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Praise for Kirk Ellis and They Kill People


“Kirk Ellis, a true connoisseur of cinema, deftly uses an iconic movie as a jumping-off point for a much larger study of America’s disturbing obsession with guns and our propensity not only for violence but for celebrating and romanticizing it. Ellis’s argument—that gun culture is central to our national identity—is hard to dismiss. They Kill People is a supple and far-ranging narrative that examines our country’s long, sordid trigger-happiness through the lens of film. You can’t read it without wondering, on multiple levels, What the hell’s wrong with us?”—Hampton Sides, New York Times bestselling author of Blood and Thunder and The Wide, Wide Sea


“Kirk Ellis has written a vibrant, astute, and vastly entertaining account of the making of one of the greatest American movies of the modern era. But They Kill People is not just an excellent movie book. It’s also the story of a country struggling to escape the death grip of the Great Depression, its myths, its mortal wounds, and its obsession with fast cars, lethal weapons, and murderous celebrity outlaws. Ellis understands that while history doesn’t repeat itself, it often rhymes, and he deftly connects the dots between the roaring ’30s, the rebellious ’60s, and our own troubled decade.”—Glenn Frankel, Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and author of Shooting Midnight Cowboy: Art, Sex, Loneliness, Liberation, and the Making of a Dark Classic


“Kirk Ellis examines the disturbing roots of this country’s obsession with guns and outlaws in a book that’s as rollicking as it is alarming. A brilliant exploration of how a fascination with violence reveals the darkest reaches of our American identity.”—Betsy Gaines Quammen, author of True West: Myth and Mending on the Far Side of America


“Released amid the social turmoil of 1967, Bonnie and Clyde’s counterculture depiction of two bank robbers during the Great Depression began a New Wave of Hollywood filmmaking and changed the industry’s rating system. Almost a half century later, Kirk Ellis’s compelling, dramatic reassessment of this unusually influential film demonstrates that Bonnie and Clyde is as relevant as ever. Packed with fascinating behind-the-camera stories—such as how star/producer Warren Beatty fought for the film’s re-release after Warner Bros. sensed the threat it posed and dumped it—this major study entertains as much as it enlightens.”—David Morrell, New Yok Times bestselling author of First Blood


“Ellis brings his award-winning writing and sharp eye for history to a brilliant and thought-provoking exposé of America’s obsession with guns and violence. Through the spectacle of real-life criminals Bonnie and Clyde and the Hollywood myth makers who made them legendary, Ellis serves up a haunting, irresistible, and riveting tale. I could not put it down!”—Kate Clifford Larson, author of Walk with Me: A Biography of Fannie Lou Hamer


“With They Kill People, Kirk Ellis has delivered an important work for fans of Arthur Penn’s classic and seminal movie Bonnie and Clyde, plus a compelling account of the real-life Texas criminals who inspired it. This exquisitely written book captivated me. I read it two sittings. It’s that good.”—W. K. Stratton, Western Heritage Award-winning poet and author of the Los Angeles Times bestseller The Wild Bunch: Sam Peckinpah, a Revolution in Hollywood, and the Making of a Legendary Film


“In They Kill People, Kirk Ellis leads the reader through our history of gun-fueled outlawry with entertaining enlightenment.”—Bryan Cranston, producer/star of Breaking Bad
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That’s a wrap. The final curtain image from the 2023 London revival of Frank Wildhorn and Don Black’s Bonnie and Clyde musical. Arthur Penn would have approved. Author photo.
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The United States of America was born with a gun in her hand.


—Richard Mack, founder of the Constitutional Sheriffs and Peace Officers Association













Introduction





“WHO SHOT HIM?”


On April 13, 1882, a six-foot, three-inch peacock strode on to the stage of the Tabor Opera House in Leadville, Colorado.


Twenty-seven-year-old Oscar Wilde, a few years away from becoming one of the most celebrated authors and playwrights in the world, had come to the Rocky Mountain West as an advance man for the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company. His mission: to promote the American tour of Patience, the latest sensation by H.M.S. Pinafore and The Pirates of Penzance authors Gilbert and Sullivan. A thinly disguised caricature of Wilde (billed in the cast of characters as “Reginald Bunthorne, a Fleshly Poet”) featured prominently in this musical satire about the arts-for-art’s-sake aesthetic movement then sweeping across Britain.


At the time of Wilde’s arrival in America, “the young nation’s biggest celebrity was dime novel hero Buffalo Bill,” according to historian Preston Lewis. Wilde’s sojourn to the United States lasted nearly a year and garnered even more publicity than William F. Cody himself. “At the very least,” Lewis wrote, “Wilde was the first celebrity who became famous for merely being famous, launching the superficial celebrity culture that permeates American popular culture to this day.”1


Leadville had not been on Wilde’s original itinerary. But he could not resist an invitation from mining tycoon Horace A. W. Tabor, one of America’s richest men, to declaim on the subject of art and beauty at Tabor’s newly built Italianate music hall. “I was told that if I went there, they would be sure to shoot me or my traveling manager,” Wilde recalled. “I wrote and told them that nothing they could do to my traveling manager would intimidate me.”2 Wilde had reason to fear bad reviews. A sign over the piano in a Leadville saloon read, “Please Do Not Shoot the Pianist; He Is Only Doing His Best.” (Wilde later declared it “the only rational method of art criticism I have ever come across.”3)


Like so many entertainers making their first visit to the Rockies’ higher altitudes, Wilde succumbed to what a local doctor termed “a case of light air” and confined himself to his room at the Clarendon Hotel. A capacity crowd of curiosity seekers, some of whom had paid the unheard of price of $1.25 for reserved seats, fidgeted nervously as the scheduled performance hour came and went. When Wilde finally stepped out from the wings, his appearance did not disappoint: color-coordinated dress coat, knee breeches, and stockings (possibly purple, or green or yellow) ornamented with silver-buckled patent-leather pumps and his trademark broad-brimmed hat; a giant sunflower beamed from his lapel.


Still too fragile to deliver his customary lecture, Wilde came armed with a copy of the autobiography of sixteenth-century Florentine sculptor and goldsmith Benvenuto Cellini, from which he began to read passages verbatim. The baffled audience grew increasingly restless. One miner leaped to his feet to demand why “Mr.” Cellini couldn’t be there to speak for himself.


“He’s dead,” Wilde explained.


The miner let this information sink in. Then he asked:


“Who shot him?”
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Guns made America.


Guns are America.


America’s story is inextricably bound with the weapons that have become as iconic—as identifiably American—as the men and women who wielded them.


Brown Bess.


Sharps rifle.


Colt .45.


Winchester ’73.


Thompson submachine gun.


.44 Smith & Wesson.


The AR-15—“America’s gun.”


The American vernacular itself has been weaponized. An honest person is called a “straight shooter.” A lucky one “dodges a bullet.” Determined people “set their sights” and “stick to their guns.” Gamblers “take the long shot.” Optimists “look for a silver bullet.” A hesitant person is “gun-shy.” Fools go off “half-cocked” and sometimes “shoot from the hip.” We “get the drop on” our rivals and enemies. Stressful situations make us “sweat bullets.” Astonishing sights “blow us away.” Travel companions “ride shotgun,” while “hired guns” attend to unpleasant tasks.


No ethos is more deeply ingrained in the American psyche than that of The Outlaw: those Legendary Rebels who raise a middle finger to Established Society and embark on a fatal career of so-called Resistance to Authority and Redistribution of Wealth.


The United States of America owes its very existence to an act of rebellion. Contrarianism is deeply ingrained in our national DNA. “Resist much,” advised Walt Whitman in one of his Songs of Insurrection. “Obey little.”


American popular culture is rife with the names of the notoriously disobedient. Frank and Jesse James: vicious borderland bushwhackers remade as Western gunslingers. Billy the Kid: a buck-toothed psychopath given a new, redemptive identity in a sordid New Mexico range war. Wyatt Earp: a canny entrepreneur and onetime brothel-keeper lionized for his role in a one-horse-town shootout of no particular importance.


“Outlaws play better after the fact,” admits Bob Boze Bell, publisher of True West magazine, “when the blood’s dried and you don’t have to look at the autopsies, you can just look at the ‘glory.’”4 Western historian Mark Lee Gardner, whose work includes reassessments of both Jesse James and Billy the Kid, notes how “we sympathize with these individuals because of their backstory. They’ve got to have that tragedy that sends them down this different path. The myth redeems them. Yet when you put the myth next to the cold, hard reality, sometimes they don’t live up to the hype.”5


Far from it.


“By conventional means of measuring history, the gunfighters of the Old West are of scant importance,” one account of frontier violence rightly maintains. “They left no political or socioeconomic legacy, little that would justify even inclusion in a history textbook. Their impact is instead cultural, as symbols beloved or reviled, most notably in our entertainments, [and] maybe in our firearms as well; one is tempted to sense their presence in the way children play with toy guns.”6


For a citizenry whose republic was established as a nation of laws, not men (John Adams’s immortal phrase), twenty-first-century Americans retain an alarming admiration for lawbreakers. “A lot of [us]want to feel [we]’re being oppressed by somebody or something,” observes true crime writer Jeff Guinn, “and we’re going to give credence to the goodness of people who don’t necessarily have good intentions, just because they’re confronting people we don’t like.”7


Outlaws are seductive. They appeal to our darkest hidden desires. Especially in an era when individual initiative has been subsumed by corporate consolidation, outlaws make our most outrageous Robin Hood fantasies come true. But also, as the advertising for Bonnie and Clyde famously proclaimed:




“THEY KILL PEOPLE.”





And when they do, it’s almost always with guns.
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Numbering just 4 percent of the global population, America holds 50 percent of all guns in civilian hands globally: 393 million according to a 2018 survey, for an average of 120.5 firearms per one hundred people—a private-ownership rate that ranks as the highest in the world. In the years during and immediately following the COVID-19 pandemic, Americans purchased more than 60 million firearms; a 2020 ABC News investigation estimated that the US firearms industry accounted for $63.5 billion in combined revenues.8


In late June 2024, US Surgeon General Vivek H. Murthy declared gun violence a public health crisis. In his 39-page advisory, Murthy noted that deaths caused by guns rose to a three-decade high in 2021, driven by increases in homicides and suicides. Citing 2015 data from the World Health Organization showing that the United States displayed a firearm-related death rate 11.4 times higher than 28 other high-income nations, the surgeon general concluded, “We’re clearly the outlier, and not in a good way.”9


Historian Richard Hofstadter first identified the United States as a “gun culture” in an influential 1970 essay, mincing few words. “Many otherwise intelligent Americans,” he wrote, “cling with pathetic stubbornness to the notion that the people’s right to bear arms is the greatest protection of their individual rights and a firm safeguard of democracy. No other democracy in the world observes any such ‘right.’”10 Hofstadter expanded on this thesis in his documentary history of America from first settlement to the assassination season of 1968. “Every aspect of violence in our history,” he and coauthor Michael Wallace concluded, “has been exacerbated by the fact that ours is a gun culture—a thing without parallel among independent nations of the world.”


