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For Gerry Herman

It’s about time








Introduction

Director-star alliances were not uncommon in Hollywood: Alfred Hitchcock and Cary Grant, Frank Capra and James Stewart, Clarence Brown and Greta Garbo, George Cukor and Katharine Hepburn, Preston Sturges and Betty Hutton, John Ford and John Wayne, etc. Studio moguls knew that one plus one equaled more than two when gifted artists were paired in the same film. Some stars—no fools, they even had director approval.

But Humphrey Bogart and John Huston were more than creative partners, they were friends who together produced an extraordinary screen legacy. Between 1941 and 1953 Huston directed Bogart in six films, some of which are bona fide classics: The Maltese Falcon, The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, The African Queen, Beat the Devil, Key Largo, and Across the Pacific.

At the same time, both men led fiercely separate lives—except when they were making pictures together. Sometimes they agreed and some-times they argued, but they always kept their eyes on the results.

What did each man bring to the collaboration, and how did their six motion pictures reflect their disparate personalities?

They were close friends who didn’t spend much time together between films. They read each other’s signals. Their relationship was one of love and mutual respect, but it was tinged with exploitation, opportunism, and manipulation. Their pictures stand on their own, but the escapades and ordeals that went into making them must be seen against the background of their lives away from the camera. This is what I wanted to explore not only through researching the facts of their productions but also by seeing the outcomes on the screen. With each successive picture, Huston and Bogart reached for the stars.

John Huston’s life was as exciting as any of his films, and that’s saying something. Bogart was nowhere near as adventurous as his friend and best director, but he knew a good thing when it came along, no matter how uncomfortable the journey was getting there. Each of the six films covered in this book involved a stretch of their talents that revealed different sides of both men. In The Maltese Falcon, Bogart and Huston are serious but not stuffy; Bogart is clearly at ease and having a great time. Come World War II and Across the Pacific, there is tension, and no wonder: Huston left the picture before it was finished, so he could fight in the war. For The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, both men are back on the same beam and elevate the many levels of the production.

Key Largo enjoys the tension of the story as well as the reunion of two great stars, Bogart and Edward G. Robinson. Their perfectly matched performances recall their gangster heyday at Warner Bros., and Huston pulls superlative performances out of them using their professional backstory. As for The African Queen, as magnetic as Bogart and Hepburn are as the mismatched Charlie and Rosie, there is the additional joy in simply watching these two great performers ply their craft, and Huston lets us come along for the voyage. Finally, Beat the Devil is The Maltese Falcon turned on its head, a crime story that doesn’t want to be a crime story, and actors who, like the characters they play, are trying to figure out what’s going on. It’s a cult movie before there were cult movies.

One of the joys of writing this book was having the excuse to watch and rewatch the films, catching throwaway moments and studying the faces of great screen personalities who know they’ve been given solid material and want to play it to the max. There are no malingerers in a John Huston film. They wouldn’t dare.

It has been noted that Huston’s films are dominated by stories of losers, that is, people whose dreams do not come true, whose efforts are for nought, who wind up on the wrong side of the law or of fate, and others whose schemes variously fail to come to fruition but who, if they’re lucky, find victory in defeat. Huston held fascination in such constructs, perhaps as a reflection of how he lived his own life, poised at the edge of the abyss on many occasions. He was constantly in debt, went through five marriages, tempted death with astonishing frequency, and yet managed to die in the sack. In his explorations, he hit on the mother lode: actors love playing flawed characters, and most actors (except those signed to franchises) love a good death scene.

Bogart, an actor who struggled through dozens of crummy parts before he was able to display his singular screen persona, was also a portrait of persistence. He survived Warner Bros. These similarities and contradictions suggest why the team of Humphrey Bogart and John Huston was so effec-tive. Their work runs the emotional gamut and, however many ups and downs their personal lives took along the way, when they made movies together, they were in creative sync.

