in this dried mud.”

It was a simpler time. But the purity of these pastimes, which had probably been practiced since the Civil War, never left him. Nor would the scalding humiliation implied by the term “poor boy sailing.”

One of his father’s failed pharmacies was in the Jensen Building in Glendale, which also housed a movie theater. The man who ran the theater was a friend of Clyde’s, so he let his movie-struck son go to the movies as often as possible. Duke remembered seeing The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse twice a day for the entire week it played in Glendale, although, in common with most of young America, his favorite actor was not Rudolph Valentino but Douglas Fairbanks. “I admired his dueling, his stunts, his fearlessness in the face of danger, and his impish grin when he was about to kiss his lady-love.”

After Fairbanks, Duke’s favorite actor was Harry Carey, because, he remembered, “he looked real.” In time, Duke would replace Harry Carey as John Ford’s equally real man of the West, and Carey would become an important influence on Wayne’s sense of acting, although the two had very different backgrounds.1

The neighborhood kids played cowboys and Indians, but they also played “movies”; that is, the kids would pretend to be actors, or a director, or even a cameraman—the camera was made out of a cigar box. When it was young Morrison’s turn to be the hero, he would usually mimic Fairbanks, and once he remembered leaping out of a second-story window while holding on to some grape vines. “I ruined a beautiful grape arbor,” he said.

The Glendale Evening News reported in the summer of 1922 that young Morrison was part of a large delegation of boys from the local YMCA to attend a camp on Catalina Island. As 1923 got under way, Clyde Morrison rated a small article in the local paper: “To C. L. Morrison falls the honor and responsibility of the management of the Jensen’s Palace Grand drug store. Mr. Morrison is a well known drug store man to Glendalians . . . he has conducted a business of his own and has also been connected with the Roberts and Echols drug stores.”

Early in 1923, Duke took another YMCA cruise, this time to the Santa Cruz Islands. By 1923, young Morrison was a fledgling football star, playing at 155 pounds for an excellent Glendale High team. In November, Glendale High came from behind to beat archrival San Bernardino 15–10 in the semifinal for the state championship. Duke played left guard on both offense and defense, and the local paper’s breathless reportage left no doubt that Notre Dame’s Four Horsemen were going to have some competition: “The whole line played well . . . Dotson, Morrison, Brucker and Phillipps showed up well both on offensive and defensive.”

“Morrison was supposed to be opposite the prep guard in Southern California,” reported the Glendale Evening News’ high school football reporter. “If he was, Morrison has established his right to that title, for he made that jackrabbit look like a fuzzy bunny. He also uncorked some good points when [teammate Howard] Elliott was taken out.”

At this point, Duke’s interests focused mostly on athletics, but he was also developing an interest in performing. That said, athletics definitely had the edge. He played everything and he played it well. A neighborhood girl named Mildred Power remembered that she used to stand outside a fence on East Broadway where the local boys erected a makeshift basketball court. The most prominent of them, by dint of his size, curly hair, and overall good looks, was young Morrison. “Duke was the tallest and the most handsome thing you ever saw. I was in awe.”

Throughout these years, the Morrison family was moving constantly. The Glendale public library doesn’t have a complete run of city directories, but the ones they do have show different addresses for the family nearly every year between 1915 and 1925. They first show up in Glendale in 1915 living at 421 South Isabel; a year later they’re at 315 South Geneva. By 1919 they’re at 443 West Colorado; two years after that they’re at 815 South Central; and in 1922 they’re at 129 South Kenwood.

What makes all this intriguing is that Clyde Morrison bought a six-room house in 1920. The address was 313 Garfield Avenue. Either he rented the house out, or, more likely, lost it soon after buying it—rental income would have made a yearly move unnecessary. Wayne’s attitude toward his father gradually became one of affectionate forbearance. He evinced sympathy for him and the values he taught him, which included football. “I was very envious of Duke,” said a Glendale friend named Frank Hoyt. “His father would use every spare moment to teach him how to pass the ball and tackle. They were very close.”

Morrison was regarded as a top athlete, but with a slight problem: “He could have been a great football player, but he never wanted to hurt anybody,” said one teammate. The family always needed money, so Duke learned the value of constant effort. Eugene Clarke, a friend in the Glendale period who followed Duke to USC, remembered that they worked on ice wagons, ran errands, mowed lawns, and filled in the times they weren’t working by playing baseball and football.

There are people who always look like themselves, even as children, and Duke Morrison was one of them. As a boy, his face was round, but his eyes already had their familiar oriental shape. By the time he entered high school, he had definitely begun to assume the form the world would know. He was lean and very tall, over six feet, with dark, curly brown hair. He had another growth spurt in high school and by graduation weighed 170 and had assumed his full height of six feet and three and three quarter inches. His face lengthened, which made his cheekbones more prominent, and his blue eyes peered out from behind almond-shaped lids. He was gorgeous.

“I don’t think it’s possible to realize from watching his movies how absolutely stunningly handsome he was then,” remembered a classmate named Dorothy Hacker. “His looks alone could stop traffic. He was about the handsomest young man that ever walked on two legs.”

Dorothy Hacker sounds as if she was carrying a blazing torch for Duke Morrison, but she wasn’t the only one. “My girlfriend and I used to go into the drugstore,” said Ruth Conrad. “I had a crush on him, but I don’t know whether he ever realized.”

Duke’s only problem with women was shyness. “He was very bashful with girls in high school,” said Dorothy Hacker. “He was very popular, but as far as I know he didn’t date in those days.”
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The record, in the form of the 1924–1925 Glendale Union High School yearbook, The Stylus, reports that Duke Morrison was in serious training to be a big man on campus. He was on the sports staff of the school paper, one of the student assistants in the cafeteria, received a bronze pin for scholastic honors, was in the Boy’s G club. He also studied journalism, and that bore fruit in some breathless sports stories bylined “M.M.M.” in the Explosion—the Glendale High School newspaper:

By winning today’s game from the Covina “Colts,” Glendale can cinch the league title. The fracas this afternoon will be the hardest league game because there is so much at stake and because the teams are so evenly matched.

Both teams have nine lettermen back; both teams have about the same amount of avoirdupois to back up against. Glendale is noted for its end around play as ground gainers, likewise Covina has the same style plays.

Other sports stories Duke Morrison wrote embodied much the same enthusiasm, not to mention a flamboyant vocabulary:

Facing Alhambra today in the third league game of the season, Glendale will have much different opposition than she had last week, when she trounced the “Wildcats” 25–0. As in the case of the Citrus-Glendale game, the two opposing teams have never been beaten by a high school team; this alone insures a hard fight for honors in this afternoon’s tussle.

Glendale’s varsity has more than the Alhambra team to fight when it enters the field today; it must also conquer overconfidence.

The young man liked his semicolons, and apparently never turned down an extracurricular activity—he was also in charge of advertising for the school paper.

In all of Duke’s reminiscences of his time in high school, he never pointed out his early interest in performing, because that would have run counter to his preferred narrative of falling into show business by accident. But he appeared in the school play—Marc Connelly’s Dulcy—in the role of Mr. Forbes; he appeared in the senior play as well—The First Lady of the Land, a historical drama about James and Dolley Madison and Aaron Burr.

When he wasn’t in front of the footlights, he was behind the scenes, working on the stage crew. Wayne loved his drama teacher, so when she suggested that he give Cardinal Wolsey’s farewell speech with two days’ notice, he decided to go for it.

“I studied like a son of a bitch,” he told me. He traveled to the Pasadena Playhouse, where the competition was taking place, to find a group of young actors who, as he put it, “were all so fucking Shakespearean. I felt like a goddamned fool up there.” He froze up.

There was a similar contest for best essay, and young Duke won the contest for a piece he wrote on World War I. The award was the opportunity to recite the essay at the graduation ceremonies.

There was a line in his essay that went, “The worst things the Germans had done . . .” but as Duke rehearsed, he kept forgetting the word “had.” His teacher was helping him rehearse, and she insisted over and over again that if he left out the word “had” he’d sound like an oaf, so he focused hard on that single word.

Came the day when the essay was to be recited, Duke looked right at his teacher and said, “The worst thing the Germans HAD done . . .” and promptly went completely blank. After a few seconds of struggle, he simply bowed and walked off the stage.

By this time Duke Morrison was a serious overachiever, more than comfortable academically, with a demonstrable bent for the public arena. There were also unconfirmed rumors that the parents of the attractive girls at Glendale High didn’t want their daughters to date him because they thought he ran with a fast crowd. Members of that crowd stoutly denied the charge.

“He was just a good, clean-cut guy,” remembered his best friend, Ralf Eckles. “We were raised that way.” But rambunctious exuberance was beginning to be a prominent feature of Morrison’s personality. One day the pranks got a little out of hand. Eckles and Morrison spread asafetida, a gum resin used as an antispasmodic, around the halls and classrooms of Glendale High. It was a fairly vile chemical and everybody within smelling distance got nauseated.

A chemistry professor found the bottle and took it to Clyde Morrison, who asked his son to spell asafetida. Duke spelled it out exactly as it was on the label of the bottle, which misspelled the word. Clyde turned his son in, and both Eckles and Duke had to apologize in front of the entire school.

The yearbook had a fanciful preview of what the various students would be doing in the year 1940. The crystal ball for Duke Morrison involved him being president of the Glendale Ice Cream Company and authoring a book entitled The Most Famous Men Have Humble Beginnings.

His peers regarded him as a leader. “He was mature and conservative,” said Bob Hatch, who was vice president to Morrison’s president for the graduating class of 1925. “He had confidence and maturity that most of us didn’t have . . . he was a good leader.” Even his teachers liked him; Park Turrell, who taught chemistry, remembered Morrison as a “fine student who got an A in [the] course.”

As nearly as Ralf Eckles could recall, the boys met in fifth grade. Eckles remembered his friend as always in control of himself, “never in trouble and not looking for it.” The closest the two boys came to juvenile delinquency was trying to sneak into the Palace Grand movie theater. On the other hand, Saturday nights could get a little dull in Glendale.

“Our Saturday night pastime,” remembered Eckles, “was to get a case of rotten eggs or old tomatoes, and take my father’s car, which had a rumble seat. The old streetcars used to have an open section at the rear that people would stand on during the summer. We had lots of fun peppering them with eggs and tomatoes.”

The boys’ other casual pastimes involved greasing the tracks of the Eagle Rock–Glendale streetcar and watching it slide backward downhill. One time a classmate took his father’s Reo automobile, which came with balloon tires. Morrison and Eckles deflated the tires and crossed a train trestle with the car. “There were five or six of us in that car and the trestle was a little narrow, but we made it.”