“What is most exceptional about … Americans,” the authors added, “is not the voluminous record of their violence, but their extraordinary ability, in the face of that record, to persuade themselves that they are among the best-behaved and best-regulated of peoples.”11


For a time, the everyday slaughter of the early 1930s crime wave shocked America out of that national complacency. Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker were black-and-white bit players in that red-heavy Technicolor extravaganza. Resurrected in a landmark 1967 film made during the apocalypse of Vietnam and a time of unprecedented urban unrest that set American cities ablaze, they became cinematic and fashion icons of a decade that uncomfortably mirrored their own.


Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde broke every rule in the Old Hollywood playbook and redefined the portrayal of on-screen violence, sex, and criminality. Nearly sixty years after it exploded on to American screens, the film retains the power to shock, amaze, and provoke. The movie’s resonance goes well beyond its peerless filmmaking. Bonnie and Clyde taps into a dark wellspring in the American psyche. Produced in a time of great social upheaval, with a country divided under a deeply polarizing president, the film confronts troubling questions about America’s propensity to violence and its obsession with guns.


“Bonnie and Clyde was one of those absolutely fortunate films where I made the movie I wanted to make, and it turned out to be a big hit,”12 Penn said. “It hasn’t aged,” he reflected on the occasion of his film’s fortieth anniversary. “I don’t know why it hasn’t, but it hasn’t. You watch it today, and it sort of invents itself before your eyes.”13


The reason why is the subject of this book.
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In the wake of the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy in the late spring and early summer of 1968, the year Bonnie and Clyde scored ten Oscar nominations, historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. asked, “How many more such murders before we strive … to identify the violent impulses in American life?”14 Arthur Penn ventured an answer to that question at the film’s 1967 Montreal Film Festival premiere. “I think violence is part of the American character,” Penn said. “It began with the Western, the frontier. America is a country of people who act out their views in violent ways.”15


And so we begin with a scene of violent death.

















1

“AMBUSH”









You’ve read the story of Jesse James —


Of how he lived and died;


If you’re still in need


Of something to read


Here’s the story of Bonnie and Clyde.


—Bonnie Parker








Highway 154, Bienville Parish, Louisiana.


Wednesday, May 23, 1934, 9:15 a.m.


Nobody came prepared for the goddamned mosquitoes.


They’re eating Frank Hamer and his six-man posse alive in this thicket on the side of a miserable country road in the northwestern corner of Louisiana. Collectively the lawmen wield two Browning automatic rifles, a pair of Remington Model 8 .35-caliber big-game rifles and two Colt .45 semiautomatic pistols each, none of them of any use against blood-sucking insects. Hamer carries the most lethal hardware: a Remington Model 11 shotgun and Colt Monitor machine rifle with a twenty-shot magazine, designed to inflict maximum carnage with minimal effort. Today is meant to mark the end of a 102-day manhunt that has carried the former Texas Ranger repeatedly across the Midwest and Southwest; 1,397 miles in the first two weeks of February alone.


The stakeout location has been carefully chosen. The high vantage point offers unobstructed half-mile perspectives in both directions; moss-covered trees on the south side of the road completely conceal the posse from the view of approaching motorists. A confidential informant has assured Hamer that his quarry is bound to pass by en route to their latest hideout. Eighteen hours of waiting have taken their toll. “We look like the wrath of God,” thinks Dallas County deputy Ted Hinton, detailed to the posse along with partner Bob Alcorn as the only men among them who can positively identify their targets on sight. “Unshaven, eyes bloodshot, and feeling the wear of no sleep.”1


As if the plague of mosquitoes isn’t enough, grumbling stomachs are a constant reminder that, in their haste to establish a position, none of the lawmen have remembered to pack any food. To lessen the monotony, they talk about their next meal. So far, all the traffic they’ve encountered along this lonely rural stretch is a solitary school bus and the occasional logging truck; folks here in the Depression-era Louisiana backwoods are prone to harvesting telephone poles, stripping them, and selling them as lumber. Nine o’clock has come and gone; by 9:10, the posse is all but resigned to the fact that this is yet another false lead.


“Let’s give it another thirty minutes, and then throw the coffee on the fire and call in the dogs,”2 Hinton suggests—no matter that they’ve forgotten the coffee as well.


Five minutes later, everyone hears it.


The whine of a Ford V-8 motor.


“Singing like a sewing machine,”3 Hamer thinks.


Costing between $500 and $600 (unless it’s stolen) and packing an impressive 75 horsepower, Henry Ford’s latest sensation is the sleekest automobile on the market, with a streamlined, backward-slanted silhouette to emphasize its capability for speed. Readily sustaining 60 miles per hour, in the hands of a capable driver the V-8’s 221-cubic-inch engine can be pushed to 75 or 80, outrunning every other vehicle on the road, including police cars. “I can make any other car take a Ford’s dust,” writes one satisfied Chicago customer named John Dillinger in a testimonial letter. “For sustained speed and freedom from trouble the Ford has got every other car skinned,” enthuses another. “Even if my business hasn’t been strictly legal it don’t hurt to tell you what a fine car you got in the V-8.”4


Behind the wheel of the freshly stolen tan 1933 Ford V-8 B-400 convertible now approaching the waiting posse sits one of those letter-writing fans: twenty-four-year-old Clyde Chestnut Barrow. Riding shotgun, crippled by a leg injury sustained in a terrible crash the year before, is Barrow’s companion for the last four years, twenty-three-year-old Bonnie Elizabeth Parker. Both hail from neighboring parts of West Dallas, Texas. Minutes later, their car will also be found to contain three Browning automatic rifles, two sawed-off shotguns, a variety of Colt semiautomatic pistols, one hundred Browning automatic magazines, and three thousand rounds of ammunition, together with fifteen sets of stolen license plates, suitcases full of clothes, a stack of true crime periodicals, a makeup case and a saxophone, along with a copy of The Saga of Billy the Kid by Walter Noble Burns.


For the past two years, in the company of a rotating supporting cast of accomplices, the Barrow Gang has perpetrated a string of small-town (and almost always small-time) robberies and ransom-less kidnappings, leaving the bodies of nine murdered lawmen scattered over four states; most recently, two highway patrolmen gunned down on Easter Sunday in Grapevine, Texas. Their most daring escapade is barely four months old: a daylight breakout of five inmates, including several former associates, from the notoriously brutal Eastham Farm prison colony on the outskirts of Houston (a.k.a. “The Bloody ‘Ham’”), where Clyde once served time—a sentence, says another former inmate, that transformed him from “a schoolboy into a rattlesnake.”5


Beneath their camouflage of dried brush and vines, the posse readies its arsenal. There will be no announcement of their presence. No “Stop in the name of the law!” or “Put up your hands!” (Hamer and the others will maintain otherwise.) Hamer’s orders, issued by general manager of Texas prisons Lee Simmons and authorized by Governor Miriam “Ma” Ferguson in direct response to the Eastham breakout, are unequivocal: “Put ’em on the spot and shoot everyone in sight.”6 All that remains is a positive identification. Hinton’s Dallas partner Bob Alcorn raises a pair of field glasses to his eyes.


“It’s him, boys,” Alcorn announces quietly. “This is it—it’s Clyde.”7


Sixteen seconds later, it’s all over.


The first shots—most likely fired with a Remington Model 8 rifle by Prentiss Oakley, an understandably jittery young Bienville Parish deputy—strike Clyde in the head, killing him instantly. All six officers open fire, emptying their magazines in less than three seconds, then reloading. Forensic reports testify to one hundred and sixty-seven rounds being launched at point-blank range, perforating the V-8’s steel-reinforced double door panels and whizzing through the open driver’s-side windows. Coroner’s records list seventeen entrance wounds on Clyde’s body and forty-one on Bonnie’s, including those from the .30–06 steel-jacketed rounds from Hinton’s BAR that stitch a line up Bonnie’s left side and blow her red go-to-meeting hat off her head and into the back seat, splintering her jaw along the way.


“I literally could not have heard thunder,” Hinton later writes. “My head was ringing from the cannonade of bullets and the clank of steel-jacketed metal tearing steel.”8 Their automatic weapons spent, the posse blasts away with pistols and shotguns—and keeps blasting long after the riddled V-8 has rolled to a final stop in a ditch a short distance away. Even then, the lawmen can’t be sure that Barrow and Parker are really finished; Clyde’s ability to survive a shootout has already become a part of Texas legend. Drawing his personally inscribed Colt .45 pistol, “Old Lucky,” Hamer cautiously approaches the vehicle.


“Be careful, Cap!” shouts Maney Gault, another former Texas Ranger. “They may not be dead.”


“If they’re not, they soon will be,” Hamer assures him.9


Only “a bunch of wet rags”10 awaits the posse inside the V-8. Clyde’s head dangles grotesquely through the spokes of the steering wheel, blood and brains leaking through his exposed skull; a 16-gauge sawed-off shotgun is wedged between his left leg and the driver’s side door. Bonnie’s head is slumped between her knees. One hand still clutches a half-eaten sandwich. A blood-spattered True Detective magazine rests in her lap; a nickel-plated Colt .45 semiautomatic pistol, cocked and ready, sits concealed beneath it. The ambush has come so suddenly, so unexpectedly, that neither has had a chance to get off a single shot. Now, their killers gawk at them through the windshield’s pockmarked, shatterproof safety glass—another of Ford’s dandy innovations, made-to-order for fast-moving larceny.


For decades, none of the members of the posse will speak of the events leading up to the the barrage that shattered that spring morning and ended the lives of what one modern crime historian has called “a shark-eyed multiple murderer and his deluded girlfriend.”11 Bienville Parish sheriff Henderson Jordan, whose own painstaking investigation led to the tip that sealed Clyde and Bonnie’s fate, will never forget how Bonnie “screamed like a panther” when shots first rang out, or how the death car “looked like where hogs had been slaughtered”12; but he, like Hamer, like Hinton and Alcorn and the rest, will never express regret for their role in an extrajudicial execution.


“I hated to bust a cap in a woman,” Hamer will grudgingly admit, “but if it [hadn’t] been her it would’ve been us.”13


The acrid smell of gun smoke remains heavy in the air when Hinton remembers the sixteen-millimeter amateur movie camera he’s brought along for the occasion, “as a friend had suggested I should if ever we came upon Clyde and Bonnie and there was time to make pictures. The movies,” Hinton is absolutely sure at the time, “would show how it was when it happened, so there would be no doubt, even if the landscape should change someday, exactly how it had been on this morning in May 1934, when Clyde and Bonnie had died as she predicted they would, side by side.”14


Little did he know.
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Albertson Ranch, Triunfo, California


Tuesday, January 3, 1967


Killing Clyde and Bonnie in real time took less than half a minute. Killing them on screen takes four days—and this low-budget Warner Bros. production is already three days over schedule.