There is also a measure of personal discovery in what follows. I had the briefest of exchanges with both John Huston and Humphrey Bogart, the former directly, and the latter through his widow, Lauren Bacall. As a reporter, I had met Huston on two occasions. The first was in 1980 in the Plaza Hotel in New York when I stepped into the elevator to find a tall presence dressed in a white linen suit. Huston was in the city to do interviews for his just-published memoir, An Open Book. I stammered the usual banalities about how much I liked his work, he asked me to be sure to buy his book, and then we hit the lobby. Our second meeting was in summer 1987 in Newport, Rhode Island, where he was preparing to appear in the film that his son Danny was directing—Mr. North—and which he and writer Janet Roach had adapted from Thornton Wilder’s novel, Theophilus North. His publicist, Ernie Anderson, had arranged with my newspaper, The Boston Herald, to give me full access to the production in exchange for running daily stories about it. Admittedly, some days were more interesting than others. Worse, Huston never made it to the set, because he was too ill. Dying, in fact.

On the day of my arrival, Ernie, who didn’t drive and wore eyeglasses as thick as headlights, had me bring him to the rented home where Huston was ensconced on location. The large, level house was oddly devoid of rugs, for which I reasoned that anything on the floor would have hindered Huston’s wheelchair and mobile oxygen tank from gliding around. We found him playing poker with actor Harry Dean Stanton, film editor Roberto Silvi, and producer Steven Haft. He wore a plain white T-shirt that draped formlessly over his narrow shoulders. He was, at the time, in the advanced stages of emphysema and was connected to an oxygen tank whose tubing snaked all around the rustic cabin. Hearing us enter, he laid his cards on the table, shook my hand, and wheezed a few perfunctory words about “how nice to meet you.” I warranted that polite temporary smile that he flashed at people he knew he could dismiss. Ernie said a few words, Huston assured him softly that things were fine, and we were off. As soon as we got in the car, Ernie said, “He doesn’t look well. He survived pneumonia and his fifth wife, and he doesn’t look well.”

Huston died during production. I broke the news to the world’s press under my Herald byline. Later I revised and collected my location stories into a book, Mr. Huston/Mr. North: Life, Death, and Making John Huston’s Last Film.

During this adventure I spent a far greater amount of time with Lauren Bacall, who was in the cast, although our encounters were cautious (on her part) and careful (on mine). I won’t lie; we were polite to each other, but she didn’t trust me. After all, I was a reporter. Even though Ernie vouched for me, Bacall’s movie star self-preservation kicked in and our exchanges were confined to small talk and the occasional interview.

I wasn’t the only person on the shoot whom she kept at a distance. One of the producers, thinking her to be a friend, called her “Lauren” which, as anybody knows, is not her first name. (It’s Betty; I always called her Miss Bacall.) She even, I was told by someone who witnessed it, stuck her tongue out at me and flipped me the bird once as I walked some length in front of her. And it was fine with me because at least it meant she knew I was alive.

Throughout the following book I refer to John Huston as “Huston” and occasionally as “John” when I need to separate him from his father, Walter. I call Humphrey Bogart “Bogart” except when other people refer to him as “Bogie.” This is the result of my contact with Bacall during that summer now nearly forty years ago. When she spoke of her late husband, she would say “Bogie and I did this…” or “Bogie always said…” I don’t think there’s anybody still around who knew Bogart well enough to call him Bogie, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to pretend that I can.

—Nat Segaloff,

Los Angeles, California








PROLOGUE On the Twentieth Century


Humphrey Bogart eyed the reporters with uncharacteristic apprehension. His twenty-three-year-old wife, Lauren Bacall, stood at his side, taking her cues from him. Hollywood’s favorite acting couple was usually happy to see the press. They knew the fame game, they shared the same ribald humor (which never saw print, of course), no bullshit passed between them, and, if it did, the studio could clean it up. The newspaper boys admired Bogie’s talent and honesty. But this time was different.