The same group rented a cabin in Big Bear and got stuck in a snowstorm. “Duke and I were outside the car, trying to find the road. Some rangers came by and started yelling at us. They told us we were on the lake. We could have gone right through the ice!”

Another close friend was a diminutive young man named Bob Bradbury, whose father was a film director who would make a dozen or so films with young Morrison. Bob Bradbury would change his name to Bob Steele and become a western star, not to mention nearly a lifelong presence around his high school buddy.

By the time Duke graduated from high school in 1925, he was president of the senior class, president of the Latin Society, president of the Lettermen’s Club, on the staff of the school newspaper, chairman of the Senior Dance, chairman of the Ring Committee, and a member of the debate team. He remembered that he graduated with a 94 average.

This man who would excel at playing outsiders was as a boy a consummate insider, popular with his classmates, obviously destined for great things. In the years to come, he would be amused by the gap between his image—which, it must be pointed out, he strenuously cultivated—and the man he started out to be. “This so-called last of the cowboys,” he would say with an amused smile. “I could say ‘isn’t’ as well as ‘ain’t.’ ”

Duke gave some thought to a career in the Navy, or said he did. He would tell his oldest son, Michael, that he took the test for admittance to Annapolis and came in third in the state. Unfortunately, each state got to place two people per year, and Morrison was odd man out. “A pimply-faced kid like you beat me out,” he told his son, then considered tactics not taken. “If they’d have known I could have played football, I’d have been in Annapolis. . . . You’ve gotta remember that Glendale was a small town, and we weren’t on to sophisticated things like buying athletes. I never even spoke to my high school coach about what I wanted to do.”

If Annapolis was out, Los Angeles was in. Between his academics and his football expertise, the boy was more than good enough for the University of Southern California. “One thing [USC] insisted [on] was that he have good grades,” remembered Vic Francy, who was attending USC while working as an assistant coach at Glendale High. “I checked his record and he had 19 A’s.” Beginning in September 1925, Duke Morrison began attending the University of Southern California on a football scholarship.



1. Carey was born in the Bronx in 1878, the son of a judge. He initially studied to be a lawyer, then gave it up to write and act. Carey wrote a successful play called Montana, and used his own horse onstage every night, while the critics noted his walk—a “swagger” said one.


CHAPTER TWO

A USC athletic scholarship was not generous; it covered tuition, which was $280 a year, and one meal a day on weekdays—if you were on the varsity. “The training table was a five-day-a-week thing,” said Eugene Clarke, who lettered in football for Coach Howard Jones in 1930 and ’31. “We sort of had to scratch around for our other meals and for all of our meals on weekends. We were always pretty hungry by Monday mornings.”

When Duke Morrison reported for his first workout, Howard Jones liked what he saw. Morrison was taller than anybody else on the squad and was soon moved from guard, where he’d played in high school, to tackle.

The USC freshman team did spectacularly well, and so did Morrison; the team won all seven of their games, scoring 261 points to their opponents’ 20. Only three opponents managed to score at all, and the team’s first victim was the Glendale High team, who got creamed 47–0. Morrison must have had some conflicted loyalties, but not enough to stop him from earning a freshman letter and being singled out in the USC yearbook along with the rest of the line for his “work on the forward wall.”

Morrison was taking the standard pre-law curriculum, and soon became a leader of the freshman debate team. He joined Sigma Chi fraternity and was again well liked by everybody, although he lacked the aggression that is a necessary part of frat life. One time he got out of a hazing by putting some ketchup in his mouth and letting it dribble down his chin. The other boys thought he was bleeding and let him go, but then Morrison started laughing, and gave his own game away.

Except for the constant worry about money, everything seemed to be coming together. In later years, Duke would talk about the embarrassment of being in the fraternity and having to cover the holes in his shoes with cardboard. He remembered bartering washing dishes and busing tables at the fraternity house in exchange for his meals, and working with the phone company as a map plotter, figuring out where old telephone lines ran, for 60 cents an hour.

Otherwise, he was in good standing. He was developing a gregarious personality, and since he was happy to see most people, most people were happy to see him. He wore the traditional freshman beanie, got paddled when he forgot to address upperclassmen as “sir,” walked around with his pants legs rolled up as part of his initiation. For a boy who had always felt like an outsider, to be accepted, to be liked, was crucial.
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The first eighteen years of Duke Morrison’s life gave birth to a political philosophy centered on self-sufficiency. Surreptitiously, he was also engaged in a comprehensive search for parental substitutes, which was ironic because the second half of his life would largely revolve around portrayals of parental substitutes—an actor seeking self-definition in his work, then imposing that definition on his life.

The first of the men that Morrison idolized was Howard Jones, the football coach at USC, who recruited him for the team known as the Thundering Herd. Jones was born in Ohio in 1885 and won seven Pacific Coast Conference championships, five Division One national championships, and five Rose Bowls before his early death in 1941. He was an aloof autocrat who couldn’t delegate, lived and breathed his job and was completely intimidating. “If you’d just made a good play and were coming off the field, [Jones] wasn’t the type to pat you on the back,” said a player named Ray George. “He just gave you that look, just a hint of a smile, and you’d know if he was happy.”

In short, Jones was everything Clyde Morrison wasn’t.

The same year he entered USC, Duke Morrison moved out of his father’s house and got a place of his own at 207 West Windsor in Glendale. The city directory listed him as “Morrison, Marion M., student.” Duke was always independent, and from the time he entered college he began making his own way in life. But it was immediately clear that Duke, along with several other kids on the team, were in dire need of money.

Luckily, Howard Jones had friends.
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In the spring of 1926, at the end of Morrison’s freshman year, Jones sent Duke and a couple of other boys over to the Fox studio. “Last year,” he explained, “I got Tom Mix a good box for the [football] games. He said if there was ever anything he could do for me, he would do it.” Jones wanted Mix to get the boys summer jobs. This was standard practice for local colleges at the time, and a lot of the Southern California football players of Morrison’s time became movie professionals: Cotton Warburton became a film editor, and Aaron Rosenberg became a producer, as did Howard Christie and Mike Frankovich.

The Fox lot was on Western Avenue, and Morrison and his friends found the Mix company shooting on the set of a western town, with the star resplendent in a startlingly white ten gallon hat. They showed him a letter of introduction from Jones, and Mix responded by showing them books of clippings and photographs about Tom Mix in Europe, Tom Mix in Africa, Tom Mix in Catalina. He announced that “a star owes it to his public to keep in fine physical condition. I want you to be my trainers.” In the meantime, Morrison and Don Williams, a quarterback, could work in the prop department. Mix called someone and told him to put the boys on the payroll.

This was on a Friday. On Monday, Morrison and Williams reported for work. Wearing his white Stetson, Mix drove onto the lot in a black Locomobile trimmed in red. Williams and Morrison said, “Good morning, Mr. Mix.” The star responded with a blank look. Mix had forgotten about them and didn’t seem interested in being reminded. “That was the last encounter I ever had with Tom Mix,” said Wayne. But the boys were given jobs on the swing gang at $35 a week, lugging furniture and props around the various sets.

As far as Morrison was concerned, Tom Mix was a blowhard who broke a promise. “Duke never really got over that,” said an employee in later years. “Duke [always] had a hard-on for this guy. Fifty years later he still didn’t like the man.” Long after Duke Morrison had become John Wayne, Tom Mix’s last wife came to Wayne’s office. She wondered if Wayne would be interested in buying Tom Mix’s personal phone. It was made of mother-of-pearl, had Mix’s initials on it, and was a thing of beauty.

“What am I going to do with it?” asked Wayne coldly.

Mix’s wife kept spinning. “You might know somebody that’s interested to have Tom Mix’s telephone. Maybe you could just leave it out at your house and people would see it.”

Wayne could never resist a sob story, so he gave her some money, but never used the phone. It was found in storage after he died.
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Duke Morrison’s life in the movies had actually begun before he showed up on the Fox lot. His entrée was apparently doubling for Francis X. Bushman Jr. in an MGM football movie called Brown of Harvard, released in April 1926.

Bushman eventually left the movies, changed his name to Ralph Bushman, and became an air conditioning repairman. A quarter century later, he remembered what happened. “I had been running up and down the field until I was exhausted. Finally I had to make the long run down the field and be tackled on the one yard line. Since my back was to be to the camera I asked for a double. The man they sent in to double for me was . . . named Marion Michael Morrison, now known as John Wayne.”

“I got seven and a half dollars for it,” remembered Wayne. As Bushman indicated, the young Duke is not visible in the picture, so we have to take everybody’s word for his participation.

Wayne also remembered working as an extra in “a Norman Kerry picture at MGM in which I was dressed in a Scotsman outfit, but for the life of me, I could not tell you the name.” The picture was the excellent Annie Laurie, starring Lillian Gish, shot in the summer of 1926 and released in May of 1927. (Fun Fact: the director of Annie Laurie was John S. Robertson, who years later was the subject of the Byrds song “Old John Robertson.”)

A blue-collar boy who loved football could publicly acknowledge a fairly limited list of enthusiasms. Loving the movies was okay—who doesn’t love the movies? But wanting to be an actor? Not likely. Then, and for the rest of his life, Wayne would claim that he had backed into the movie business simply by being eager and young, that acting was the furthest thing from his mind.

But it’s obvious that Duke Morrison had already set his sights on his future profession. Sam White, the brother of the comedy producers Jack and Jules White, remembered that a bunch of boys from the USC football team were hired to work in a comedy two-reeler centering on football that was being directed by Norman Taurog. Sam White used to go to the barbershop at the corner of Western and Sunset as did Morrison, who continually pestered White for work.

“Why don’t you get your brother Jack to give me an acting job?”

“Have you any experience as an actor?”

“No, but hell, I can do it. There’s nothing to it.”

“I’ll see if I can, but I doubt it very much.”

The main problem was that White didn’t see exactly where Morrison could fit in silent comedies. “Maybe you could play a mean heavy or something because of your size, or a henchman, but I don’t see how you could play a lead because he doesn’t use guys of your type.”

“Well, ask him anyhow,” said Morrison.

Jack White wasn’t interested in football players who wanted to act, but Morrison was determined, as he would be all his life. And in fact, Duke did get at least some work in silent comedies, as film historian Richard Roberts discovered nearly ninety years later, when he uncovered stills proving that Duke worked as an extra in a now lost two-reel comedy for Educational Studios entitled Seeing Stars. He’s a head taller than everybody else, wearing what was undoubtedly his own suit, and earned $5 a day. The film was released in October of 1927, and would probably have been shot in the early summer of that year. It also fits with his recollections of having bit parts at the Educational Studio after he met a certain famous director at Fox in late 1926.