Director Arthur Penn feels the pressure. After three months of location shooting in small-town central Texas—including some of the actual places plundered by the Barrow Gang—the forty-four-year-old veteran of television, stage, and film, with a Tony Award and a Best Director Oscar nomination behind him, knows he and his collaborators are on to something, and he won’t be easily dissuaded. The ambush scene isn’t even in the script, which calls for the sequence to be related in a series of still photographs, accompanied by the sounds of gunfire. Penn knows instinctively that isn’t the right ending. “We [have] to turn them into legends,” he thinks, “move from reality into a new degree of experience.”15 Somewhere along the line, Penn has had a vision for the fade-out to his film. The whole sequence has dropped into his head, dreamlike, inspired by the breathtaking, almost ethereal action sequences of Akira Kurosawa’s 1954 Seven Samurai. “It’s a kind of spastic ballet,” he explains to his star, Warren Beatty, who also happens to be making his debut as a producer.


“I don’t know what the fuck that means,” replies Beatty, unimpressed—and likely skeptical of the cost.


“Just trust me on this one,” Penn implores Beatty in one of their daily work-stopping creative arguments. “I know what I want.”16


What Penn wants will emerge as one of the most influential scenes in the history of American filmmaking, the moment when the factory system of the old Hollywood moguls and the outmoded Production Code that dictated on-screen morality collapsed against the onslaught of a new generation of artists and a society in the midst of a seismic upheaval. Achieving the director’s vision, however, is proving to be a slow-motion agony here on a Warner Bros. movie ranch location far removed from the actual events that occurred in Bienville Parish.


Four synchronized cameras running at different speeds are lined up to record Clyde and Bonnie’s death throes. Penn has instructed his truculent cameraman, Burnett Guffey, to capture the same action from different angles to ensure a constant match that will enhance the lyricism he intends to extract from the violence. Because of the length of time necessary to wire both the prop Ford V-8 and the actors with pyrotechnic “squibs” designed to replicate the impact of gunshots (along with the gallons of stage blood required to render them realistic), only two takes are possible each day, one in the morning, the other in the afternoon. Every repetition further reduces the limited inventory of first-time costume designer Theadora Van Runkle and causes debut art director Dean Tavoularis to wonder that he may not have been able to wrangle quite enough vintage automobiles for this shoot.


As the minutes click past—and time is money when it comes to making films, especially on a chintzy $1.8 million budget like this one—Penn waits as special effects technician A. D. Flowers painstakingly attaches a strip of synthetic flesh to Beatty’s forehead. When the first off-screen shots are fired, the strip will be yanked away by invisible wires; Penn intends the effect to recall the by-now infamous Zapruder film of President John F. Kennedy’s assassination in Dallas three years earlier. Meanwhile, costar Faye Dunaway’s left leg is tied to the emergency brake of the prop Ford V-8. So many wires dangle from her face and body she feels as if she resembles “an escapee from a mad scientist’s laboratory.”17 When the squibs detonate, she’ll perform a St. Vitus’s dance of death, then slump forward out of the car without falling, caught in grotesque suspended animation, her blond hair brushing the ground.


This hasn’t been an easy shoot for the twenty-five-year-old actress, forced to lose weight before principal photography and reliant on diet pills and Coca-Colas to maintain her daily energy. Her on-screen heat with Beatty is incendiary, but it’s a different story on set. By now—at this crucial moment when Penn’s vision calls for Clyde and Bonnie to exchange one last, loaded glance before high-velocity bullets tear them apart—Dunaway and Beatty can barely stand to look at each other. In these situations, a good director does what needs to be done. Instead of having his principal actors exchange looks directly, Penn stands in their respective eye lines for individual close-ups that, in split-second crosscuts, will prove electrifying to young audiences and transform cheap hoodlums into romantic martyrs.


Penn has no illusions about the story he’s telling. “These two people were killers,” he says flatly. “They seemed to have almost no conscience.”18 But he also says, “the justice meted out by the forces of law and order … seems to me far worse than the crimes they’re avenging.”19


Bonnie and Clyde has come together in an atmosphere of all-pervasive violence.


On August 1, 1966, shortly before production on the film began, a clean-cut, twenty-five-year-old white man by the name of Charles Whitman ascended the University of Texas Tower in Austin and committed what was then the largest mass murder in American history. Armed with a 6 mm Remington rifle with a 4× scope (with which he did most of the killing), a .35-caliber Remington carbine, a .357 Magnum Smith & Wesson revolver, a 9 mm Luger pistol, and seven hundred rounds of ammunition, Whitman killed sixteen people and wounded thirty-one others in just over ninety minutes before being fatally shot by two Austin police officers. The unprecedented killing spree put an “ordinary” face on murder to an American public already reeling from the slaughter of the Clutter family of Kansas by a pair of violent ex-cons (dramatized in book and film of Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood) and the shocking close-quarter slayings of eight student nurses in Chicago by a psychotic drifter, Richard Speck.


Something in the fabric of the “traditional American way of life” was coming unhinged.


Penn had already tapped into that current in his previous film, The Chase (1966), made for Columbia Pictures and producer Sam Spiegel in the shadow of the 1965 Watts riots. The story of a manhunt that takes place over the course of a single day in a Texas town ripe with social and sexual tensions, the movie was badly compromised in production, but nonetheless emerged as what one critic called “a dissection of the violence oppressing America.”20 The film’s seething, hothouse atmosphere and soap-opera story, scripted by Lillian Hellman, is underlaid with a sense of boiling ferocity that bubbles into moments of unexpected savagery, then erupts into a junkyard Götterdämmerung that sees an entire population transformed into a lynch mob.


The Chase served as a dry run for the themes Penn is now bringing to this Barrow Gang story by a couple of first-time New York writers, David Newman and Robert Benton. It is an angry, unforgiving film, devoid of redeeming characters (even Marlon Brando’s principled sheriff is deeply compromised), full of gun-toting, alcohol-fueled vigilantes. At the climax, with order finally restored, a Jack Ruby–like avenger assassinates the fugitive. That ending wasn’t scripted either: Penn, Brando, and Robert Redford, playing the fugitive, Bubber Reeves, improvised it on the spot. The image is depressingly familiar: As Brando’s sheriff escorts Redford’s prisoner through a crowd of townspeople, a figure on the jailhouse steps unloads a concealed weapon into Redford’s guts.


The movie flopped. Penn is determined to make sure this one doesn’t.


Assistant director Jack Reddish double-checks Beatty and Dunaway’s marks and calls “Last looks!” Makeup man Robert Jiras, hair stylist Gladys Warren, and their teams scurry around another of Tavoularis’s soon-to-be-pulverized prop Ford V-8s, making last-minute adjustments. Director of photography Guffey readies his quartet of cameras to roll in unison. Special effects chief Flowers mans the electronic board that will set off his explosive charges in pre-timed sequence. Penn takes a seat next to the principal “A” camera. In this era before the regular use of video monitors and instant playback, a director can only rely on his own eyes.


The waiting is finally over. Four days of shooting are about to reach their culmination.


Maybe.


A silence falls over the Albertson Ranch. The ritual roll call of production begins.


“Speed,” calls sound recordist Robert Miller.


“Set,” chimes in Guffey.


“It was one of those insane moments where, as a director, you’re saying to yourself, ‘I see it this way, I see it no other way, so I’m not going to economize,’” the director thinks, “and meanwhile, you can see people whispering on the set, ‘This guy is nuts. What the fuck is he doing?’”21


A beat, then Arthur Penn launches what he dearly hopes will be the final take.


“Action!”
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“DUMBBELLS”









The Americans are certainly hero-worshippers, and always take their heroes from the criminal class.


—Oscar Wilde








Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker sealed their love with a gun.


On the late afternoon of March 11, 1930, then nineteen-year-old Bonnie smuggled a .38-caliber Colt pistol to twenty-year-old Clyde in the McClennan County jail in Waco, Texas, where he awaited transfer to the Texas state prison in Huntsville. Clyde—a.k.a. Elvin Williams, Jack Hale, and Roy Bailey—had been fingered for a string of two burglaries and five car thefts, each carrying a two-year sentence. Taking into account Clyde’s status as a first-time offender, his guilty plea, and his youth (Clyde claimed to be eighteen, and there were no official records to prove otherwise), the jury had recommended the terms be served concurrently rather than consecutively.


54th District Court judge R. I. Monroe seemed inclined to uphold the jury’s ruling, but over a week after the trial, no final sentence had been forthcoming, and Clyde had begun to reconsider the prospect of even two years—make it eighteen months for good behavior—in prison. When a fellow inmate let slip he knew where a weapon to facilitate an escape could be obtained, Clyde turned for help to the one person he believed could do the job: his girlfriend of two months, Bonnie.


The youngsters had met in January at a West Dallas home where Bonnie, whose waitressing job at one of Dallas’s most popular cafés evaporated with the onset of the Depression, had been earning a few desperately needed dollars as a housekeeper and where Clyde was an occasional visitor. By all accounts, the attraction between them was instantaneous. Parker family lore relates how Clyde, “a likable boy … [who] looked more like a law student or a doctor than a bandit”1 first endeared himself to Bonnie by strapping on an apron and whipping up a batch of hot chocolate, one of his favorite guilty pleasures. No matter to Bonnie that she was married to Roy Thornton, a good-looking but faithless grifter she’d hitched herself to at fifteen, now doing a five-year stretch for robbery. No matter to Clyde that she refused to file for divorce. Kicking a man when he was down wasn’t Bonnie’s style; she’d still be wearing Roy’s ring on that fatal late spring day in Louisiana four years later.


Something about Clyde and Bonnie just clicked. Maybe it was their shared love of flashy clothes, fast cars, and furious living. More likely it was the fierce determination each saw in the other to rise above their deprived upbringings: Clyde’s in the squalor of the shantytown encampments beneath the Oak Creek Viaduct, a dismal causeway spanning the Trinity River bottomlands that cut though Dallas; Bonnie’s in neighboring Cement City, a slightly more “upscale,” dirt-street industrial town erected in the shadow of oil refineries and foundry smokestacks that belched clouds of toxic air into the surrounding neighborhoods.


“I’m a loser, just like Clyde,” Bonnie confided. “Folks like us just haven’t got a chance.”2


Bonnie had been present for Clyde’s arrest in early February, which took place in the Parker family living room. Clyde, who’d been sleeping on the couch at the behest of Bonnie’s mother, Emma, after a long night of courting her daughter, answered the door himself. So it’s only natural that Bonnie would now be here in the Waco jail, sweet-talking the guard on duty to allow her one last visit before her “husband” (she’s got the ring, after all) is sent down to Huntsville. The pistol is secured under the front of her dress, inside a belt cinched over her slip; Bonnie knows from previous visits she’s unlikely to be subjected to a body search. Retrieving the weapon from the address Clyde provided hasn’t been easy. For one thing, Bonnie is “scared to death of guns.”3 No matter what the papers—let alone the motion picture people—have to say about it later, Bonnie will rarely pick up a firearm from this moment on; on one of those few occasions, she nearly blows off her own foot by accident.