The setting wasn’t a Warner Bros. soundstage, a function room at the Waldorf, or a booth at the Smokehouse grill across from the studio. Chicago’s LaSalle Street Station wasn’t any of the celebrity-friendly places where the stars hung out and reporters knew what was on and what was off the record. This was a dingy railroad depot where the Bogarts were connecting between New York’s Twentieth Century Limited and the train for Los Angeles, heading for the shelter of the studio walls.

It was December 2, 1947. Two months earlier, on October 27, the Bogarts had made a very public visit to Washington, DC, with a score of other high-profile Hollywood elites. They had attended hearings by the House Un-American Activities Committee into alleged Communist influence in the movies. They were there to show support for their subpoenaed colleagues who were under suspicion as Reds. Now their own loyalty was being questioned. Bogart, shorter in person than he looked on the screen, compelled attention as he nervously read from a wire that had met him on the train.

“We went to Washington because I thought fellow Americans were being deprived of their Constitutional rights,” he began, “and for that reason alone. That the trip was ill-advised, even foolish, I am very ready to admit. At the same time, it seemed the right thing to do. I have absolutely no use for communism nor for anyone who serves that philosophy. I am an American. And very likely, like a good many of you, sometimes a foolish and impetuous American.” He stumbled over the word impetuous as if someone else had put it there, which they had: “We went in green and they beat our brains out.”1

What had happened between October 27 and December 2 to frighten the man who had shot Major Strasse? The detective who had found the Maltese Falcon? The hero who had held off the German tank corps and uncovered Japanese plans to bomb the Panama Canal? What had made Humphrey Bogart go back on his principles and distance himself from his friends?

When one of those friends, John Huston, learned of Bogart’s capitulation, he was shocked. After all, they had gone to Washington together and stood for the same freedoms—or so he thought. They had made three films together and would make three more over the next six years.

Or would they?

Humphrey Bogart and John Huston were more than friends, they were creative partners and inveterate provocateurs. Both men were key players in the heyday of the Warner Bros. studio and, later, in the burgeoning arena of independent production. They loved working together, drinking together, and giving Jack L. Warner a hard time together. Although Bogart was older than Huston, it’s tempting to think that Huston, as one of his best directors, became a kind of surrogate father, as directors tend to do. This was not the case; as Lawrence Grobel, Huston’s biographer, counters, “I don’t think it went that far. John was too much of a prankster and mischief maker to be anyone’s surrogate father.” He then adds playfully, “Except maybe to me!”2 Huston did, however, have the gifts of insight and manipulation, and he endlessly wielded them whenever he wanted to get something out of his friend, the movie star who got his pictures financed.

There have been enough books written singly on Bogart and Huston to fill a library. They had the kind of colorful personalities that were loved and loathed by the people who ran the studios. Each was talented in his own way, both were iconoclasts, and it’s a good thing that they were united against the same system or else they might have found themselves at odds with one another (as they sometimes were anyway). On those occasions when there was friction between them, it was always for the good of the movie they were making.

Except for the Washington gambit.

Between films, they went their separate ways. “I didn’t see very much of Bogie in Hollywood,” Huston said. “He liked his own circle. He was a wonderful host, gave great parties. He didn’t mix into the Hollywood circuit. Usually, we were kicking around the world or some other place together.”3

That’s why this book looks at their work through the lens of their personalities, histories, interests, and the noteworthy times they spent together when those moments entered the record. Yes, they used each other to get what they wanted, but it was a collaboration based on friendship, respect, and an awareness of each other’s limitations. In other words, what counts is what’s on the screen, and this is the story of how it got there.








CHAPTER 1 Becoming Bogie


Humphrey Bogart spent his life rebelling against the very kind of person he was born to be: a privileged, pampered, self-possessed member of the landed gentry. Even before he achieved stardom and the deference that comes with it, he enjoyed popping the bubbles of pretention that affected so many Hollywood egos. He abhorred phoniness, which grows freely in Hollywood, and took pride—which those who knew him confirmed—that he had none of it.