Bit parts weren’t what he had in mind, and Duke Morrison’s ambitions had a way of being fulfilled. He decided to bide his time and keep playing football. He was young; he’d get his shot.
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In September 1926, Morrison was assigned to work on a picture unpromisingly called Mother Machree. Duke’s job was to herd geese that were being used for rural atmosphere. When they weren’t waddling down the street, the geese liked to rest under the sets, and it was Morrison’s job to herd them into a chicken-wire enclosure and keep them in one place so they could be quickly found when needed.

As he told the story to Peter Bogdanovich, one day, Morrison heard a loud, sarcastic voice yelling, “Hey, gooseherder!”

It was the director.

“You’re one of Howard Jones’ bright boys?”

“Yes.”

“And you call yourself a football player?”

“I don’t—mean—well . . .”

“You’re a guard, eh? Let’s see you get down in position.”

Morrison assumed the three-point stance, whereupon the director quickly kicked the boy’s hand out from under him. Morrison collapsed on his face. “And you call yourself a guard. I’ll bet you couldn’t even take me out.”

“I’d like to try.”

The director trotted about twenty yards away, then came at Morrison. Instead of trying to tackle him, Morrison stuck out a leg and hit the director in the chest, knocking him down.

“He sat there,” remembered Wayne, “and for a minute it was a case of whether or not I had a future in the motion picture business—I didn’t realize how important it was then. But he took it humorously and laughed like hell—and the crew laughed. When he laughed, they laughed—they waited their turn. But that started our association.”

There it was, a nearly fifty-year relationship in microcosm—goading and torment, followed by release and friendship.

The director’s name was John Ford. He was thirty-two years old and had been a football star in high school in Portland, Maine, where he was known as “Bull” Feeney (his real name) for the way he crashed into the line. His team had won the Maine state championship, but all Duke Morrison knew was that Ford was tall, rangy, tough, sarcastic—in total command of a movie set, and, apparently, life.

At this point, John Ford was a craftsman on his way to becoming an artist, not that he would ever admit to yearnings for the latter. He had been working at Fox since 1920, and had directed The Iron Horse, his first huge hit, in 1924. He had a wife named Mary, two children, a drinking problem, an unmatched gift for visual narrative.

Duke Morrison had found his enduring father substitute.
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Money continued to be an issue for the boy. He resorted to selling the football tickets each of the players received. Sophomores got one ticket for each home game, juniors two, seniors four, and the captain of the team got six. Most of these tickets were sold for extra income, and Wayne began buying tickets off the other players for $7.50 or $10 apiece, selling them for $15. One time he sold two tickets for $50 and it felt like his ship had come in. He always saved one ticket for his father, and a half century later he would say “Wish I still could.”

But shortly after beginning his junior year, Duke Morrison got hurt. Various stories were told over the years, but Eugene Clarke had the advantage of being an eyewitness:

One day we went to Balboa and there were a lot of pretty USC sorority girls down there that day and we decided to do a little showing off. We jumped in the water—it was Duke’s idea—and started to do what the kids nowadays call body surfing. The waves were pretty high, real rough, and one of them caught the Duke and tossed him ashore with a badly wrenched right shoulder.

We had to report for the start of football practice a few days later and when the first scrimmages started, Duke’s shoulder was still in bad shape. Now, Duke was a tackle, you understand, and Howard Jones always insisted that when you blocked the opposing lineman, you hit him with your right shoulder, hit him real hard.

If the Duke tried to do that with his injured shoulder it would have killed him. So what he tried to do was twist his body around so he could block with his left shoulder. Well, Jones saw him do that and that was all he needed. All hell broke loose. Jones accused the Duke of being yellow, of being afraid to block and demoted him to the scrubs.

It was an event that would prove a huge boon in the long term, but at the time it must have been devastating. It meant that Morrison wasn’t on the 1927 team that lost only one game—7–6 to Notre Dame—or on the 1928 team that went undefeated and won the national championship, with the minor assistance of a young backbench tackle named Wardell Bond, “Ward” for short.

Woody Strode, who became part of the John Ford stock company in its last years, was an all-around athlete who once played for the Los Angeles Rams. He didn’t buy the story about the damaged shoulder. “It’s unlikely,” he said, “almost unthinkable, that a good coach would drop a promising [player] because of one injury. Duke just was not good enough to stay on the team.” Strode believed Wayne was too slow. Maybe, but Strode was seven years younger than Wayne and never played football with him. In the absence of any other contrary testimony, Eugene Clarke’s story has to be regarded as the best available version of the truth.

Duke Morrison was informed that his football scholarship was not being renewed. If he wanted to stay in school, he’d have to pay his own way. The core problem went beyond his shoulder, or, for that matter, his foot speed, and involved the perennial bête noire of the Morrisons—money.

“I had borrowed money to go to school the year before,” Wayne explained. “The scholarship only took care of your entrance fees. I had other expenses. As a consequence, when I paid them all back, I didn’t have any money to go back to school, and my shoulder was hurting so I figured, what the hell, I’ll lay out this one year so I won’t lose my eligibility for that year and I’ll catch up on some money.”

Losing the scholarship was no joke. It meant that Duke couldn’t get his one meal a day at the training table, which meant that he couldn’t eat. The actual tuition was far beyond Clyde Morrison’s ability to pay. (Duke’s brother, Bob, had better luck in football, if nowhere else; he earned a letter as a USC fullback in 1932.)

“He had to go to work,” says Ralf Eckles. “He had no place to go and he knew my folks, so I brought him home and he lived upstairs over our garage for a while.”

“Duke was in bad shape financially,” said Eugene Clarke. “He owed money to the fraternity for his dues, room and board, and he didn’t have a dime. The fraternity was urging him to pay up; he felt his football playing days were over because of his bad shoulder. So he did what he felt he had to do; he quit school and went to work at the studios.”

The fact that young Morrison was staying at a friend’s house rather than home with his father might indicate either a breach or stubborn self-determination, probably the latter—if there was a disagreement between the boy and his father, Duke never spoke of it.

Either way, Duke had already fallen in love with the woman he would marry. Lindsley Parsons, whose life would intersect with Morrison’s in the movie business, was a Kappa Alpha from UCLA, while Morrison was a Sigma Chi from USC. The two young men got to know each other at the beach at Balboa.

“[Duke] was down there particularly because Duke Kahanamoku was there,” remembered Parsons. “Duke had bought one of those ten-ton mahogany surfboards, and the only place he could use it was down at the Newport jetty. There’d been a wreck of a big sailing schooner down there that one of the picture companies had used, and the wreck had caused some sandbars that made some beautiful waves to ride. He and some of the big swimmers used to swim around the jetty and I would try to do it myself and they’d generally go clear around and be on land again by the time I got about halfway out.”

One of Duke’s fraternity brothers set him up on a blind date with a girl named Carmen Saenz. They went to the Rendezvous Ballroom in Balboa, then back to the girl’s house, where he first set eyes on Carmen’s sister, Josephine. And that, as they say, was that.

The Rendezvous became the place for Duke and Josie, as well as for a lot of other young couples. It was, remembered Lindsley Parsons, “a little thing right on Front Street there. . . . Josephine and her sister Carmen were the most beautiful girls in Balboa that summer, in fact I think any summer we went down there.”

The kids were all broke, which posed a problem because you had to buy a ticket for every dance. Morrison and Parsons grew skilled at scrounging discarded or lost tickets off the dance floor. If they found one, they would separate the pasteboard into two halves and get two dances for the price of none.

The actor William Bakewell had been dating Loretta Young and became close to her family and her sisters, who were all devout Catholics. “Josephine Saenz had gone to convent with Loretta, Polly Ann and Sally, and she became like a member of the family. She was over there all the time. And she started to go with this guy named Duke Morrison.”

Josephine Saenz was totally unlike any woman Duke had ever met. Specifically, she was totally unlike Mary Morrison. Josephine embodied class, breeding, intelligence, and composure. Her father, Dr. José Saenz, had a medical degree but had made his living operating a string of pharmacies. In 1921, Haiti, Panama, the Dominican Republic, and El Salvador retained Saenz as their consul for the city of Los Angeles.

Duke seems to have committed to Josephine quickly, but Josephine . . . Josephine wasn’t too sure, and the Saenz family was definitely on the fence. The more they learned about the boy, the less sure they were. A football player from a broken marriage, who had lost his scholarship, who lived in Glendale, was in love with their ardently Catholic, aspiring socialite daughter from Hancock Park?

Working in Duke’s favor with the Saenz family was his total lack of pretense and his honesty. Working in Duke’s favor with Josephine were his looks. Despite the Saenz family’s discontent, Duke and Josie found ways to keep the relationship alive for the next several years, although Josie’s family forbade marriage until such time as Duke proved he could support his prospective wife and children in a suitable manner.

“Their friends told me they were great fun,” said Gretchen Wayne, the wife of Michael Wayne, and Josie’s daughter-in-law. “They loved games, loved jokes, loved to laugh. Her education didn’t encompass more than a year or two of college, but she was properly reared. And she was very smart, very good with math. She was a Roman Catholic, who seriously lived her religion. A great person.”

Duke never held a grudge about his misfortune at the USC football program; certainly, he became the most famous dropout USC ever had, and he followed the football program carefully. As Gretchen Wayne would observe, “You didn’t want to be around him if the Trojans lost.”

“I think the lesson you learn on the football field is basic,” he would say in later years. “If the player on the other side of the scrimmage line is as good or better than you, you don’t care what color, religion or nationality he is, you respect him. I’ve tried to live by that all my life.”

And so Duke Morrison went back to lugging props at the Fox studio in the summer of 1927, more or less planning on working there for a year, saving his money, and going back to USC in the fall of 1928.
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In that summer of 1927, Wayne was working on another picture for John Ford. Four Sons, an epic in the style, if not the equivalent emotional impact, of Murnau’s Sunrise. Four Sons called for Morrison to wait for a door to open on the set, after which he would throw some maple leaves in front of a fan to blow past the doorway. After the take, Morrison would sweep up the leaves and wait for the next take.

After several takes, Duke’s concentration wandered and he lost track of the order of his duties. He started to sweep up the leaves, then looked up and saw two cameras staring right at him. The cameras were turning. “And looking at me are the cameraman, and John Ford, and the wife of the man who was head of the studio then. Shit, there I was! I just threw down my goddamn broom and started to walk off.”