Clyde harbored no such inhibitions. “[He] loved guns from the time I can remember,” Barrow’s older sister Nell told a ghostwriter shortly after his death, “and always played with them. Toy guns, if he could get them; if not, he’d use a stick for a gun.”4 As a little kid, Clyde worshipped the Western actor William S. Hart, whose stalwart, poker-faced portrayals set the prototype of the “good bad man.” His two greatest heroes were Jesse James and William Bonney, otherwise known as Billy the Kid—bandits “forced into breaking the law by a corrupt regime,” as Bonnie and Clyde biographer Jeff Guinn explains. “And not only do they fight back instead of meekly taking whatever kind of oppression may be involved, but [they] use their banditry to contribute to people in need.”5


From an early age, Clyde cultivated an interest in firearms, abetted by an industry that had lately targeted the preteen and teenage male demographic. “There isn’t a boy in your town who doesn’t want to own a Winchester rifle!” a March 1921 company ad to gun retailers enthused, urging dealers to “Put a Winchester Rifle Into the Hands of Every Youth in Your Town. When the boy and girls arrive at the age of twelve years, they become your prospects.”6 A 1927 Sears-Roebuck catalog included five pages of firearms, ranging from Remington and Winchester small-bore carbines to a 12-gauge Browning semiautomatic shotgun (price: $56.95, or $980 today).7


Clyde brought something else to these childhood games: a forceful personality married to a mercurial temper. “Clyde was a control freak,”8 historian John Neal Phillips says flatly, an opinion borne out by Nell Barrow. “Clyde was going to be the big shot if we played,” his sister remembered, “and if I kicked about it, we didn’t play.”9 Size may have had a lot to do with it. Even by the physical standards of the era, Clyde was short, standing five feet seven inches (some sources reduce him to five feet four) and weighing a scrawny 125 pounds. To lend himself stature, Clyde took to giving his middle name as “Champion” rather than Chestnut; FBI wanted posters issued a day before his death still used that name.


A stylish appearance helped as well. Relatives recalled Clyde always looking “immaculate, even after days spent on the road, fleeing from the law.”10 Fashionable clothes cost money, and for a little while at least, Clyde held those odd jobs available to a high school dropout: clerk at the Brown Cracker & Candy Co., laborer at the Proctor & Gamble soap factory, usher at the Palace Theater, glazier for the United Glass and Mirror Co., where he earned something of a reputation crafting church windows. Far easier for Clyde and older brother Marvin, known as “Buck” for his deerlike ability to outrun pursuers, to take what they wanted, whether that meant stealing chickens, heisting automobiles, or liberating the occasional filling-station safe.


Even more than guns, Clyde Barrow loved automobiles. “The love affair with the gun and the love affair with the automobile are both intrinsic to the American idea of freedom,” notes historian Paul Andrew Hutton. “Think about all the freedom [you have] when you’re a kid and you get that first car.”11 Clyde was no exception. With his hard-won earnings, Clyde purchased a used Pontiac speedster for fifty dollars and quickly ran the old rattletrap into the ground. His first brush with “the laws” (period slang for the police) came when, at sixteen, he rented a more stylish roadster to impress a girlfriend and her mother, then neglected to return it on schedule; the rental agency declined to press charges. Clyde’s paying gigs included a stint at the A&K Auto Top and Paint Shop, where he likely familiarized himself with every vehicle then on the road. Fords quickly became a personal favorite, not only for their style and engineering but also for their easy access.


In her epitaph for the bandit couple, Bonnie would claim that she knew Clyde “when he was honest and upright and clean.”12 But by the time of their meeting in January 1930, Clyde was already a wanted man and had been a “person of interest” to Dallas-Fort Worth police for half a decade, one of the “usual suspects” routinely hauled in “on suspicion,” grilled and detained whenever a car theft or robbery occurred. Early mug shots of Clyde in the collections of the Texas/Dallas History and Archives Division are those of a jug-eared kid with Brilliantine hair, older than he appears, who looks more suited to Our Gang than a criminal gang: the Waco Times-Herald coined the nickname “Schoolboy” Barrow in its coverage of the trial that finally landed him in jail.


While no charges resulted from those early roundups, the continual on-the-job harassment by police made it all but impossible for Clyde to hold down steady employment. It may have been true that Bonnie had no inkling of Clyde’s illicit activities, but everyone in the Barrow clan knew what he was up to—and understood his reasons for doing it. “At an early age, [Clyde] wanted things [he] couldn’t have,” said his younger sister Marie, “and that seemed the best way to get ’em—go out and take something or another.”13


Wanting things you couldn’t have. Bonnie Parker knew something about that.


Though her own mother considered her “an average girl with an average young girl’s existence—not too much sorrow and not too much fun,”14 Bonnie saw her world very differently. “When I’m on Broadway and I have my name in lights, you’ll be sorry you talked to me like this,” she warned anyone who doubted her ambitions.15 A born show-off, Bonnie craved the spotlight, whether by singing “He’s a Devil in His Own Home Town” as a three-year-old Sunday-school girl “resplendent in starched bow and ruffles,” turning somersaults and cartwheels in the middle of an elementary school performance (in blackface, no less), or bringing home first prize in a local spelling bee.


Bonnie made her presence known in other ways, too: pummeling a pair of female classmates for stealing her pencils, or holding a razor to the throat of a love-struck kid for some undisclosed infraction. All of which only increased her legion of admirers. Bonnie “had a lot of ‘fellers’ in grade school—boys who thought she was too cute for anything,” remembered a cousin. “[She] always had a book satchel full of chewing gum, candy bars and … mashed-up apples some little boy had brought her.”16


Contemporary accounts of the adult Bonnie’s vivacity are remarkably consistent. Everyone at the time agreed that published photographs failed to do justice to her looks. “Bonnie could turn heads,” remembered then-postal worker Ted Hinton (fated to be one of Bonnie’s assassins), who frequented Marco’s Café, where Bonnie worked as a waitress. “[She] was perky, with taffy-colored hair that glistened red in the sun, and a complexion that was fair and tended to freckle.”17 Others—among them Clyde Barrow—were struck by her blue eyes and impeccable sense of style. Clyde’s sister Nell considered Bonnie “an adorable thing, more like a doll than a girl,” with “the loveliest skin I’ve ever seen without a blemish on it” and “dimples that showed constantly.”18 Like Clyde, Bonnie was an outsize personality for her physical stature, a tiny creature standing only four feet eleven inches and weighing between eighty-five and ninety pounds. (The Collingsworth County Museum in Wellington, Texas, preserves one of the adult Bonnie’s dainty white leather gloves, small enough to fit a child’s hands.)


The bobbed hair that “kinked all over her head like a baby’s,”19 the bee-stung lips—Bonnie derived her sense of self from her obsessive consumption of popular culture. A dedicated reader of movie-fan magazines such as Photoplay and Motion Picture Weekly, she sought escape in the exploits of screen sirens Vilma Banky in A Night of Love, Florence Vidor in Afraid to Love, Virginia Valli in Marriage, and—her favorite—“It Girl” Clara Bow in The Primrose Path. Though modern historians betray a tendency to categorize her as a “flapper,” Bonnie’s closest screen equivalents are actually those spunky, fierce working-girl heroines (any number of them waitresses) played by Joan Blondell and Barbara Stanwyck in the daring, even scandalous, pictures now known as “pre-Code films,” which pushed the limits of acceptable screen content and put women at the forefront of the narrative. It’s absolutely no coincidence that the best of those films were produced and released by Warner Bros., which a generation later would immortalize Bonnie’s romance with Clyde Barrow—and, in the best pre-Code tradition, award her top billing.


Pre-Code women give as good as they get from the predatory men who surround them. “I’m A.P.O.—ain’t puttin’ out,” Blondell’s “pop-eyed hash slinger” tells a leering brakeman at a seedy rail station café counter in a striking moment from the 1931 William Wellman film Other Men’s Women. By Ted Hinton’s account, Bonnie herself took a page from those sorts of wisecracks. “Several of the men my age flirted with her,” he reflected, “and Bonnie could turn off the advances or lead a customer on with her easy conversation.”20 Sex was always on the table. Bonnie’s trendy wardrobe hinted at something more than generous tips; gossip reached mother Emma that Bonnie was “the biggest ‘hotcha’ girl in town.”21 While law enforcement historian John Boessenecker insists that Dallas police knew Bonnie to be a professional streetwalker but never arrested her (“So long as she didn’t roll her johns we let her alone,” according to one source), most others agree that if a trick was turned, it was occasional—and opportunistic.22


It’s not much of a stretch to imagine Bonnie sitting in a darkened picture show—sometimes with a date, frequently with a girlfriend, often alone—projecting herself into the determined, take-no-prisoners women on screen. (Faye Dunaway’s Bonnie does the same, taking refuge in Gold Diggers of 1933 after the brutal murder of a bank official; the next scene finds her preening before a mirror in the gang’s dingy hotel bathroom, trying out Ginger Rogers poses and humming Gold Diggers’ signature tune, “We’re in the Money.”) For all her popularity, Bonnie found life outside the movies and magazines unfulfilling. On New Year’s Day, 1928, in the wake of what would prove to be her final estrangement from Roy Thornton, Bonnie began her first and only diary. The entries conclude abruptly barely two weeks later, with a date (“Tuesday, Jan. 17, 1928 —”) and nothing else. In between, Bonnie’s sense of longing is overwhelming. “Sure am lonesome.” “I wonder what tomorrow will bring.” “Stayed home all day and slept.” “Blue as usual. Not a darn thing to do.” “What a life!”


One plaintive phrase occurs repeatedly: “Why don’t something happen?”23


Almost two years to the day after Bonnie closed the cover on her diary, something finally did happen.


Bonnie Parker met Clyde Barrow.


Now she’s here in on the third floor of the McClellan County jail, across the bars from Clyde. Checking to make sure they’re unobserved, she reaches into the front of her dress. Her fingers touch the steel of the Colt .38. Bonnie hands the pistol to Clyde. Clyde calls her “the sweetest baby in the world.”24 He tells her he loves her. Maybe there’s time to steal a kiss. Then Bonnie turns on her fashionable heels, heads downstairs, and sashays out the same way she came in, once more turning the duty guard’s head as she passes. Jean Harlow couldn’t have managed it any slicker.


Talk about excitement.


Throughout Clyde’s incarceration, Bonnie had kept up a daily stream of letters. Like her diary entries, the letters abound with cries of loneliness (“I am so blue I could die”) embellished with theatrical flourishes straight out of a good Ruth Chatterton women’s melodrama (“I laid my head down … and sure did boohoo. I imagine I sure looked funny with Maybelline streaming down my face.”) But there are also flashes of sassy, pre-Code backtalk. “I want you to be a man, honey, and not a thug,” she reproaches Clyde at one point. Another letter warns him: “Please don’t ever do anything to get locked up again. If you ever do, I’ll get me a railroad ticket fifty miles long and let them tear off an inch every thousand miles, because I never did want to love you and I didn’t even try. You just made me.” This coming only one line after her breathless admission, rife with subliminal sexual excitement: “I never knew I cared for you until you got to jail.”25


Bonnie waited anxiously for word from her fugitive lover. She spent whole days at the Barrow house, talking nonstop about Clyde, trying to convince herself and anyone else who would listen that Clyde wasn’t a bad boy; he just never had a chance. When this mess was all over and Clyde was safely away, she vowed she’d get a divorce and marry him. Days passed anxiously, and then a whole week. When Bonnie finally received word, it came not from Clyde himself but from front-page headlines in the local papers.