The well-born son of Belmont DeForest Bogart, a successful New York City surgeon, and Maud Humphrey, an even more successful advertising illustrator, he lived in stylish upper Manhattan and summered with his family in equally tony Seneca Point, near Willow Brook, New York. His parents were well-settled when they finally conceived him; Belmont was thirty-four and Maud was thirty-three. A few years later Humphrey was followed by sisters Catherine Elizabeth (Catty) and Frances (Pat).

Although Humphrey’s Christmas Day 1899 birth date might lead to fanciful sentimentality, this was not an accessible emotion in the Bogart home. Comfortably old-line Republican in the way that the upper crust was expected to live and vote at the turn of the century, the Bogarts’ outward gentility masked disturbing private undercurrents. Maud and Belmont drank and, in the days before morphine became a controlled substance, both were driven to addiction: he to quell the pain from an improperly set leg following a carriage accident, and she as palliative for a chronic skin condition. Even if neither parent had been chemically distracted, the fashionable home at 245 West 103rd Street might as well have been an ice box. Dr. Bogart was wedded to his practice, Maud was devoted to her career, and neither had time for their children. Often they would go off on trips, leaving Humphrey and his sisters in the care of servants who, according to reports, mistreated them.1

This is not to say that Bogie (he inherited the nickname from his father) was ignored. Far from it; he was doted on, but only in charcoal, as his mother’s model for the baby food advertisements she drew. From infant to toddler, he was the face of Mellin’s Food—not Gerber, as was often reported—a British company that produced dietary supplements for babies and the elderly. But when it came to the closeness he might have craved had he known it existed, there was none. The Bogarts were a career family of workaholic alcoholics. It may be a casual observation, but among Bogart’s major film credits, it’s hard to think of any in which he played a family man, and only one—Beat the Devil—in which he was married. Even his personal life, until he met his fourth wife, Lauren Bacall, and had children with her, could hardly be called domestic.

As was expected of his social class, Bogart attended the Trinity School in New York where he struggled to fit in, even as a boy of eight and nine. He lived for his summers in Seneca Point where he enjoyed sailing and being on the water, and it depressed him when his family decided to leave the Point for Fire Island when he was a teen. By then he was destined for Phillips Academy Andover, and it was only through his father’s connections that the elegant prep school accepted him despite his poor Trinity grades. The legacy admission didn’t help; he lasted two years and was asked to leave for a combination of academic and behavioral reasons.

It always pained Maud Humphrey, who had studied with James McNeill Whistler, that her son never went to college, but it didn’t seem to bother the boy. After leaving Andover he toyed with a business career and did a little writing but showed scant passion for anything. (Such youthful indulgences as “gap year” hadn’t been invented yet.) With little to command his time—and reaching the age when he could do so without parents’ consent—he enlisted in the United States Navy in May 1918, more than a year after America entered the Great War. He saw everything but battle; on January 8, 1918, the first armistice was signed between Germany and Russia, and ongoing peace talks continued through November 9. This meant that young Bogart would spend his time ferrying servicemen back to America from Europe aboard the USS Leviathan.

It was on one of these crossings that his life was changed by an event that didn’t happen. As an actor, Bogart would become known for a slight lisp that resulted from a partially paralyzed upper lip. Various stories were floated over the years about the cause of this condition; a favorite of the Warner Bros. publicity department and his friend Joe Hyams was that it came from a splinter blown into his face during a U-boat attack. Another was that his father had once beaten him. A third was an assault by a captured German prisoner. More likely (according to his biographers A. M. Sperber and Eric Lax) it happened during a fight in a speakeasy during prohibition. Whatever the cause, it gave Bogart a distinctive speech pattern that would not only enhance his tough guy image but has kept impressionists busy for the better part of a century.