Once again, Ford was amused by the young man’s earnestness, his boyishness. The studio musicians played some martial music and marched Morrison over to the heir of the Archduke Leopold, who was working on the picture, and who pinned a medal on him. Then they marched him back to Ford. Morrison bent over and received a kick in the ass from the director.

That would have been the end of it, but he eventually had to leave the set because Margaret Mann—the actress playing the mother of the four sons—kept breaking up every time she saw him. “I was never so goddamn embarrassed in my life,” said Wayne.

Ford decided that the boy’s handsome face and eager, gauche quality might make him screen material, and he gave him a nice bit in his picture Hangman’s House, a moody, beautiful film about the Irish Troubles that started production in January 1928. The scene is a steeplechase, and young Duke Morrison is unbilled but clearly visible as a spectator who eventually stomps down a picket fence—not the last time Ford would seize on the young man’s enthusiasm.

Morrison was in another scene that didn’t make it out of the cutting room. He was playing a poor Irish boy brought before a hanging judge, who pronounced sentence upon him. The judge was played by the splendid old ham Hobart Bosworth, and he intoned his lines: “You shall hang by the neck until you are dead, dead, dead.” Morrison thought it was a pretty corny line reading, even if it was a silent film. He blurted out “AAAAMEN!”

“There had been a lot of noise,” he remembered. “Suddenly there was silence.” Ford made a loud, emphatic pronouncement: “Get that son of a bitch out of the prisoner’s box! Get him off the stage! Get him off the goddamned lot! I don’t ever want to see him again.”

For neither the first nor the last time, Duke thought his movie career was over, but propman Lefty Hough came up and told him to just get out of sight, that Ford only wanted him out of the way in case he had angered Bosworth. Morrison’s banishment lasted no more than a couple of days.

Since he had joined the circus, Morrison decided to check out the other tents. Warner Bros. was making a picture called Noah’s Ark that, naturally enough, featured a spectacular flood sequence. The call went out for extras over six feet tall willing to work for $15 a day. The job entailed risking their lives while rivers of water and, just for good measure, a temple, washed over them.

Duke Morrison was one of the extras, as was a young man named Andy Devine, even though he was under six feet. “Another fella and I were standing together,” Wayne remembered in later years, “and Andy came up beside me and he says, ‘Hey, give me a hand, will you?’ And he put a hand on my shoulder and a hand on this other guy’s shoulder, and . . . he’s the first one they picked, you know.”

Devine was also standing on a couple of bricks that he’d brought in order to make himself look taller.

After two summers of working at Fox, Duke Morrison had saved $500—a fortune as far as the Morrison family was concerned. Besides propping, he was a general dogsbody around the Fox lot; one of his more demeaning jobs involved pasting labels for premium booze on bottles that actually contained cheap bootleg hooch for Fox executives who wanted to impress their girlfriends.

One night, Wayne and Josie were chaperoning Polly Ann Young, Loretta’s sister, who had a date with a Fox executive. On the way to the Ambassador Hotel, the executive said, “I just happen to have a bottle of really good Scotch . . .” Morrison recognized the fake label. The executive wondered why he looked so unhappy.

Wayne was becoming acclimated to the movie business—its perpetual excitement, its neuroses, its personalities: the roughnecks, the wranglers, the stuntmen, and the far more sophisticated Ford, who enjoyed playing the part of a roughneck. “He was a labored learned man,” Wayne would say of his mentor, who “absorbed everything—mood, wine, lines, everything.”

The sojourns at MGM and Warners were for extra pocket money; Fox was for living expenses, and Morrison was beginning to rethink his plan to head back to USC. “Everybody that I was in school with had an uncle or father in the law, and I started to realize that I was going to end up writing briefs for about ten years for these fellows who I thought I was smarter than. And I was kind of losing my feeling for that.

“But at the same time I was getting such enthusiasm out of working with Jack Ford and with the people that were in the movie business in those days—the prop men, the grips, the cameramen. The attitude was that it was our picture, everybody was working for the picture, there were no departmental heads and union bosses telling us what we could and couldn’t do. And luckily for me Jack Ford needed a prop man.”

Wayne’s obvious worship of Ford led him to initially think of becoming a director, or at least work in the production side of the business. “I just looked up to this man Ford—he was a big hero to me. He was intelligent and quick-thinking. Had great initiative. It was just wonderful to be around him. He kept you alive and on your toes. Of course, I started watching what he was doing, how he was working on people.”

Morrison had grown up in a poverty further afflicted by Mary Morrison’s shanty-Irish pretensions. In comparison, Duke liked the rough-and-tumble honesty of a comfortably blue-collar environment.

“There were a lot of tough guys around in those days, working in the picture business,” he would reminisce to a friend years later.

Some of them were really tough. Their idea of a Saturday night was to go over to Pickwick Stables and look for a fight. They wanted a fight and if they couldn’t find one they’d start one. That was a big thing for them, to knock somebody around.

Probably the toughest of all those guys was a guy by the name of Art Acord, who was also a leading man in cheap westerns. Acord was really tough. He bit a guy’s ear off in a fight once—that’s the kind of tough he was. With that kind of tough you’re going to make some enemies along the line. He made a lot of them. And some of them tried to do him in. Hell, they shot him, they stabbed him, finally killed him. The only way they could kill him was to poison him. They finally did it, they poisoned him. He was the toughest son of a bitch I ever saw.

Acord died in Mexico under mysterious circumstances in 1931, and Duke’s version of his demise is widely believed to be accurate. He also casually mentioned knowing Wyatt Earp, as well as Stuart Lake, Earp’s first biographer. There’s no independent confirmation, but it’s certain that Tom Mix was a pallbearer at Earp’s 1930 funeral, and Earp was also an acquaintance of Ford’s. It’s possible that Ford could have introduced the young prop man to the fabled lawman.

The stuntman Yakima Canutt believed that Wayne’s behind-the-scenes exposure to such authentically hard men played a major part in his screen character. Wayne, says Canutt, “thrived on working with the cowboys. He never pretended he was a real cowboy, just a screen cowboy, but he picked up on what those men were like, and he’d find ways of bringing those things out in his pictures. That’s partly why Wayne was so realistic as a cowboy.”

In January and February of 1929, Ford was shooting The Black Watch, and Duke Morrison was propping, but he was already part of Ford’s social circle; Myrna Loy, who was playing a femme fatale in The Black Watch, was invited to a party at Ford’s house where Morrison was lurking around the edges of the room, “young and handsome . . . and as shy as I was.” Loy understood what was happening: “Jack was grooming him.”

In the late spring of 1929, Morrison was still propping for $35 a week when Ford asked for his help. He had been assigned a picture called Salute, which called for locations at the Naval Academy, and he wanted to use some of the USC football players in small parts. The studio’s liaison to USC wasn’t having any luck, so he asked Morrison if he wanted the job.

Morrison set up a lunch for Howard Jones and Ford, which went well. The salaries on offer were from $50 to $75 a week, but the clincher for Jones seems to have been Morrison’s claim that the boys would have plenty of time to visit Washington, D.C., for on-site civics lessons. With that, a group of athletes and ex-athletes were freed up for six weeks of location shooting. One of the players—“a big ugly bastard” according to Morrison—was Ward Bond. Bond already had established a reputation as a drinker, so Morrison thought it best to keep him off the set, but the casting director liked him. Bond was hired.

In Salute, Ford’s first, requisitely awkward talkie, Duke Morrison plays a naval cadet named Bill who razzes new recruits. Fox’s in-house paperwork bills him twelfth, six spots behind Ward Bond and right below Stepin Fetchit. Duke Morrison’s first line of spoken movie dialogue was only innocuous at the time: “He doesn’t mean the audience. What do the actors do, Mister?”

As relentless weather molds obstinate stone, so John Ford began molding Duke Morrison. “Duke . . . was just a stick of wood when he came away from USC,” said the director Allan Dwan. “Jack gave him character.”

A pattern was already forming: everything Ford gave Wayne to do, he did with alacrity. Ford again encountered Morrison’s game heart on the set of a submarine picture called Men Without Women, shot off Catalina Island. The scene called for some actors to disappear under the water, grab some air from a hose beneath the water, then come up gasping as if they were shipwrecked sailors.

But the day was gray and unpleasant, the water was cold, the waves were high, and the actors were far from enthusiastic about their appointed task. Years later, Ford told his version of the story: “Our two blankety-blank stunt men who were supposed to come up in bubbles, like they’d been shot out of an escape hatch, said it was too rough to work. The blanks.

“Well, Duke was standing up on the top deck of this boat we were on. He wasn’t supposed to go in the water at all, but I asked him if he’d try this stunt. He never said a word, except ‘Sure.’ Dove right into the water from that deck.

“I knew right then that boy had the stuff and was going places.”

“I could see,” said Ford, “that here was a boy who was working for something—not like most of the other guys, just hanging around to pick up a few fast bucks. Duke was really ambitious and willing to work.”

Duke would always remember the years when the movies first beckoned, then receded, with nostalgia. This was in contrast to just a few years later, when he’d be starring in B westerns, a regimen he always regarded as demeaning. “You could operate in every department of pictures,” he reminisced in 1968. “You didn’t need a union card. I was a carpenter. I was a juicer. I rigged lights. I helped build sets. Carried props. Hauled furniture. I got to know the nuts and bolts of making pictures.” He concluded this reverie with the most crucial criterion of all: “More importantly, I was made to feel like I belonged.”

The lonely boy was becoming less lonely. He even got a union card. In 1929, Duke Morrison became member number 34854 of Local 37 of the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees and Moving Picture Machine Operators, affiliated with the AFL. He kept his membership card for the rest of his life.

And he was still nibbling around the edges of acting. His first screen credit—as “Duke Morrison”—actually came in a Fox campus musical called Words and Music that was barely released in September 1929 (it had a New York run of one day!). He also became friendly with George O’Brien, John Ford’s favorite leading man of the period. O’Brien got him another small part in a movie called Rough Romance, which came out in June 1930. But by that time, Duke Morrison was no longer Duke Morrison. He had a new name and a new career—the very one he had been hoping, dreaming, and planning for most of his young life.


CHAPTER THREE

The story of the christening of John Wayne varied only slightly in the telling. Raoul Walsh had approached Fox production head Winfield Sheehan regarding a western about the pioneers’ trek west. The film was to be based on a Saturday Evening Post serial by Hal G. Evarts entitled “The Shaggy Legion” that ran from November 30, 1929, to January 4, 1930, and was later published as a novel. The serial’s title referred to the last great herd of buffalo, but Walsh’s imagination converted it into a vast saga of western expansion, a sound version of The Covered Wagon or The Iron Horse—two of the greatest hits of the silent era. Fox signed Evarts to a screenwriting contract in February 1930 that paid $1,000 a week.