BABY THUGS CAPTURED gloated the Waco News Tribune (which listed Clyde’s age as seventeen). The Waco Sunday Tribune went one better: WACO’S DUMBBELL BANDITS, CAPTURED IN OHIO, BACK IN M’CLENNAN COUNTY JAIL. Turns out Clyde and his cellmates, employing a relay of stolen cars, managed to hightail it north to the village of Middletown, south of Dayton, where they knocked off a dry cleaner’s shop and the depot office of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad (total haul: sixty bucks) before becoming hopelessly lost in the countryside on their way out of town. Unknowingly doubling back into Middletown, the bumbling bandits stumbled on to the scene of their own robbery, where a couple of alert cops recognized their license plate.


Never again would Clyde Barrow travel anywhere without a map.


However much hilarity “Schoolboy” Barrow’s ignominious return provoked among newspaper readers, 54th District Court Judge Monroe saw only cause for alarm. “I have lost my patience trying to help these men who keep getting into trouble,” he intoned at the sentencing hearing. “They get on the sympathies of juries … then they break jail. I think it would be good thing to save you boys from the chair,” he insisted, addressing his remarks primarily to Clyde. “You are liable to go ’round here shooting a police officer—if you can shoot straight.”26 Saving Clyde from the electric chair meant a fourteen-year sentence: all seven two-year terms now to be served consecutively, not concurrently. Clyde was bound for the Texas State Penitentiary with a new alias: Prisoner No. 63527.


Known to prisoners as “The Walls,” the state pen was a decaying Civil War relic that once held notorious frontier killer John Wesley Hardin; by 1930, it housed eighteen hundred inmates in a facility designed for fewer than twelve hundred. Overcrowding had reached such epidemic proportions that prisoners were forced to sleep in corridors or in the open yard; anywhere there was room for a blanket. Bedbugs infested the three-story building, which lacked sewerage and running water; buckets used for toilets in the four-man cells only added to the general stench. “If I had a dog that I thought anything of, I wouldn’t want him kept in the Texas penitentiary under present conditions,” remarked Texas governor Dan Moody around this time. “I’d kill him before I’d put him down there to stay.”27


Men were routinely killed like dogs in “The Walls,” some by one another, more by the guards and the trustees known as “building tenders.” Conditions were unspeakably worse at the Eastham Prison Farm thirty-five miles outside Huntsville, one of several agricultural facilities where inmates were shipped to work the cotton fields that added to the prison system’s coffers. Texas law decreed convicted felons to be “slaves of the state,” and authorities worked them with antebellum brutality. Newly installed prison system general manager Lee Simmons had outlawed some of the more egregious tortures—hanging by chains from windows, ladders, or the ceiling, for instance—but plenty of abuses remained. Punishment, not rehabilitation, was the overriding philosophy. The Texas prison system constituted “a crime against society, a crime against the taxpayer and a crime against humanity,” Texas state senator Thomas B. Love blustered to the Houston Press. The system “as it now is breeds crime instead of suppressing it. It is making confirmed criminals out of youths.”28


Clyde Barrow emerged living proof of that accusation. Two years elapsed before he next saw Bonnie Parker. When he did, the transformation from schoolboy to rattlesnake would be complete. For the rest of their lives—doomed to last a scant seventeen months—the couple spent most of their time together on the road, at high speed. “Their wanderings had no aim or focus,” observed reporter Bryan Burrough in his definitive account of the 1930s crime wave, Public Enemies. “It makes their story a jerky, alinear narrative, a string of scattered episodes with no discernable arc.”29


Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker needed a screenwriter to rectify that. As luck would have it, when one finally came along three decades later, he hailed from just around the corner in Texas.
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“LIGHTNING IN A BOTTLE”









Real is good. Interesting is better.


—Stanley Kubrick








Had it not been for Gloria Steinem, Bonnie and Clyde might never have been written.


In the spring of 1963, a few years before achieving national prominence as a leader of the women’s liberation movement, Steinem exercised her female prerogative by breaking up with Robert Benton, a wise-ass editor for Esquire magazine, where she occasionally freelanced. The rejection drove Benton to find solace in the darkness of the New Yorker Theater on Broadway and West 88th Street. There he watched—over and over and over again—the latest French New Wave sensation, Jules and Jim, François Truffaut’s plangent account of an ill-fated World War I–era Bohemian ménage à trois. “It was like a life raft,” Benton recalled of the experience, “because [the movie] was about somebody surviving.”1 In the film’s climax, Catherine (Jeanne Moreau), the woman loved equally by Jules (Oscar Werner) and Jim (Henri Serre), drives herself and Jim off a bridge into a river. The final scene finds Jules burying his friends’ ashes in Paris’s Père Lachaise Cemetery.


Presumably, Benton found the whole tragic tale cathartic.


The future cowriter of Bonnie and Clyde grew up in Barrow Gang country: Waxahachie, Texas, the largest town in Ellis County, where Clyde’s family worked as sharecroppers. Benton’s father, Ellery, a telephone company employee, claimed to have attended both Clyde’s and Bonnie’s funerals, and Benton grew up in an era when the outlaws remained a part of the town’s living memory. “You’d go to a Halloween party as a kid and some boy would always be dressed as Clyde and some girl would be dressed as Bonnie,” Benton remembered. “Nobody dressed up as Dillinger.”2 Faced with extreme dyslexia that made it painful for him to read or write for more than a few minutes at a time, Benton cultivated a talent for illustration. “It was very difficult for me to understand … and in turn communicate things through reading, but I discovered I could do it through drawing,”3 he explained. Consequently, Benton learned the art of storytelling not from books, but from the movies his father took him to on an almost nightly basis when homework became too taxing. “I found it easier for me to follow visual narrative in a movie than … on a page,” he said. “It occurred to me that if I were going to write at all, I should try it for the screen.”4


The first in his family to graduate from college (University of Texas Class of 1953, with a bachelor of fine arts), Benton enrolled at Columbia University in New York City intending to study art history but dropped out after a single semester. His talents as a graphic designer attracted the interest of Esquire editor Harold Hayes, who hired Benton as an assistant art director; within a year, Benton had become full art director. The position put him in sophisticated company: in addition to onetime muse Steinem, the magazine’s writers included Norman Mailer, Tom Wolfe, Gay Talese—and David Newman, a like-minded satirist from the University of Michigan, where he edited the campus’s humor magazine. The two formed an immediate bond. Newman’s talent with words complemented Benton’s visual acuity.


“[David would] ask me to design a story he was writing, I’d bring him in to write the text for something I was working on,”5 Benton told journalist and film writer Mark Harris, who described the two men, both then in their early thirties, as “a slightly Mutt-and-Jeffish pair.” Benton was “low-key, precise, bespectacled,” Newman “impulsive, hyperkinetic, unruly.”6 In other words: a perfect match.


Benton and Newman (or Newman and Benton—the many drafts of Bonnie and Clyde alternated their names on the title page) achieved a kind of celebrity for fashioning Esquire’s “Dubious Achievement Awards” and the magazine’s lists of “Who’s In/Who’s Out.” The snarky approach reached its pinnacle in a July 1, 1964, cover story, “The New Sentimentality.” Essentially a paean to style over content, Newman and Benton’s article relegated Eisenhower-era values like “Patriotism, Love, Religion, Mom, The Girl” to the dustbin of history and celebrated an emerging sensibility that “has to do with you, really just you, not what you were told or taught, but what goes on in your head, really, and in your heart, really.”7The authors declared Jean-Paul Belmondo and Jean Seberg, stars of Jean-Luc Godard’s trendsetting (now embarrassingly dated) 1960 film Breathless (A bout de soufflé), to be “The Key Couple of the New Sentimentality.” The time had passed for John Wayne, Grace Kelly, Rodgers and Hammerstein, and even Jackie Robinson; Humphrey Bogart and Marilyn Monroe survived as “Transitional Figures.”8


With more than a half century’s hindsight, the essay reads very much as a supremely arrogant Manifesto for a New Generation. “We felt … that an entirely new culture was taking hold in America, but nobody had tried to define or codify it. We did,” Newman wrote in 2000. “What we were talking about was what is now known as ‘the Sixties.’ But as we were in the midst of living through them at the time, we didn’t have a chronological name for what was happening.”9


“The New Sentimentality” would inform every scene in the duo’s script for Bonnie and Clyde. The story “is about style and people who have style,” Newman continued, “people whose style set them apart from their time and place so they seemed aberrant to the general run of society.”10 Benton and Newman themselves were insatiable consumers of the “aberrant” (for Hollywood) cinema culture then electrifying New York’s art house cinemas. “The talk was of Truffaut, Godard … Bergman, Kurosawa, Antonioni, Fellini and all the other names that fell like a litany,”11 Benton wrote. A couple of lifelong movie aficionados, Benton and Newman occupied most of their office time at Esquire talking films. “As long as [the managing editor] saw us in conference, he assumed we were doing our job,”12 Benton joked.