Although studio publicity claimed he was a disruptive sailor, Bogart was given an honorable discharge in June 1919 with the rank of petty officer, second class after which he returned to the walk-in freezer that was his home.2 By then both his parents had been slowed to uselessness by alcohol and other drugs. Bogart himself was no stranger to alcohol which, on January 17, 1920, became outlawed under the 18th Amendment. Considering how many speakeasies he would enter for his movie gangster roles, it’s easy to believe he gained experience in the real thing during the Great Experiment.

Acting was not as great a passion for Bogart then as was sailing, yet he was drawn to performing almost by accident. Looking for work, he was connected by a mutual friend with theatrical producer William A. Brady. The mutual friend happened to be Brady’s daughter, Alice, an actress who had begun in silent films and who would survive the transition to talkies. Bogart was given the job of stage manager in one of Brady’s plays and was asked to double as a replacement actor. His roles were not auspicious; as a handsome but bland young man he was invariably cast as the juvenile whose major moment was coming on stage with a racquet and asking, “Tennis, anyone?” to button the scene. In these early days, he sometimes professed that acting was a less-than-noble profession, an opinion shared by his earliest critics. “He really loathed being an actor,” recalled fellow thespian Rose Hobart. “He really thought it was sissy—it wasn’t something you did if you were a man.”3 Over the years, his acting, his opinion, and his reviews vastly improved.

In 1922 he met actress Helen Menken while he was stage managing a touring company of Alice Brady’s play Drifting. Helen was a last-minute replacement for Alice, who had gone into labor, and Bogart had his hands full just dealing with the production let alone recasting the lead. Opening night didn’t go well; the curtain went up but some of the sets fell down, and Menken lost her temper at stage manager Bogart. In return, he lost his temper and kicked her in the butt. Once she stopped crying, they started dating.

There was some deceit involved. Helen was a friend of critic Alexander Woollcott who was known for unashamedly championing the careers of players he liked. Bogart may have hoped that Woollcott’s affection for Helen would extend to him. It was a long courtship—four years—until they finally married on May 20, 1926, at the Gramercy Park Hotel in New York. The wedding did not go well. Menken’s parents were hearing-impaired and so was the minister, who insisted on speaking the ceremony and simultane-ously signing it. This upset Menken, who dodged the reporters who had been invited to cover the event. The marriage itself fared no better as her star ascended on Broadway and her husband Humphrey’s never ignited.

While living in New York, Bogart did what many out of work actors did in the early talking picture days: they made movies. For Paramount he traveled to their Astoria, Long Island studio to film the short The Dancing Town (1928) as little more than an extra, and to Brooklyn for a more substantial role in Broadway’s Like That (1929) for Vitaphone (Warner Bros.). His costars in that endeavor were torch singer Ruth Etting and a future Warner Bros. colleague, Joan Blondell. Subsequently signed to a Fox contract, he made a few features such as John Ford’s Up the River (1930) with Spencer Tracy and Claire Luce. He was hired as voice coach for silent actor Charles Farrell on The Man Who Came Back (1931) but raised no eyebrows at the studio as an actor and was soon dropped.

The Bogart-Menken union lasted a year and a half.

In April 1928 he married another actress, Mary Philips, between her matinee and evening performances in Saturday’s Children. The young marrieds pursued their separate careers, though she had more success than he, but as the Depression struck, times became tough for them both. For a while he augmented her paychecks by playing chess in an arcade window for a dollar a game. In early September 1934, Bogart was summoned to his father’s bedside. Belmont’s health had steadily declined to the point where he had become an invalid. Maud had become his caretaker, a position she resented. At the Hospital for Ruptured and Crippled in New York City, Belmont died in his son’s arms and the young man found himself surprised at the affection he suddenly felt for the man. This emotion was not shared by his mother, and an estrangement developed between Maud and Humphrey. Belmont died in debt and Bogart vowed to pay off every penny of it from his earnings—as soon as he had some.4