That was easy; the hard part was the casting. As Evarts would write, “the male lead must be a true replica of the pioneer type—somewhat diffident with women, being unused to them, but a bear-cat among the men of the plains. Walsh was afraid that the sophistication of an experienced actor would creep through and be apparent to the audience. As against that was the probability that a man chosen from the ranks of the inexperienced would be unable to carry the part in so big a picture.”

When people at the studio grumbled about Walsh’s plans to use an unknown, he told them, “I don’t want an actor. I want someone to get out there and act natural—be himself. . . . I’ll make an actor out of him if need be.”

As Walsh said at the time, “If there was one thing I did not want, it was an established star for the role of Breck Coleman . . . I wanted . . . a personality, not an actor.”

Walsh remembered that the critical moment came when he saw Duke Morrison lugging some furniture across the soundstage for John Ford’s Born Reckless, which was being shot early in 1930. “He was in his early 20s—laughing and the expression on his face was so warm and wholesome that I stopped and watched. I noticed the fine physique of the boy, his careless strength, the grace of his movement.”

Walsh walked over and asked the boy his name. The gangling youngster looked him over and said, “I know you. You directed What Price Glory. The name’s Morrison.” He explained that he wanted to be in pictures but “this is as far as I’ve come.”

“What else can you do besides handle props?” Walsh asked.

“I can play football.”

“I believe you. Let’s see how much you want to be an actor. Let your hair grow. Come and see me in two weeks.”

Duke believed that Walsh had first noticed him at a Fox company picnic a week or so earlier. Morrison was hungover, having a beer, wearing a Harris tweed suit, and eventually competed in a walking contest, which he narrowly won against a “little grip that’s just right on my ass.”

A few days later, Walsh saw Wayne crossing the lot with a table on his head and “it must have reminded him of the picnic. Actually, I was goin’ to a Ford set, and Walsh asked [producer] Edmund Grainger who I was, and Eddie yelled to me. I came over, we were introduced, and then Walsh came over to the set. I guess he talked to Ford then. That night, as I was leaving, Eddie came around: ‘Jesus, don’t cut your hair—Walsh wants to take a test of you for this picture.’ ”

The clock was ticking—the picture had to start shooting in the spring—and Walsh needed a leading man right away. “The part wasn’t too exacting,” remembered Walsh. “What I needed was a feeling of honesty, of sincerity, and Wayne had it.”

In the future, Duke would claim that he was thunderstruck by the invitation to act, that “it was the furthest thing from my mind.” But in 1946, he confided to the gossip columnist Louella Parsons that John Ford thought he had the makings of an actor rather than a technician, and “I was ashamed to admit I was hipped on the idea of acting. That’s why I started in with the props.”

There was a screen test of course—million-dollar movies weren’t hung on people who might not photograph. Before that, Morrison was sent to a drama coach, who he recalled as one of many “phonies” who washed up in Hollywood after the coming of sound to teach elocution. “All day long, this drama coach had me declaiming in deep, stentorian tones. Over and over again, I had to roar, ‘Tell that great white mountain hello for me.’ After a few weeks of that, I quit. A Shakespearian delivery wasn’t for me.”

Morrison reported back to Raoul Walsh, who set up a different test. There was no script, no lines to memorize. Instead, Walsh had Ian Keith and Marguerite Churchill, both experienced actors, ask him questions in character, with Duke responding in character.

How long was the trip? Will we see buffalo? Any danger of Indian attack? Wayne felt self-conscious with the camera on him, a feeling that would plague him for years, so he combatively turned the tables. “Where you from, Mister?” he asked Keith. “Why do you want to go west? Can you handle a rifle?”

Walsh called “Cut!” A week later John Ford told the boy he had the job. He was no longer making $35 a week; Fox generously gave their new star a whopping $75 a week.

And since Marion “Duke” Morrison was not a name that carried much synchronicity for the part of a fearless young scout, studio head Winfield Sheehan decided to change his name. Raoul Walsh claimed that he came up with the name “Wayne,” and that Sheehan added the “John,” but Duke said that the whole thing was Sheehan’s idea. Sheehan was a fan of Mad Anthony Wayne, the Revolutionary War general, because “he had been tough and a non-conformist.” The “John” seems to have been an afterthought, but it worked—gave the two halves of the name the equivalence of two blocks of granite that miraculously fit together.

As far as the newly christened star was concerned, the name was irrelevant. “I was known as Marion Morrison to my family and older friends, and I had become Duke Morrison to my generation—neither of which is a good theatrical name. Duke Morrison would sound too much like a stuntman or something, and Marion Morrison would have probably got me in more fights than I’d normally get in.” In Fox’s eyes, “Marion” was a problem even retrospectively; they decided to tell the press, in the person of Louella Parsons, that the boy’s name had actually been Wayne Morrison before they changed his name.

The emotional reality was that he would always think of himself as Duke Morrison, not the fictional construct known as John Wayne. In fact, he never legally changed his name; on his death certificate, he’s listed as “Marion Morrison (John Wayne)” and for the sake of psychological clarity he always asked people to refer to him as “Duke,” not John. “It took me a long time,” he reminisced in 1975. “I never have really become accustomed to the John. Nobody ever really calls me John . . . I’ve always been Duke, or Marion or John Wayne. It’s a name that goes well together and it’s like one word—JohnWayne. But if they say John, Christ, I don’t look around today. And when they say Jack, boy, you know they don’t know me.”

Duke Morrison knew all too well the deprivations of fear and loneliness, the humiliation of poverty, the pain of powerlessness and not a little psychological neglect. He was learning self-reliance (which was very much to his taste), the virtue of hard work (ditto), as well as what he always regarded as the dubious nature of solitude. “John Wayne” would be the vehicle through which Duke Morrison acquired power—as an actor and as a man.
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With the casting complete, production of the picture Fox was calling The Big Trail began to move forward. According to Hal Evarts, Raoul Walsh wanted to emphasize authenticity of setting, costume, and props as much as possible. Complicating Walsh’s desire was the fact that the Missouri River near Kansas City, the actual embarkation point for many wagon trains, was now dotted with smokestacks and railroads.

Walsh decided that he and Evarts would go on a location recce, and that they would customize the story and dialogue to the locations. Whereupon they set off east across the Teton Pass by sled, bound for Jackson Hole. “After a 30 mile sled trip across the range, we landed in Jackson a few hours after nightfall,” wrote Evarts. “We cruised the valley for two days by sled, then headed out over the pass. A blizzard was in progress; not a cold one, but a wet, sloppy one, the snow falling in wet chunks. . . .

“Through it all, we plugged and plugged on the story—adding here, cutting there, while we were preparing to leave for other locations within a few days time.”

While Walsh and Evarts were constructing their story, the studio began buying and building thousands of props—yokes, wagon covers, a host of other articles. An old cowhand named Jack Padjan was sent to Wyoming to select Indians from the Arapaho tribe, and a batch of them set up headquarters across the street from the Fox administration building.

Fox issued a press release about their new star, and the process was so hurried that most of it was actually true: “John Wayne was born in Winterset, Iowa, on May 26, 1907. The son of Clyde Leonard Morrison and Mary Brown. Educated in the George Washington Grammar School of Keokuk, Iowa and later at the Lancaster Grammar School in Lancaster, California, to which place his parents moved when he was at an early age. Graduating from the Lancaster School, he entered Glendale High School in Glendale, California, and from there he entered University of Southern California in Los Angeles . . .”

The press release asserted that he broke his ankle in his junior year which cost him the season, and that he left college and “decided to learn to make motion pictures. Secured a position as prop boy and propped on Mother Machree, Speakeasy, Strong Boy, The Black Watch and Louis Beretti [the production title of Born Reckless]. . . .

“Wayne brought to the part of Breck Coleman absolutely no stage or screen experience other than appearing while at the University of Southern California in a couple of college dramas.”

All in all, pretty close to the truth, although no mention was made of his parents’ divorce, which was finalized on February 20, 1930. By that time, Clyde was spending time with Florence Buck, a twenty-nine-year-old divorcée with a daughter. A few weeks after the divorce was final, Clyde and Florence got married. The marriage would prove to be a success, and Clyde’s drinking moderated, although his difficulties with steady employment remained. A few years later, his situation stabilized, and he eventually became president of the Beverly Hills Lions Club.

It was now the spring of 1930. The studio quickly took some stills of their young star examining guns in the studio prop room along with Dan Clark, who had photographed Tom Mix for years, and Louis Witte, who was in charge of the equipment.

They also began papering the country with the story of his discovery, and characterized him as “a youth who bids fair to prove the screen sensation of 1930 . . . a smile that is one in a million, a marvelous speaking voice, a fearless rider, a fine natural actor and he has everything the femmes want in their leading man. Less than two years ago Wayne was playing football at USC. Watch this boy go.”

Not everybody thought Wayne was a good bet. One trade paper columnist said, “I can’t see how anybody could stretch their imagination so far as to gamble $2 million on a novice to make good in a picture that cries for an actor with years and years of experience.”

To which Raoul Walsh replied, with considerable insight into his new leading man’s essential character, “I selected Morrison, whose name, by the way, will be John Wayne from now on . . . primarily because he is a real pioneer type . . . but most of all because he can start over any trail and finish.”

As the script was finalized, Walsh told the newly christened John Wayne to keep letting his hair grow—pioneers weren’t neatly trimmed. And one other thing: learn how to throw a knife without camera trickery. Wayne went to an expert knife man named Steve Clemente, who worked with the young man for several weeks. Clemente explained that in theory it was simple: throw the knife so it makes one revolution in twelve feet, or two revolutions in twenty-four feet. More revolutions or fewer increase the likelihood that the knife will land handle-in and fall with a clatter rather than pierce the wood target with an impressive thunk!

In practice, it was not so simple, but he learned. A few weeks later, hair shaggy, armed with a knife he knew how to throw, John Wayne was off to make his first western.
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William Fox was the lone wolf among the founding generation of movie moguls, one who was always reaching for authentic innovation. Other studios brought over great European filmmakers, but they tended to hobble them by forcing them into the Hollywood mold. Fox brought over F. W. Murnau from Germany and gave him carte blanche to make Sunrise, thereby creating one of cinema’s great glories, and one with a synchronized musical score on the soundtrack—also one of Fox’s imported innovations.