Very quickly, the duo landed on the story of “two Texas desperadoes named Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow.”13 Inspiration came in the form of John Toland’s recently published The Dillinger Days (1963), one of the first comprehensive accounts of the crime wave that swept Middle America during the Depression. In decades of subsequent interviews, both Newman and Benton referred to a “footnote” in the book that described the Barrow Gang as “not only outlaws, but outcasts”—making them perfect exemplars of “The New Sentimentality.” Clyde and Bonnie actually play prominent supporting roles to Dillinger in the book, as do “Pretty Boy” Floyd, the Barker family, Machine Gun Kelly, and “Baby Face” Nelson. The line that inspired Benton and Newman occurs early in the main text, with a rather different emphasis: the Barrow outfit’s inability as outsiders to profit from political or legal connections, “unlike the better-organized gangs.”14


The Dillinger Days leaves something to be desired as source material. Rightly acclaimed for his Pulitzer Prize–winning accounts of World War II Germany and Japan, Toland’s Dust Bowl underworld epic suffers from sloppy scholarship. The Dillinger material is rich in incident, but the author appears to have done no original research whatsoever on Clyde and Bonnie, relying instead on the lurid True Detective accounts that flourished after their deaths, at times even adopting the breathless style of pulp magazines. In Toland’s telling, Clyde harbored “homosexual tendencies,” helped to “satisfy Bonnie’s sexual aberrations,” and “enjoyed sharing her pleasures.”15 (New Wave ménage à trois, anyone?) Not that any of this mattered to the fledgling screenwriters. The historical Clyde and Bonnie were beside the point. What fascinated them as trendsetters was the notion of “‘instant celebrities,’ people who became famous by doing nothing except being famous.”16


As Newman recalled, this was the era when “Andy Warhol was giving parties at The Factory … the whole fifteen minutes of fame bit.” His and Benton’s take on Clyde and Bonnie “was that they wanted to be celebrities. They saw in each other the mirror of their own ambitions … someone who validated an image of what they could be.”17


In a preface to their treatment, Benton and Newman explained, “This is a movie about two people, lovers, movers and operators.” If the pair were “here today, they would be hip. Their values have become assimilated into much of our culture.” Not the robbing and killing part, of course, but “their style, their sexuality, their bravado … their delicacy, their cultivated arrogance, their narcissistic insecurity.”What made them beautiful “is that they didn’t know it. They knew they had something to say, but they went about it in a way which inevitably brought doom. But even in the light of their brief lives, we can see they were not squares. Al Capone, he was a square. Clyde Barrow, no.”18


For Newman and Benton, Bonnie and Clyde was “a movie about criminals only incidentally.… They are not crooks. They are people, and this film is, in many ways, about what’s going on now.”19


The “New Sentimentality” had always been, in Benton’s words, “a set of ideas in search of a movie.”20 Now, he and Newman believed they had found that movie. Only one problem: they had “no knowledge at all of the movie business,”21 or how to write a script. But they knew someone who did—or, at least, who talked a good game: their friend Peter Bogdanovich, then a twenty-five-year-old critic curating a six-month Alfred Hitchcock retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art. Bogdanovich provided a crash course in the art of filmmaking courtesy of the Master. “It was an education in pure cinema,” recalled Benton. “There wasn’t a day spent in the writing that didn’t include at least one discussion of what [Hitchcock] would have done.”22


Not only Hitchcock: Truffaut’s Shoot the Piano Player (Tirez sur le pianiste, 1960) provided inspiration with its “wonderful combination of comedy and bleakness, gangsterism and humanity.”23 Working sometimes in the office, but mainly at night, with Lester Flatt & Earl Scruggs and the Foggy Mountain Boys’ rendition of “Foggy Mountain Breakdown” playing full blast on Benton’s high-fidelity stereo, he and Newman generated not a screenplay, but a seventy-five-page treatment: essentially a full shooting script minus the dialogue that included precise cuts, dissolves, camera setups, and music cues (including, naturally, “Foggy Mountain Breakdown”).


Considering the changes eventually wrought in the material as it worked its way through development and into production, what remains admirable about Bonnie and Clyde from a script standpoint is how much the movie adheres to the vision Newman and Benton (as they were finally credited) first laid down. The writers recognized the art in this form of storytelling relies on exclusion, not inclusion. “We had decided early on that … certain figures of considerable historical importance in the true history had to be eliminated, certain adventures altered or dropped, certain facts ignored and certain legends adhered to,”24 Benton said. Most controversially, Newman and Benton composited the Barrow Gang’s many sidekicks into a single character, C. W. Moss, originally conceived as a muscular lunkhead turned on as much by the promise of bisexual hijinks as he is by the endorphin high of robbery and murder. In the script, he’s a “1931 version of a rock ’n’ roll hood: blond, surly and not very bright.”25


As originally conceived, both the beginning and ending of the film were meant to consist of actual still photographs of Clyde and Bonnie—first as young people in their prime, then as victims of the ambush. Dispensing with backstory, the main action pairs them when a half-naked Bonnie catches Clyde attempting to hot-wire her mother’s car. “Before they speak, they have become co-conspirators,”26 reads the script, which meticulously details Bonnie’s feelings of social imprisonment and Clyde’s reckless abandon. Firearms and sex go hand in hand. When Clyde first shows off his .45-caliber revolver, Bonnie “touches it in a manner almost sexual, full of repressed excitement”27; later, the couple has unconsummated sex on a bed full of guns.


Bonded by an impromptu grocery store robbery, the two outcasts embark on a comical crime spree, soon joined by Clyde’s brother Buck (“a chubby, jovial, simple, big-hearted man”) and his wife Blanche (“a young hausfrau, no more and no less, inclined to panic”).28 It’s all “Mack Sennett stuff,”29 the script dictates at one point; “almost in the style of a cartoon,”30 at another. Just good fun—until it isn’t. After a successful small-town bank robbery, a “dignified, white-haired, celluloid-collared man, obviously a bank official,”31 leaps onto the running board of the gang’s car. Clyde fires through the window. In a stage direction that would forever change the course of American filmmaking, Newman and Benton wrote:




Close-up (special effects).


The face of the man explodes in blood. Then he drops out of sight.32





It’s all downhill for the protagonists from here, in the best tradition of the Warner Bros. pre-Code James Cagney/Edward G. Robinson gangster films Newman and Benton meant both to salute and subvert. Enjoying a brief respite from pursuit in Joplin, Missouri, Clyde and Bonnie make use of Blanche’s camera to stage portraits of themselves that will become media sensations. The idyll ends in a shootout with local authorities, one of the three major gun battles the script describes in meticulous detail. The Joplin confrontation puts lawman Frank Bryce on their trail. “Tall, strong, contemptuous of almost everyone and particularly women and criminals,” Bryce possesses “some hidden evil” that “sometimes shows in his face”33—especially after the gang apprehends and humiliates him with compromising snapshots.


Events hurtle to their inexorable conclusion. Run to ground at a tourist motel in Platte City, Iowa, the gang’s attempt to shoot its way to freedom results in Buck’s being shot in the head and Blanche blinded by flying glass (all historical). A sense of approaching death falls over the story and characters, culminating in Clyde and Bonnie’s betrayal by C. W. Moss and their ambush in the Bienville Parish woods. “We never see BONNIE and CLYDE dead,” the script specifies, “though for a moment we discern their bodies slumped in the car.”34 The story ends instead on the faces of the lawmen, “horror and shock at what they have just done.… Slowly, slowly the men begin to edge closer to the car to see the result.”35


From time to time, Benton and Newman’s geeky cinematic preoccupations appear in the treatment and the 157-page first-draft script. Setting the scene for a shootout, they write, “that by this light [the gang] looks like a troupe of traveling players, living out of their caravan, pursued by death. A certain Seventh Seal quality for just the first moment.”36 Pushing the Ingmar Bergman reference even further, a reunion scene with Bonnie’s family is meant to have “the visual quality of the image [at] the end of Wild Strawberries—a magic, isolated landscape seen from a distance, lit by a bright sun.”37 In his personal copy of the first-draft script for Bonnie and Clyde, producer/star Warren Beatty drew a large question mark on the margins of this passage—as in, “What the fuck does that mean?”


To their credit, the writers understood the difference between a shooting script and a “reading” script designed to attract investors. They also had a keen sense of their audience among New York City’s independent cinema elite and benefited from their Esquire pedigree. Producer Elinor Wright Jones, whose husband Tom Jones (not the Welsh singer) coauthored the long-running Broadway hit The Fantasticks and knew Benton from his University of Texas days, optioned the treatment for $1,700 based on a reading in Benton’s apartment. All shared a love of the French New Wave and a particular affection for François Truffaut. How great, they thought, if Truffaut himself could be persuaded to direct.


Be careful, the saying goes. You may get what you wish for.


Jones slipped a copy of the treatment to her friend Helen Scott, director of New York City’s French Film Office, who had just collaborated with Truffaut as translator on a series of interviews with Alfred Hitchcock later enshrined as Hitchcock/Truffaut, the book that transformed the consummate Hollywood craftsman into an auteur. “At first I thought [the story] was too American for you,” Scott wrote Truffaut in an enthusiastic cover letter, “but there are a thousand nuances that make it something special.”38 Truffaut apparently agreed, once he had the script translated into French. Though he spoke little English, the director was nonetheless seeking a property to make his English-language debut.39 Scarcely a month after receiving Scott’s introduction, Truffaut arrived at the Hotel Drake in Manhattan with a translated copy of the treatment, “a document that may not seem important to the rest of the world,” Benton later admitted, “but convinced us at first look that we would stay in movies for the rest of our lives.”40


Over the course of the next three days, the former Cahiers du cinema critic provided the screenwriters with their second and more influential crash course in movie storytelling. Truffaut found “the issue of historical accuracy even less compelling than Benton and Newman did.”41 The director had broken the treatment up into what he called “unities,” blocks of sequences “that stood as emotional and dramatic entities.” Most importantly, Truffaut “demonstrated to us the difference between ‘real time’ and ‘film time,’ pointing out where we had goofed somewhat in sacrificing the emotional curves of the film for factual or actual purposes.”42 Always the consummate humanist, Truffaut recognized themes in the treatment unremarked by Benton and Newman. “Bonnie and Clyde were most vulnerable when they were most ordinarily human,” Truffaut told them. “When engaged in bank robbing and the like, they handled situations fairly well.… But when they chose to settle down and behave like regular folks … then the laws would find them and blast them back onto the run.”43 Truffaut urged the writers to play up the story’s intertwining of sex and violence, and offered concrete structural suggestions that found their way unchanged into the finished film—notably the intercutting between the outlaws and lawman Frank Bryce (eventually to become Frank Hamer) as Bonnie reads her lovers’ ballad to Clyde in a third-act moment of emotional and sexual release.


Dazzled by Truffaut’s engagement, Benton and Newman took a leave of absence from Esquire and spent their newly earned option money on a trip to Texas to “really get into it.” Their purpose was threefold: to scout potential locations; find firsthand accounts of the real outlaws, and “hear as many Texas accents as possible.” Benton found the trip “a delight.”44 They met a woman Clyde had thrown rocks at in third grade. They “spent a memorable afternoon with two old ladies in Waxahachie” who told them a joke about a man who put whiskey in his sick mother’s milk that emerged word-for-word into the finished script. They paid homage at Clyde’s and Bonnie’s graves, the latter “in a well-kept cemetery near Love Field where the manager told us that people came all the time.”45 Everywhere they went, they dispatched postcards to Truffaut.


The director had proved instrumental in the evolution of the Bonnie and Clyde script. Like most directors, however, he also proved capricious, juggling multiple projects and awaiting the best offer. By August 1964, a first-draft screenplay was on its way to Truffaut. A month later, producer Jones received what ranks as one of the all-time-great rejection letters. “I want you to know that, of all the scripts I have turned down in the last five years,” Truffaut wrote, “Bonnie and Clyde is the best.” He hoped that Jones would understand his reasons, “and that David Newman and Robert Benton will understand them.”46 Fahrenheit 451, an adaptation of Ray Bradbury’s novel scripted by none other than François Truffaut, would mark the director’s one and only English-language venture, not Bonnie and Clyde.


Not to worry, the director assured the devastated producer and writers. He had a backup in mind: his iconoclastic pal Jean-Luc Godard.


That didn’t work out so well, either.