Bogart was now fully committed to acting, but as he neared age thirty-five, he could no longer pass as a juvenile, and casting became a challenge. Rescue arrived when playwright Robert Sherwood recalled seeing him in a stage production and thought he would be perfect for the role of an escaped killer in his new play The Petrified Forest that was set to open at the Broadhurst Theatre in January 1935. Director Arthur Hopkins agreed, as did producer Gilbert Miller and star/producer Leslie Howard. Wearing a three-day stubble, spitting insults and threats, and holding the patrons of an Arizona desert café hostage, Bogart’s Duke Mantee was a sensation. The play cast Howard as philosopher-traveler Alan Squier who passes through an isolated roadside diner and falls for waitress Gaby Maple (Peggy Conklin) who shares with him her dreams for escape. By the final curtain, Squier has financed Gaby’s dreams by having Mantee kill him so she can claim Squier’s insurance money.

The confined set, the rising dramatic tension, and the downbeat yet affirmative ending made the play a 197-performance hit and earned positive reviews for everyone, including Bogart. Although Mantee had barely ten pages of dialogue in the entire play, he spent much of it seated on stage holding a machine gun, ready to fire it at any moment, commanding attention when he wasn’t saying a word. Both the play and the lead actors came to Hollywood’s attention, and when Jack Warner bought the film rights, Bogart seemed poised at a second chance at a film career, if not stardom. Not so fast.

It has become well known that Leslie Howard, who shared film rights to the play with Sherwood, Miller, and Hopkins, was adamant that they were not for sale unless Bogart was hired to play the movie’s Mantee. Jack Warner turned a deaf ear and offered the role to his studio’s resident gangster, Edward G. Robinson, and the part of Gaby to Bette Davis. Even had Howard consented, it would have created a billing problem in that he would have received top billing above Davis and Robinson; Robinson, who had become a star with Little Caesar, refused to take third position. Howard resolved the matter and forced Warner’s hand when he cabled Jack Warner from Scotland and told him, “No Bogart, no deal.”

The Petrified Forest rolled November 26, 1934, and came in two weeks late on February 19, 1935, with delays attributed to everyone except Humphrey Bogart. His performance in the rushes, however, did not win him a studio contract. Not until the film previewed off the charts in early 1936 did Warner Bros. finally offer him a seven-year agreement that started off at $550 a week and increased in twenty-six-week options that could escalate to $1,250 a week by its end. These were hardly king-making numbers but, coming out of the Great Depression, they were all that the notoriously parsimonious Warner was prepared to offer, and Bogart signed.

He might not have bothered. Once the paperwork went through, he was assigned to a relentless string of B-pictures that fed the studio’s factory production schedule but did nothing to enhance his craft. Besides, the estrangement from his wife, who continued to live and work in New York, was maddening. “This is the first time I’ve really been able to support you,” he told her. “We could never afford to have children before. [Come] here and let’s start a family. Anyway, the play isn’t any good and you’re wrong in it.” Bogart was right on both counts—Mary’s play lasted seventy-two performances and she was miscast—but it hardly mattered. By this time, he had become attracted to another woman: the fiery actress Mayo Methot.

Mayo and Bogart were such a poorly kept secret that Mary Philips heard about them clear across the country. Complicating matters was that Mayo was more formally known as Mrs. Percy T. Morgan, the wife of a California restaurateur. She owed her early stardom to her discovery by George M. Cohan and had grown into a sassy presence onscreen as well as a violent alcoholic offscreen. She had first met Bogart in 1936 while acting in the Warners film Marked Woman, a Bette Davis vehicle in which Bogart played a crusading district attorney (do the movies have any other kind?) trying to bust the rackets. All their friends knew about the affair and reasoned that it would be just a matter of time before their spouses did, too, predicting that both marriages would make way for a single new one. It finally happened on August 11, 1938, when Bogart and Philips divorced. It wasn’t a fait accompli that he would marry Mayo, but it was either that or give up films and go back to New York and stay wedded to the far more successful Mary. Bogart and Mayo married on August 20, 1938.