Along with a soundtrack, Fox wanted an image of equivalent grandeur, which is why he called his new 70mm widescreen process Grandeur—the impetus for The Big Trail was visual, not narrative. Fox had been personally financing development of the process since 1927 along with partner Harley Clarke, who was involved in the manufacture of 85 percent of the country’s projection equipment.

In essence, Grandeur was 70mm film shot by a specially designed Mitchell camera and projected onto a larger than normal panoramic screen. 70mm film had been around since cinema’s infancy, but had always been a novelty because of its unwieldy nature. The Big Trail would be Fox’s third and final attempt at promoting 70mm widescreen production, a mini-boomlet that encompassed more than ten features made by six different movie companies (Fox, Warners, RKO, Paramount, Universal, and United Artists all experimented with 70mm films released between late 1929 and the end of 1930).

Grandeur was just one component of Fox’s attempt to corner the American film industry. He owned Grandeur personally, also personally owned the cameras and film perforators that made the 70mm projection possible. While he was developing Grandeur, Fox was also buying the controlling shares in Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer and Loew’s theaters from Marcus Loew’s widow. The purchase was made mostly on credit, and was slowly unraveled by the 1929 stock market crash that led Fox into the financial abyss, but until then William Fox came closer than any single person ever has to financial and creative hegemony over an art form.

The studio’s first release in Grandeur, Happy Days, had been favorably reviewed by the critics and made a profit of $132,000 on a budget of $584,000—not really much more than the average Fox budget. In the spring of 1930, just as production of The Big Trail was getting under way, Fox ordered forty additional Grandeur cameras.

In most respects, Fox kept the possibilities for disaster to a minimum. The Grandeur cameras were reliable Mitchells, the film inside them was reliable Eastman Type Two Panchromatic. The main difficulties were in finding lenses that could do justice to the increased range—cameraman Arthur Edeson did tests of at least ten identical lenses before he found one that met the increased optical standards of the format—and a slight tendency of the 70mm stock to buckle. The latter was a serious problem—a jam of 70mm film not only damaged the camera but burned out the motor, and the middle of the Grand Tetons is no place to wait for a shipment of motors from the studio.

Walsh’s crew encompassed two hundred people, with 185 wagons and ninety-three speaking parts. There were thirty-eight men in the camera crew alone. The roster was swelled by the fact that the studio was shooting Spanish, German, French, and Italian versions of the dialogue scenes, replacing the American actors with native casts. (The same long shots would be used in all the versions; the future director Fred Zinnemann wrote the dialogue for the German version.) All this resulted in an enormous production, with a five-month shooting schedule and a premiere that was scheduled to follow right on the heels of the last shot.

Raoul Walsh began shooting The Big Trail on April 20, 1930, and finished on August 20.1 The first shot was of two hundred wagons, 1,700 head of cattle, and forty people breaking camp just before making their trek across the plains and the mountains. It had been precisely two days since Walsh showed up on location, and the shot was completed by 10:30 in the morning. Day after day, the cast and crew were up at 5 A.M., while the stockmen were up a half hour before that. Dinner was generally held off till about 8 P.M.

Almost the entire picture was shot on location, with the only movie artifice being some studio close-ups of Wayne riding, and a few matte shots. Initially, Wayne was afflicted with the turistas—diarrhea. For a few days, he was flat on his back and unable to work, but he was eventually motivated by the suggestion that some other $75 a week actor could be enlisted to play the part.

Despite the loss of eighteen pounds, Wayne struggled to his feet and began working. “My first scene was carrying an actor named Tully Marshall, who was known to booze it up quite a bit,” remembered Wayne. “He had a big jug in his hand in this scene, and I set him down and we have a drink with another guy. They passed the jug to me first, and I dug back into it. It was straight rotgut bootleg whiskey. I’d been puking and crapping blood for a week and now I just poured that raw stuff right down my throat. After the scene, you can bet I called him every kind of an old bastard.” (In the film, Wayne never drinks from the jug; he must have been referring to an earlier take.)

Marguerite Churchill, the film’s leading lady, didn’t much like acting, and didn’t like the movies at all; she retired soon after she married George O’Brien. In later years, their son Darcy O’Brien always noticed a strange undertone in his mother’s behavior whenever she was around Wayne—the normally severe woman became slightly awkward and girlish. Darcy came to believe the two had had an affair during production of The Big Trail.

Besides the stars, there was the usual amount of pairing off between the crew and the locals, and a little bit more. Co-star Ian Keith was spending a great deal of time with Raoul Walsh’s wife. One night there was a fight between Cheyenne Flynn, a cowboy, and Charlie Stevens, who was Geronimo’s grandson. Flynn accused Stevens of cheating at cards, and Robert Parrish, a fourteen-year-old who was working as an extra, heard Flynn say, “I’m going to bite your ear off, you goddamn half-breed.” There was the sound of a scuffle, and a diminishing whine as Stevens beat his retreat. The next morning, Parrish found a bite-sized piece of Stevens’s ear covered with ants. Parrish put a piece of rawhide through the hunk and hung it as a decoration on his cabin door.

The Big Trail was one of those movies whose production replicates the experiences it depicts. When Walsh and company showed up in Yuma, Hal Evarts was amazed to find that an entire frontier town had been built and was ready to be photographed, complete with costumes and props for five hundred actors, bit players, and extras.

Walsh had audaciously cast a movie with leading actors who were all basically inexperienced. Tyrone Power Sr., who was playing the heavy, had been on the stage for decades and had appeared in silent movies but had never made a talkie. In June 1930, while on location, he wrote his son, the future matinee idol, that “The picture is coming along, and I do believe is even now considered by the experts in the studio to be a marvel. I am fortunate to be associated with such a fine type of screenplay. I find that the work has but very little to do with stage acting, as I know it. The scenes are strikingly brief, and take hours to shoot. The episodes do not follow each other, and sometimes I do not comprehend where we are. . . . Well, one day you will see it, and see what an infernal blackguard your father is, and hear him growl and roar over the plains and mountains.” (Power collapsed and died in his son’s arms soon after the film was completed.)

There were twenty-six days of shooting around Yuma, eight weeks around Jackson Hole, as well as Yellowstone and Sequoia national parks. For a riverboat scene, the crew moved to Sacramento. They traveled by rail: eight Pullman cars full of actors and crew, fed by two dining cars, preceded by twenty-one cars of baggage, props, wardrobe, wagons, horses, oxen—the paraphernalia needed to outfit a wagon train.

The movie carried an unusual sense of physical authenticity, a stark, semidocumentary flavor. A reporter who visited the set noted an even dozen cameras being used for the long shots, three of them Grandeur cameras. A mudhole sequence, with the wagons stuck amidst thunder, lightning, and torrential rains, was possible only because hydraulic pumps drew a million and a half gallons out of the Colorado River every day for seven days.

Hal Evarts was a trapper, guide, and surveyor of the Indian territory who knew the reality of the people and the times. Besides The Big Trail, Evarts also wrote William S. Hart’s valedictory film, Tumbleweeds. He would die young in 1934 at the age of forty-seven, but he left behind a manuscript entitled “Log of The Big Trail” that is more or less a diary of the film’s gestation and production.

Evarts was very much under the sway of Frederick Jackson Turner’s doctrine of Manifest Destiny; just as our ancestors weren’t afraid of Indians, Evarts wasn’t afraid of overwriting: “A sturdy race of pioneers, they were not to be daunted by hardship or privations. Devastated by cholera, parched by the blazing sun, numbed by shrieking mountain blizzards, assailed by savages, tortured by thirst or soaked by flood, gaunt from hunger, the land-hungry horde marched doggedly down the path of the setting sun—no more to be deterred than swarming locusts.”

Walsh and Arthur Edeson weren’t able to see rushes until they got back to Hollywood—they were shooting 500,000 feet of 70mm film flying blind. The filmmakers found that most of the difficulties of the new system fell on the director, because he had to pay more attention to the background action—“the depth of focus demanded by Grandeur makes the background an important part of the picture,” noted Edeson.

Walsh compensated for his thin story by filling his movie with epic scenes: a buffalo stampede, an Indian attack on the wagon train, thunderstorms, blizzards, and, especially, the transport of cattle and wagons over the mountains, done just as the pioneers had done it sixty and seventy years before. At times, the film is less like a Hollywood movie than a beautifully composed newsreel circa 1870.

For that awe-inspiring sequence of getting over the mountains, Walsh and company decided on a cliff on Spread Creek. “Expert packers were up hours before daylight and lashed heavy camera equipment on horses and mules and packed them up the steep backbone of the ridge behind the cliff,” wrote Hal Evarts. “Heavy sound trucks were windlassed up grades that no car could have made under its own power. Everything was ready. Then a storm blew in over the Tetons.”

After several days of rain, Walsh finally got his scene. “Lowering wagons and stock down that cliff by log booms and pulleys was a tough job,” wrote Evarts. “Once lowered, it required an hour or more to get a wagon from the bottoms to the top of the cliff again. Stock hands worked tirelessly. Hollywood extra women went down ropes hand over hand, risking their lives again and again. Later, certain of them were delighted to find that an extra five dollars a day had been added to their pay checks for the period they had put in on the cliff location.”

By the time the cast and crew were done with the eight weeks of locations in and around Jackson Hole, they had been away from home for nearly four months—Walsh, Evarts, and a few others for a lot longer than that. After the last shot was taken in August, Walsh ordered the company bugler to play “Taps,” and much of the company was dispersed, although a small second unit went up to Montana to shoot the buffalo sequence for two days. For the final sequence, Walsh took Wayne and a small crew to Sequoia National Park to shoot the conclusion, and with that the saga of the making of The Big Trail came to an end.

Wayne emerged from his trial by fire with reservations about Walsh—not as a director, but as a human being. On one of the last days of production, Walsh volunteered to stand in for Wayne in a scene that called for a close-up of Ian Keith getting punched. It was Keith’s last shot of the film, and Walsh told Keith he’d feint with his left but would throw his right. During the take, Walsh feinted with his right and threw his left, sucker punching the actor because of his attentions to Walsh’s wife.

On the train ride back to Hollywood, Wayne was playing cards when somebody came and told him he was needed in an adjacent car to break up a fight. Some of the stuntmen were beating an actor named Frederick Burton half to death.

It seems that Walsh believed that Burton was fooling around with either his wife—it would seem Mrs. Walsh got around—or his mistress. Wayne was fuzzy on which woman was involved, but he remembered Burton’s name, and he also remembered that Walsh had told the stuntmen to take care of his business. Wayne broke up the fight, but he never regained respect for a man who delegated his dirty work.