Godard professed liking the script and was willing to make it. “Three weeks from now,” in Benton’s recollection. In New Jersey, in January, on a four-week shooting schedule. That the story was set in Texas, in summer, was irrelevant. “We can make the film anywhere,” Godard insisted in a meeting with the writers and producer Jones. “We can make it in Tokyo.”47 Attempts to reason with Godard fell on deaf ears. “I’m talking cinema and you’re talking meteorology,”48 Godard exclaimed, promptly bolting the room. In the intervening decades, Benton and Jones would blame themselves for the meeting’s unfortunate turn, but in retrospect the conversation says much more about Godard’s lackadaisical, even dismissive, attitude toward his chosen profession; his best film, a movie about filmmaking released just before this encounter, is tellingly titled Contempt (Le mepris, 1963).


A last-minute conference with the writers the next day proved no more successful. “Call me when the script reverts to your ownership,”49 Godard told Benton and Newman, moments before boarding a flight back to Paris for preproduction on the science-fiction/film noir pastiche Alphaville (1965). “At this point,” Benton wrote, “an emotion that can only be described as acute despair set in.”50 The subsequent months “dragged on, with flickers of interest from sources uninteresting to us, rejections from people we never thought would say yes in the first place.”51 Mostly, they said no with a vengeance. Producer Jones left one meeting at United Artists with the feeling that “[we’d] spit on the flag.” Remarked one scandalized executive, “I mean, you’ve got naked women and homosexuals and violence—are you out of your minds?”52


At this nadir, Benton remembered the script “went into a drawer … literally nobody wanted to do it. David and I would laugh and tell each other that we’d be eighty years old, out on the street, and still peddling Bonnie and Clyde.”53 It wouldn’t take quite that long—less than two years, in fact. When the right moment came, the script hadn’t changed.


America had.
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“THE BLOODY MASSACRE”









The essential American soul is hard, isolate, stoic and a killer. It has never yet melted.


—D. H. Lawrence








For a nation founded on the rule of law, the United States of America has over its relatively brief history evinced an alarming propensity for violence.


“We like to think of ourselves as a peaceful, tolerant, benign people who have always lived under a government of laws, not men,” former John F. Kennedy presidential adviser Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote in a 1968 essay titled “Violence as an American Way of Life.” “Yet this is by no means the only strain in our tradition. For we have also been a violent people. When we refuse to acknowledge this other strain, we refuse to see our nation as it is.”1 To back up his judgment, Schlesinger cited Federal Bureau of Investigation statistics reporting a 16-percent increase in violent crime from 1966 to 1967, along with a doubling in arrests for possession of “dangerous weapons” in the first six months of 1968 alone—this not counting the riots in Washington, DC, Newark, Cleveland, Detroit, and Los Angeles that swept across America in the years spanning Bonnie and Clyde’s production and release. In the Newark riots alone, twelve thousand bullets resulted in twenty-six casualties, seven hundred injuries, and fifteen hundred arrests.2


According to the FBI, gun assaults skyrocketed 77 percent in the four years from 1964 through 1967, while Department of Justice estimates put 4,585,000 firearms in the hands of 42.5 million Americans, more than a fifth of the total population.3 “We cannot blame the epidemic of murder exclusively on deranged and solitary individuals who are separate from the rest of us,” Schlesinger concluded, referencing among others Charles Whitman, whose Austin rampage directly preceded the movie’s production. “We must recognize that the destructive impulse is in us and that it springs from some dark intolerable tension in our history and institutions.”4


As Arthur Penn put it years later, “You have to search high and low for a period of American history that wasn’t violent.”5


“This American land … has always been particularly fertile ground for violence,” Senator Chris Murphy (D-Connecticut) writes in The Violence Inside Us. “A predilection for violence exists inside every human, but America’s practice of violence is unique. It is definitional. And it is persistent.”6 The perspective isn’t the exclusive domain of liberal lawmakers. “More than any other nation in history, the United States has been shaped by the gun,” echoes Chris Kyle in American Gun. (Kyle’s exploits as a decorated US Navy SEAL sniper in Operation Iraqi Freedom were dramatized in Clint Eastwood’s 2014 film American Sniper, the most successful war film in history, with a worldwide gross of over $500 million.) “Colonists used firearms to secure their land, then turned them on the King and his men to win their war on independence. Cowboys and plain folk used revolvers and rifles to survive in the West.”7


Cultural historian Richard Slotkin characterized our national history as one of “regeneration through violence” in his three-volume, seventeen-hundred-page rendering of the American frontier experience and its transformation into legend. Slotkin quoted verbatim the 1886 program for William “Buffalo Bill” Cody’s Wild West, which hailed the bullet as “the pioneer of [American] civilization, for it has gone hand-in-hand with the axe that clears the forest, and with the family Bible and schoolbook.” Cody’s triumphalist text went even further in its celebration of the firearm. “Deadly as has been its mission in one sense, it has been merciful in another,” the program declared. “Without the rifle ball we of America would not be today in the possession of a free and united country, and mighty in our strength.” For Slotkin and other late twentieth-century observers of the American cultural scene, what is distinctively American about this history of violence is not its kind or level of intensity, but “the mythic significance we have assigned [to it].”8


Small wonder, then, that colonial America’s first acknowledged work of art is a firearm.


The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s American Wing accords pride of place in its lofty atrium entrance to a display of exquisitely crafted, custom-made rifles and pistols dating from the late seventeenth to the twentieth centuries. A placard dedicated to “The Artistry of the American Longrifle” notes that the muzzle-loading weapon, developed in southeastern Pennsylvania by immigrant German gunsmiths, constitutes “the first distinctly American art form created by European settlers in North America.” Beyond its elaborate workmanship in finely tooled wood and steel, the long rifle also represented a significant technical advance over Old World musketry. Special grooving in the bore of the barrel (known as “rifling”) caused a projectile to spin on its axis, increasing stability and enabling accuracy at a range of over two hundred yards, more than double that of a smoothbore musket. A necessity for hunting and self-defense in the contested wilderness areas that constituted much of the early colonial landscape, “Pennsylvania” or “Kentucky” rifles became an indispensable part of American identity.


“Before its founding the United States was a land where individuals owned and used guns, which became badges of civic responsibility and manhood, summoned in defense of self and community,”9 journalist and historian John Bainbridge Jr. observes at the outset of Gun Barons, his chronicle of the legendary industrialists—among them Samuel Colt, Oliver Winchester, and Eliphalet Remington—who transformed the individual craft of weapon-making into an impersonal assembly line. The gunmakers themselves recognized and exploited this fundamental American truth. “The good people of this world are very far from being satisfied with each other,” Colt lamented, “and my arms are the best peacemakers.”10 Long before the dawn of the Western genre that would enshrine and fetishize Colt’s arms, the personification of an American as “a man with a gun” found glorification in the colonial era.


An estimated 60 percent of early eighteenth-century American households possessed a firearm; rates in southern colonies were markedly higher, rising to 81 percent of slave-holding estates.11 George Washington personally owned fifty guns. Thomas Jefferson, fascinated by their mechanical properties, recommended them to his fifteen-year-old nephew as a means of self-improvement. “While [the gun] gives a moderate exercise to the body, it gives boldness, enterprise and independence to the mind,” he wrote in a letter. “Let your gun therefore be the constant companion on your walks. Never think of taking a book with you.”12


The most lasting visual representation of the events leading up to the American Revolution commemorates—even glorifies—violence.


On March 5, 1770, a Boston mob bent on provocation harassed a lone British sentry outside the city’s custom house. The Sons of Liberty under the direction of Samuel Adams had artfully manipulated emotions, already running high after the forced quartering of British troops. British captain Thomas Preston rushed to the sentry’s defense with seven grenadiers, bayonets fixed and muskets primed. After a series of circumstances never satisfactorily explained, Preston’s soldiers fired into the mob; five men fell dead. Thanks to efficient lawyering by struggling local attorney John Adams (Samuel’s cousin), Preston and his men escaped a murder charge.


Whatever the verdict, a widely circulated broadside headlined “THE BLOODY MASSACRE” proved more persuasive in setting public opinion. Engraver Paul Revere freely plagiarized an existing composition to propagate an alternative reality: British redcoats standing outside “Butcher’s Hall” gleefully fire into a crowd of well-dressed gentlemen as a lone woman in widow’s black looks on in horror. Revere revels in the gory slow-motion details: one man lies with half his head shot off (specially hand-tinted copies emphasized the red); another bleeds out on the cobblestones while two men carry a third dribbling blood from his groin. Nearly two centuries later, in the script for John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962), this sort of propagandistic historical appropriation would become known as “printing the legend”; a visual through line runs from Revere’s engraving to barroom representations of Custer’s Last Stand, the Gunfight at the O.K. Corral, the Death of Billy the Kid—and to the “ballets of death” that conclude both Bonnie and Clyde and Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch (1969).


“This country is born out of rebellion, and there’s an emphasis on individualism. All that is compounded by the frontier movement,” says Paul Andrew Hutton, whose historical inquiries have encompassed Custer, Wyatt Earp, and Billy the Kid alike. “The kind of people who are moving west are essentially outliers, otherwise they wouldn’t be going.”13


Throughout the half century of westward expansion between the Louisiana Purchase and the Civil War, European travelers to America invariably commented on the prevalence of firearms. On a research trip that formed the basis for his classic study Democracy in America (1835), French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville expressed astonishment at the presence of multiple weapons in nearly every household he encountered. A decade later, during a nationwide American speaking tour, Charles Dickens compiled pages of newspaper accounts of gun murders, which he published unedited in his first nonfiction book, American Notes for General Circulation (1842). (The author found the local habit of public tobacco spitting only slightly less reprehensible than gun violence.)


American travelers in their own country made similar observations. “There are probably in Texas about as many revolvers as male adults,”14worried thirty-year-old Fredrick Law Olmstead, not yet a famed Yankee architect, but a roving correspondent in the pre-secessionist South for the New York Daily Times. Taking no chances, the undercover reporter fortified himself with a Sharps carbine, capable “in sure hands”15 of firing eighteen times a minute with a range over a thousand yards. A century and a half later, travel writer Tony Horwitz, who retraced Olmstead’s journey, found the situation in Texas unchanged.


In the wake of the Civil War—a fraternal genocide that claimed the lives of nearly 10 percent of the adult white male population of the United States and those of over an estimated million slaves—the already well-armed frontier experienced an exponential increase not only in the number of available firearms but also in the men who knew how to use them, as alienated veterans sought new opportunities. “The Civil War breeds a whole generation of alienated killers,” says historian Hutton. “Men who have killed, who are accustomed to it and have an exaggerated sense of honor.”16


“Before the war,” writes Bryan Burrough in The Gunfighters: How Texas Made the West Wild, “[guns] had been seen as utilitarian, used mostly to kill varmints. Afterward, when the freeing of enslaved Blacks caused white Southerners to fear for their safety, they were increasingly viewed as items of self-defense and intimidation.” More than that: “Some suggest gun use allowed defeated Southerners to reclaim a measure of their own wounded masculinity.”17 For Civil War historian Christopher Matthew Culbert, “The West” functions as a kind of dumping ground where “bloodthirsty Confederates” are “commemoratively excommunicated” to a place where they can be “reincorporated (and ‘made safe’) via a process that moves them west and buries them there—allowing them to become larger-than-life legends of American machismo.”18


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Contents



		Introduction. “Who Shot Him?”