[image: Images]

As the picture went into postproduction, everything seemed to be coming together for its young star. Fox executives forecast a gross of $4 million for The Big Trail, and they believed that John Wayne was going to become another Tom Mix; they lined up two more westerns for him: Wyoming Wonder and No Favors Asked.

The Big Trail opened in Hollywood at Grauman’s Chinese on October 2, 1930. Grauman’s forecourt was turned into a frontier encampment, and the short preceding the feature was a Movietone interview with George Bernard Shaw. In attendance for the premiere was an interesting conglomeration of notables from a variety of studios: Alexander Korda, Henry King, Victor McLaglen, Frank Borzage, Irving Thalberg, Marie Dressler, Louis B. Mayer, Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy, Walter Huston, George Bancroft, Gary Cooper, Buddy Rogers, Lupe Velez, and Nancy Carroll. Also attending were Clyde Morrison, his new wife, and his son the movie star. Wayne’s Sigma Chi fraternity from USC gathered to pay homage to their former brother at the premiere.

Fox flooded papers all over the country with publicity and photographs, and a lot of papers played along: “Sweeping Across 7 States . . . The story of a Love Enduring Untold Hardships . . . Fighting merciless savages . . . Imperiled by stampeded buffalo . . . Driving battered wagon trains across searing deserts . . . Starving . . . Thirsting . . . Lovers Fighting side by side . . . In the most glorious and thrilling adventure you ever witnessed.” Mainly, the thrust of the ads was Manifest Destiny: “Thrills! Adventure! Romance! In 1001 gripping patterns woven from the bone and sinew of the heroic souls who bartered comfort, security and life itself for a share in the vision of the West.”

Some of the ads were devoted to building up the new star, with a dramatic charcoal drawing of the young man and introductory copy: “John Wayne—Acclaimed by critics—hailed by the public.”

Fox also decided to give its new star what might be called backdoor publicity. An article in Motion Picture magazine devoted most of its length to the dreary workaholic nature of young stars, who worked, studied, apprenticed, and lacked the colorful theatrical flourish of silent stars such as John Gilbert.

At the very end of the article, in a postscript, John Wayne brings up the rear as a prop man spotted by Raoul Walsh. “And—in a twinkling—the young man was under contract and was announced as the lead for the picture. Meet Mr. John Wayne, new motion picture celeb!”

Oddly, the ads and publicity didn’t mention Grandeur, because the 70mm equipment was apparently installed only at Grauman’s and New York’s Roxy. Most of the country saw the film in the conventional 35mm version that was advertised as “All Talking Fox . . . The Most Important Picture Ever Produced.”

Many critics rhapsodized: Film Daily said that the “impressive epic of the west has the romance, colorful background, action and thrills for universal appeal . . . John Wayne, as a frontier scout, [scores] big.” “Photography soars to new and unscaled heights in Raoul Walsh’s great epic of the west,” wrote Elizabeth Yeaman in the Hollywood Daily Citizen. “John Wayne, a newcomer to the screen, is most prepossessing in appearance. In his buckskin suit, his long, lean physique presents a picturesque character. He was not an actor when Walsh selected him for this picture and did not become an actor in this picture. As a consequence, his every word and deed is outstanding for its naturalness and naïve force.” The New York Times thought that the movie was as stimulating as John Ford’s The Iron Horse, which it termed “that old silent film classic.” (The Iron Horse was all of six years old at the time.)

Others weren’t so sure about the picture or its star. Sime Silverman in Variety thought that the film “will do a certain business because of its magnitude, but it is not a holdover picture.” Silverman also said that the filmmakers had erred by refusing to cast stars in the picture. “Young Wayne, wholly inexperienced, shows it but also suggests he can be built up.”

Wayne traveled east to do some publicity for the picture dressed in his buckskin costume and holding his rifle. The photographers shot him as he posed in the doorway of his train compartment, holding a rifle in one hand and tipping his white hat in the other (in the film he wears a black hat). Nobody bothered to remind Wayne that he was wearing a wristwatch.

The Big Trail is a film of diametric opposites: awe-inspiring visuals and stilted acting. Wayne, twenty-two years old at the time the film began shooting, is a stunning physical specimen—tall, rangy, extremely handsome. The historian Jane Tompkins was struck by the difference between the Wayne of The Big Trail and the later, leathery Wayne: “The expression of the young John Wayne . . . is tender, and more than a little wistful; it is delicate and incredibly sensitive. Pure and sweet; shy, really and demure.” The difference is that the young man was the authentic Duke Morrison; the older man was the hardened construct called John Wayne.

The young version is sometimes awkward in his line readings, and his reactions are occasionally over the top, as they often were in the first phase of his career. Nevertheless, for a kid who was lugging props a few months before, a kid with aptitude but little training or experience, he’s not bad, and his star quality is fully present.

Most importantly, the film presents Wayne’s screen character in rough sketch form. Despite his youth, Breck Coleman is tough and in charge, with a natural air of command that’s accepted by the other characters. “You fight, that’s life,” he asserts at one point. “You stop fighting, that’s death.” It’s a line that could have been dropped into Red River, The Searchers, The Alamo, or any major Wayne movie from the coming decades. If the western is the foundational myth of America in movie form, then Breck Coleman is the rough, occasionally halting foundation myth of John Wayne.

The young star’s combination of physical strength and grace is already apparent. In his otherwise surly book about Wayne, Garry Wills was amazed by a throwaway shot in which Wayne comes up behind a woman, lifts her by her elbows, flips her around so she’s facing him, and hugs her. “He does not throw her, even slightly, and catch her after turning her; he just handles her as if she were an empty cardboard box, weightless and unresisting.” Wayne’s physical and emotional strength were always matched by an equivalent control and sense of purpose; at the beginning of his career or at its end, he never made a clumsy gesture.

Marguerite Churchill is attractive and professional but not distinguished, and Tyrone Power Sr. gives a roaring performance of pure ham—he makes Wallace Beery look subtle—that seems to have been the model for the Wolf in Disney’s The Three Little Pigs. Ward Bond shows up on the periphery sporting a beard.

A passion for performance was clearly present in Wayne very early, but so was an uneasiness with his choice, the same uneasiness that would be present in the lives of other actors: Barrymore, Flynn, Holden, etc. Perhaps acting was an unsuitable job for a man? Wayne would spend the rest of his life insisting that he wasn’t an actor, he was a reactor, which was really just a backdoor way of asserting his masculinity.

In truth, Wayne instinctively grasped something very close to the modern American concept of acting, which emphasizes behavior over the dialogue-based English tradition. Behavior works for all sorts of parts, but is insufficient when confronted with, say, Shakespeare, which has to be spoken. But Wayne’s characters would always be defined as much by movement and attitude as by words.

Raoul Walsh’s shots are much more carefully composed than most of his work; the dimensions of the 70mm frame mandate a lot of extras and background action, and the lenses don’t let Walsh get any closer than a chest close-up. The lack of intimacy is compensated for by the majestic long shots. Generally, Walsh frames his shots so as to leave a third to a half of the frame open to landscape or background action.

Walsh’s images made The Big Trail an authentic epic, but they weren’t able to prevent it from being an authentic epic flop. It ran for eight weeks at the Chinese Theatre—a good run—but only two weeks at the Roxy. More importantly, The Big Trail underperformed in conventional 35mm showings in the rest of the country. Theater chains, having just expensively retooled for sound, weren’t interested in expensively retooling yet again. Absent any widespread public demand for 70mm, it was easier to just let it wither away.

Unfortunately, the 35mm version of the film didn’t fully show off the film’s primary virtues—its physical re-creation of the pioneer experience. The mini-widescreen boom of 1929–1930 died quickly, and went underground until revived in the early 1950s as a means of luring audiences back to the movies after the erosion wrought by television. (More people have seen the widescreen version of The Big Trail since its rediscovery in 1986 than ever saw it in 1930.)

Winterset, Iowa, finally got to see the movie in January 1931. The Madisonian featured the story with the headline: “John Wayne, a Winterset Boy, in Talkies at the Iowa.” The story continued, “John Wayne is the stage name of Marion Michael Morrison, as he was known to all his friends.”

With a negative cost of $1.7 million, The Big Trail amassed only $945,000 in domestic rentals, another $242,000 in foreign rentals. The foreign language versions added $200,234 to the budget, and returned a tiny profit of $9,264. When the accountants had completed their grim task, it was clear that The Big Trail was a financial bloodbath—the loss topped $1 million.

As the film scholar William K. Everson noted, it’s strange that Fox hadn’t handed The Big Trail to John Ford, who had already demonstrated great expertise with westerns; it might not have been a better picture, but it assuredly would have been better organized, hence less expensive, hence more commercial. The failure of The Big Trail affected Raoul Walsh’s career to the extent that Fox never again gave him that kind of budget. But the bulk of the movie’s failure fell on its young star. The Big Trail was the last A picture John Wayne would make for nearly ten years, as Fox quickly canceled his prospective starring vehicles.

Wayne next showed up in a Fox programmer called Girls Demand Excitement, directed by the choreographer Seymour Felix, which began shooting in November 1930 after the failure of The Big Trail was apparent. Wayne’s co-star was Virginia Cherrill, the leading lady of Chaplin’s City Lights.

Wayne always regarded Girls Demand Excitement as the nadir of his professional life. “I was the fellow who was sour grapes, who played basketball to try to get the girls out of school. Well, I want to tell you something, I never tried to get a girl out of school in my life. I’d want them right there. . . . [Felix] had girls and boys sitting in trees and sticking their heads out of class windows and hugging each other. It was just so goddamn ridiculous that I was hanging my head.”

Actually, Girls Demand Excitement, while innocuous, is not really as bad as Wayne thought; as Richard Roberts noted, had it been made a year earlier, or two years later, it would have made a good musical in the vein of Good News. Wayne plays a gardener who works for the family of the charisma-free Cherrill, a spoiled rich girl. In college, she and Wayne find themselves in a fraternity/sorority war. Wayne’s performance is relaxed and without mannerisms.

Variety noted that “John Wayne is the same young man who was in The Big Trail and also is here spotted in a farce that does little to set him off.” Wayne’s next appearance for Fox came in May 1931, when he showed up in a small part in something called Three Girls Lost.

Wayne was slinking around Fox, embarrassed about the failure of The Big Trail, utterly demoralized by Girls Demand Excitement, when he ran into Will Rogers, the biggest star on the lot. Rogers saw that Wayne was down and asked what the trouble was. Wayne explained his situation, and the sensible Rogers told him, “You’re working, aren’t you? Just keep working.”