		1. “Ambush”



		2. “Dumbbells”



		3. “Lightning in a Bottle”



		4. “The Bloody Massacre”



		5. “Anything Goes”



		6. “Blood Always Surprises Me”



		7. “I Steal”



		8. “Infringed!”



		9. “An Argument Every Night”



		10. “A Couple of Kids”



		11. “Cold, Dead Fingers”



		12. “What’s Wrong with These Guys?”



		13. “We’re in the Money”



		14. “A .45 Slug in the Gut”



		15. “Fadin’ Away”



		16. “Trail’s End”



		17. “Martyrs”



		18. “A Squalid Shoot-’Em-Up”



		19. “He's Nothing but a Little-Bitty Fart”



		20. “Opening the Bloodgates”



		Epilogue. “Made in America”



		Afterword and Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Selected Bibliography



		Index















List of Figures







		Shot to pieces. Lawmen in Arcadia, Louisiana, converge on the shattered remains of Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker’s last stolen Ford V-8. “I literally could not have heard thunder,” one posse member said of the fatal barrage. Dallas Municipal Archives via University of North Texas Libraries, The Portal to Texas History.



		Dying over and over. Faye Dunaway replicated Bonnie Parker’s death throes over eight takes and four grueling days of filming on a Warner Bros. ranch location far away from the real events. Warner Bros./Cinematic/Alamy Stock Photo.



		More “Our Gang” than gangster. One of Clyde Barrow’s earliest mug shots remained on police and FBI files throughout his short career. Dallas Municipal Archives via University of North Texas Libraries, The Portal to Texas History.



		“Mutt and Jeff.” Screenwriters David Newman and Robert Benton, who brought their Esquire sensibility to the story of a couple of cheap hoods. Burton Berinsky/Courtesy of the Everett Collection.



		Wish list. François Truffaut, the screenwriters’ first choice to direct Bonnie and Clyde. The French director’s Jules and Jim paved the way for a nouvelle vague treatment of the Barrow Gang story. Jack de Nijs for Anefo.



		Born in gunfire. Paul Revere’s “The Bloody Massacre” engraving, a wholly fanciful rendering of events that transpired on March 5, 1770. Courtesy of the Diplomatic Reception Rooms, US Department of State, Washington, DC.



		Anything goes: Nils Asther and Barbara Stanwyck in Frank Capra’s 1932 pre-Code interracial romance The Bitter Tea of General Yen. Columbia Pictures via Wikimedia Commons.



		“I like violence.” Director Arthur Penn, arguably cinema’s keenest observer of a uniquely American obsession. His films of the late sixties and early seventies helped to define the New Hollywood. Courtesy of the Penn Family.



		“I steal.” Publicity still for Warner Bros.’ I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang (1932), a classic of the pre-Code era and to this day one of the hardest-hitting films ever made. United Archives GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo.



		Cashing in at the O.K. Corral. Hugh O’Brian in the title role of the long-running ABC series The Life and Legend of Wyatt Earp, which made a fortune for Earp huckster Stuart Lake.



		Enough to make women’s knees buckle. Warren Beatty at the height of his Splendor in the Grass stardom. He promised director Arthur Penn “an argument every night” and made good on his word. Moviestore Collections Ltd./Alamy Stock Photo.



		His initials on the water tower. Studio chief Jack Warner with Bette Davis and Joan Crawford. “Colonel Jack” considered his bladder an infallible barometer of a film’s quality. Billy Rose Theater Division, New York Public Library.



		“Fadin’ Away.” Bonnie and Clyde marked the third of Faye Dunaway’s films to be shot in 1966. Her punishing preparations for the role would have consequences in production. Courtesy of the Everett Collection.



		Making their breakthrough. Estelle Parsons and Gene Hackman were the only actors ever considered for the supporting roles of Blanche and Buck Barrow. Warner Bros./Alamy Stock Photo.



		Candid camera. One of the poses that made Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker a media sensation when published in the Joplin Globe two days after police discovered a camera in the gang’s hastily fled garage apartment. FBI file photo.



		Art glamorizes life. Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway re-create Clyde and Bonnie’s Joplin photo for a moment not included in the final version of the film. Courtesy of Everett Collection.



		“I did not look like that crying fat woman!” The real Blanche Barrow, fashionably dressed as always, poses with husband Buck in an undated doorstep photo. Dallas Municipal Archives via University of North Texas Libraries, The Portal to Texas History.



		The scene of the crime. Warren Beatty (left) with Faye Dunaway and director Arthur Penn on location in Red Oak, Texas, for filming of Bonnie and Clyde’s pivotal murder sequence. A recently discovered cache of 8 mm film offers fascinating glimpses of the shoot. PictureLux/The Hollywood Archive/Alamy Stock Photo.



		Small-town invasion. Location filming circumstances remained unaltered from the late 1930s to the late 1960s. Here, a recreated shantytown for John Ford’s 1940 film of The Grapes of Wrath. Library of Congress.



		On the streets of Midlothian, Texas, for the fall 1966 shoot of Bonnie and Clyde. Director Arthur Penn despaired of having to use the same bulky equipment as his predecessors. Picture Lux/The Hollywood Archive/Alamy Stock Photo.



		“The best thing that happened to us.” Dean Tavoularis (seen here on the set of The Brinks Job in 1978) made his debut as a production designer on Bonnie and Clyde. Barbara Alper/Getty Images, all rights reserved, 1978.



		“Hip and young.” Costume designer Theadora Van Runkle (right, with Faye Dunaway) was as stylish and attractive as the women and men she costumed. She saw the movie’s potential from the first page of the script. Blue Robin Collectables/Alamy Stock Photo.



		Exquisite draftsmanship. Four original costume sketches for Bonnie and Clyde by Theadora Van Runkle. Leonard Stanley collection, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.



		“As much a philosopher as an artist.” Faye Dunaway and Arthur Penn in a moment of off-set affinity. Despite their differences, she considered him “a great director.” Warner Bros./Courtesy of Everett Collection.



		“I can be obnoxious.” Warren Beatty on location in Texas behind a massive 1930s-era Mitchell camera, double-checking Arthur Penn’s framing. Warner Bros./Courtesy of Everett Collection.



		“She thought it was a gun.” Blanche Barrow reacts to a photographer’s flash in Dexfield Park, Iowa. Note the trademark jodhpurs. In the film, Estelle Parsons wore Barbara Stanwyck’s recycled costumes. Des Moines Register via Wikimedia Commons.



		Someone might take offense. This scene between Faye Dunaway (as Bonnie) and Denver Pyle (as Frank Hamer) prompted a lawsuit and a corrective Netflix film. Warner Bros./RGR Collection/Alamy Stock Photo.



		Straight out of central casting. No less an expert than Tom Mix told Frank Hamer that he had “the looks and the athletic ability to become a great cowboy star.” Courtesy of Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum, Waco, Texas.



		A man and his gun. Frank Hamer’s preferred weapon became an advertisement for the lethal power of Colt firearms. The Texas Ranger once knocked a reporter to the pavement using only the barrel. Arms Gazette, March 1978.



		 La Matanza. This image of Texas Rangers (one of whom might be Frank Hamer) posed over the bodies of “Mexican Bandits” became a popular postcard on the Texas borderlands. Courtesy of Bullock, Texas State History Museum.



		A cornfield on the outskirts of Midlothian, Texas provided the location for one of Bonnie and Clyde’s most memorable scenes, but also became ground zero for a major creative crisis. Warner Bros./courtesy of Everett Collection.



		Stepping out of a Dorothea Lange photograph. Red Oak, Texas, schoolteacher Mabel Cavitt memorably played Bonnie’s mother in a reunion scene that foreshadows the tragic ending. Warner Bros./Shutterstock.



		Black people with guns. Black Panther Party cofounders Bobby Seale (left) and Huey Newton (right) challenged prevailing views of the Second Amendment. Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African-American History and Culture.



		“Wild, mean and ornery.” Nevada rancher Cliven Bundy’s decade-long feud with the Bureau of Land Management over grazing rights earned him outlaw status and sparked a movement that continues to roil the modern West. Greg Skidmore/Alamy Stock Photo.



		“Like Woodstock for patriots.” A militiaman stands watch over an arid ravine in the hours before what will become known as the “Battle of Bunkerville.” Will Seberger/ZUMAPRESS.com/Alamy Live News Stock Photo.



		Martyr to the cause. La Voy Finicum in his role as self-appointed spokesman for the January 2016 occupation of the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge. Unlike Cliven Bundy’s, Finicum’s outlaw trail ended in death. Jeffrey Schwilk/Alamy Stock Photo.



		“We see things in a similar way.” Editor Dede Allen created the tempo for Bonnie and Clyde and went on to a six-film collaboration with director Arthur Penn. Stock photo via Cinemontage.



		Truth in advertising. Bonnie and Clyde’s initial release was confined to handful of second-rate theatres and drive-ins. Credit for the now-legendary tagline belongs to Warner Bros. head of advertising Richard Lederer. Warner Bros.



		Cast publicity photo. The rifles held by Gene Hackman and Michael J. Pollard pass muster, but Clyde Barrow would never have approved of Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway’s tommy guns. Warner Bros./Courtesy of Everett Collection.



		“Worst foot forward.” New York Times film critic Bosley Crowther set the tone for the early negative reviews of Bonnie and Clyde—and paid a stiff price for his continued disparagement. Billy Rose Theatre Division, New York Public Library.



		Sex sells. Twenty-thousand people attended the funeral of “the worst woman bandit since Belle Starr.” Bonnie’s attendance figures were double those of Clyde’s. Dallas Municipal Archives via University of North Texas Libraries, The Portal to Texas.



		“Killer in Skirts.” Poster for The Bonnie Parker Story (1958), produced and distributed by grindhouse American International Pictures. Reynold Brown via Wikimedia Commons.



		“Shooting is what I’m good at.” Gun Crazy (1950) anticipated Bonnie and Clyde’s transgressive approach by nearly sixteen years. Its brazen violence and twisted sexuality remain startling. Distributed by United Artists.



		That certain je ne sais quoi. Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway at the Paris premiere. The marquee behind them reads “They’re young … they’re in love … and they live dangerously.” Jean-Claude Deutsch/Paris Match Archive/Getty Images.



		“Why not?” Director Sam Peckinpah screened a print of Bonnie and Clyde before outdoing its concluding violence in the “Battle of Bloody Porch” that climaxes his originally X-rated The Wild Bunch. Warner Bros./still courtesy of W.K. Stratton.



		That’s a wrap. The final curtain image from the 2023 London revival of Frank Wildhorn and Don Black’s Bonnie and Clyde musical. Arthur Penn would have approved. Author photo.
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