Wayne always remembered that moment as “the best advice I ever got—just keep working and learning, however bad the picture . . . and boy, I made some lousy pictures.” For the rest of his life Wayne always put more stock in being a working actor than in biding his time waiting for just the right part in just the right movie.

Three Girls Lost completed filming in mid-January of 1931, at which point Fox released the young actor. That made it official: John Wayne had been a white-hot new star at twenty-two, and he was washed up at twenty-three.

His time in the wilderness was just beginning, but that time would give him an image, a personality, and a technique. That time would prove his salvation.



1. That August, the trade papers added up Fox’s indebtedness and figured out that the company had $45 million in debt payments due within the next six months, not counting $7 million in creditor judgments. Receivership, not prosperity, was just around the corner.


CHAPTER FOUR

After Fox dumped him, Wayne landed a six-month contract at Columbia. Men Are Like That, his first picture for the studio, was an adaptation of the Augustus Thomas play Arizona, which sounds like a western but isn’t. Wayne’s co-star was Laura La Plante, a charming leading lady of silent pictures who was equally charming in talkies. The script was by Robert Riskin, soon to start working with Frank Capra, the director the capable George B. Seitz.

Wayne plays a young football star/officer who loves the ladies then leaves them. The jilted La Plante marries Wayne’s commanding officer, whereupon Wayne starts up with La Plante’s sister. There are all sorts of racy possibilities, few of which are realized.

It’s a mediocre movie, but it captures Wayne in the chrysalis stage of his career, without an outdoor background to accommodate his rough performance. The mannerisms that would become familiar—the wrinkling of the forehead, the pauses in the middle of his lines—are absent, although he does clench his jaw to indicate anger. His inexperience is mainly demonstrated by the fact that he doesn’t really listen to the other actors, just waits for his cue.

The critics were harsher than they needed to be—the stink of The Big Trail was all over Wayne, and the dogs barked their condescension for a decade and more. The New York Times said that “[It is] hardly a film that can be characterized as good entertainment. . . . Miss La Plante is not convincing any more than John Wayne is in the part of Denton.”

Columbia boss Harry Cohn must have been unimpressed, because for the rest of the contract Wayne was given roles that were little more than insults—a corpse in The Deceiver, billing beneath Buck Jones and Tim McCoy in a couple of westerns. Complicating Wayne’s stay at Columbia was Cohn’s belief that Wayne was having an affair with a young actress whom Cohn regarded as his personal property.

“It was a goddamned lie,” Wayne told me, still furious more than forty years later. “I’d been brought up to respect older people, and he talked to me like I was a sewer rat.” At one point, Cohn screamed at Wayne, “You keep your goddamned fly buttoned at my studio!” Wayne reacted to the unjust accusation with a lifelong slow burn. Cohn began a process of harassment calculated to provoke Wayne to break his contract—unless he was scheduled to work on a given day, he was barred from the studio.

But the cowboy star Buck Jones decided to use Wayne in spite of Cohn. Jones would invite the younger man to go boating around Catalina whenever Jones was on the outs with his wife. Jones and Wayne had something in common—they had both worked for John Ford. Wayne never forgot the gesture that came at a time when he was increasingly desperate and thinking about trying boxing, because the movie business just seemed too tough. Buck Jones spent the rest of his life in B westerns, and Wayne always remembered him with affection: “Buck Jones was one of the real heroes of our business. He went back into that [Cocoanut Grove nightclub fire in] Boston three times after people and the fourth time he didn’t come back out. But there’s no memorial to him, there’s no thought [for him]. Ours is the business of what did you do for me today . . . they certainly forgot old Buck.”

[image: Images]

Within a single year, Fox had washed its hands of Wayne and he was let go at Columbia. If he wanted to keep working, if he wanted to maintain any standing at all in the eyes of Josie’s parents, he had little choice except to become one of the all-purpose jobbing actors haunting Poverty Row, the area around Sunset Boulevard and Gower Street. Toward the end of 1931, Wayne signed to do three serials for Mascot, a small company run by a man named Nat Levine.

The salary on offer was $2,000—not $2,000 apiece, but $2,000 for all three serials, $2,000 for six-day weeks, twelve- to sixteen-hour days for the eighteen to twenty-one days it usually took to make one of Levine’s serials. To get the films made on time, two directors worked simultaneously, one on interiors, one on exteriors. Working for Mascot meant that you weren’t paid for acting, you were paid for endurance and for the willingness to work cheap.

The money was terrible, but it was the pit of the Depression, and Wayne was damaged goods twice over. There was only one catch: it was Levine’s intention to start shooting a serial called Shadow of the Eagle the very next day. Was Wayne willing to start shooting tomorrow, for that money and not a dime more?

The next day at four in the morning, Levine picked up Wayne in his chauffeur-driven Packard. He had thoughtfully brought breakfast so they could save some time. While Wayne ate his danish, Levine outlined the story of the serial Wayne was about to start shooting as soon as the sun came up.

“We were asked to be on location before sunup, so that shooting could start as soon as the first rays of the sun broke over the horizon,” remembered one Mascot veteran. “We would sit there, poised—the cameras ready, performers on their horses. When the earliest rays broke across the valley, the director would jump up and yell ‘Roll ’Em,’ and away we’d go.” When the sun went down, flares would be lit and held by crew members so close-ups could be shot.

Mascot had been formed by Levine in 1927, when he was only twenty-eight years old. He had been the personal secretary for theater magnate Marcus Loew, then went to work for the distributor of the Felix the Cat cartoons. Levine operated on the states-rights fringe of the movie business and specialized in making features for $30,000, serials for $40,000. As with everybody on Poverty Row, Mascot was thinly capitalized. Much of Levine’s running debt was absorbed by Herbert Yates, who ran Consolidated Film Industries, the company that did the lab work for Mascot as well as most other Poverty Row outfits.

Mascot’s headquarters were above a contractor’s warehouse on Santa Monica Boulevard, just down the street from Hollywood Memorial (now Hollywood Forever) Cemetery. To keep costs down, the only generators used were for cameras; Levine didn’t use lights for exteriors, only reflectors. In fact, he didn’t even have a studio of his own until 1933, when he leased the bankrupt Mack Sennett lot in North Hollywood (today it’s CBS Television City). Levine rented everything, including his sound equipment, which he got for so much per day from Walt Disney.

Shadow of the Eagle, Wayne’s first Mascot serial, began shooting in December 1931, with Wayne playing a stunt pilot working for a small carnival who tries to clear the name of the owner, who has been a father figure. Wayne had gained some assurance since The Big Trail, although considering the caliber of the filmmaking around him it wasn’t really necessary.

Except for the credits, there’s no music—too expensive—and a lot of the exteriors have no sound at all, which saved the company money because they only rented the sound equipment for interiors. There were very few second or third takes.

In the serial’s final chapter, Wayne trips and nearly falls, but director Ford Beebe keeps the footage. Wayne remembered one day when they didn’t finish until midnight, after Beebe had made 114 shots. They had to be ready to go just eight hours later, so most of the company slept in their cars rather than drive back home.

The cast of Shadow of the Eagle is notable only for the presence of Yakima Canutt, who would become Hollywood’s greatest stuntman, not to mention a close friend and working companion of Wayne’s, and Billy West, the leading Chaplin imitator of silent films, here playing the small part of a clown.

Canutt had been hired to double Wayne in addition to playing a henchman. Canutt called a friend who had already worked with the star to find out what kind of man he was. “You’ll like him,” said the friend. “He’s really great. And when it comes to ribbing, he’ll hold his own—even with you.”

The practical jokes began early. An actor named Bud Osborne told Wayne that Canutt was a spy for Nat Levine—everything that went on would be reported back to the producer. For a few days, Canutt pretended to be writing in a little black book, and Wayne reacted by giving him dirty looks and keeping his distance.

Then Osborne took Wayne behind the set for a quick drink, and Canutt came around the opposite corner. Canutt checked the time and wrote in his little black book. Wayne lost his temper and went for him, but Osborne and a few others grabbed him and let him in on the joke. Wayne thought it was hilarious, and the picture proceeded as smoothly as it could considering the endless hours necessary to get the picture shot on schedule.

Wayne remembered that it was the shared pain of the Mascot experience that sealed his friendship with Canutt. One terrible day, the company worked till midnight shooting dialogue scenes at the studio, then had a 5 A.M. call at a rock quarry in the San Fernando Valley. Wayne had no car and the buses didn’t run that early, so he asked Levine for help. Levine let him have a Chevy convertible to drive home for a few hours sleep in order to guarantee that he’d be on location on schedule.

When he got to the rock quarry, it was still dark, but one man had beat him to the location and had built a fire. Wayne went over and knelt down by the fire to get warm. “It doesn’t take very long to spend all night out here,” said Yakima Canutt. Canutt pegged their friendship from those minutes of mutually shared weariness.

Making these serials was the movie equivalent of a forced march, and Wayne was always slightly embarrassed about them. They were more humiliation than he preferred to remember, and more exhaustion than he expected to endure. On one of the Mascot serials, he worked for twenty-six straight hours—not abnormal for a low-end production in the pre-union days.

Wayne’s other two Mascot serials—The Three Musketeers (shot in April 1932, released April 1933) and The Hurricane Express (shot in July 1932, released August 1932)—represent a slight upgrade from Shadow of the Eagle. Among the actors in The Three Musketeers are silent stars Jack Mulhall, William Desmond, Raymond Hatton, and future star Lon Chaney Jr., working under his real name of Creighton Chaney. Wayne’s leading lady was Ruth Hall, who would later marry the cinematographer Lee Garmes.

The Hurricane Express, while crude in terms of production, has considerable charm, as it divides its time between the air, the railroads, and the dusty roads of Depression-era America—it’s a movie without a lot of pavement. Wayne slugs his way through a small army, usually by the simple expedient of picking someone up over his head like a sack of grain and heaving him in the general direction of his adversaries. He performs the twelve chapters of the serial dressed in one rather well-cut gray business suit—his entire wardrobe.

One of the primary locations was a railroad station in Saugus, north of Los Angeles, where a hobo was cooking stew by the side of the tracks. It smelled good, so Wayne went over and had breakfast with him. Canutt remembered that the company “got the biggest kick out of it.” At one point, the action moves to Bronson Canyon, a mile or so from Hollywood, where, twenty-five years later Wayne would perform a scene with considerably more emotional and spiritual impact than anything in The Hurricane Express: the climax of The Searchers.
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