The marriage between Bogart and Warner Bros. was likewise unstable. Although the publicity department loved him for his affability with reporters, the front office wasn’t sure what to do with him, and their scattershot casting attempts demonstrate their uncertainty.5 There weren’t many roles for unshaven escapees like Duke Mantee, not with the likes of Edward G. Robinson, James Cagney, and George Raft ahead of him. His passing resemblance to real-life gangster John Dillinger may have informed the studio’s casting instincts. Bogart played all-purpose mobsters (Bullets and Ballots, 1936), racists (Black Legion, 1937), prisoners (San Quentin, 1937), and even a cowboy (The Oklahoma Kid, 1939). He was a standout under William Wyler’s direction in Dead End (1937), made on loan to Samuel Goldwyn, and returned to Warners to play scoundrels in the more successful crime films Angels with Dirty Faces (1938) and The Roaring Twenties (1939). In the four years following The Petrified Forest, Bogart appeared in an astonishing twenty-eight films, none of them as a significant lead.

He did not do so without griping. Before the Screen Actors Guild secured protection for its members, actors (not to mention crews) were often required to work six-day weeks. Bogart, among others, complained to studio management that it was physically impossible for anyone to deliver the goods when they were overworked; from typical 6:00 A.M. calls, production frequently continued well into the night. Nevertheless, at a time when stars such as Bette Davis and James Cagney were taking suspensions rather than appear in unworthy scripts, Bogart kept his eyes open for opportunity, strategically distancing himself from studio infighting.

His patience paid off with High Sierra (1940). The novel by W. R. Burnett concerned an aging gangster who is induced to pull off one last job which, of course, goes wrong. The plot, seen by current standards, sounds beyond hackneyed, but it still had shelf life in 1939 when Jack Warner sent it to George Raft. Raft, whose taste in scripts was famously myopic, passed on it because he didn’t want to die at the end. Then Warner gave it to Paul Muni, who rejected it as well, even though, or perhaps because, he had risen to stardom playing a gangster in Scarface a decade earlier. Muni’s arrogance so angered J. L. that the mogul fired him. James Cagney, John Garfield, and Edward G. Robinson also turned down the role of doomed gangster Roy “Mad Dog” Earle, not wanting sloppy thirds, fourths, and fifths respectively. Almost as a last resort, the script was assigned to Bogart.

Bogart was pleased to land High Sierra, even if his leading lady, Ida Lupino, got top billing. It was an “A” picture with the dynamic Raoul Walsh as director. The two men had worked together in 1931 on The Man Who Came Back—the picture on which Bogart had been Charles Farrell’s voice coach—but this was now the major leagues, and he would be acting, not coaching. The only question was some guy hanging around the set watching, a tall fellow by the name of Huston. Warner writers were usually restricted to the writers building where they would hide while the director mangled their words on the soundstage.

Bogart and Huston were not total strangers. They had developed a nodding acquaintance on The Amazing Dr. Clitterhouse, in which Bogart played a gangster whom sociology professor Edward G. Robinson studied for academic purposes. The script had originally been written by the book’s author, the prolific W. R. Burnett, but production supervisor Hal Wallis felt it needed a polish, and he turned it over to Huston.

Huston wanted to be a director and, given that Walsh was one of the best, the lanky, brooding Irishman decided to watch him work. High Sierra was shot in Lake Arrowhead, Mount Whitney, and other scenic California locales with interiors filmed at the Burbank studio. During lunch breaks, Huston and Bogart would go to the Lakeside Country Club, less than a mile away, and among the cocktails a friendship began to develop between them. Roy Earle was yet another gangster role, but in Huston’s talented writer’s hands and Walsh’s forthright direction it was rich enough that Bogart could allow the man’s decency to leak through Earle’s hardened, unshaven façade.6 It was solid work and it alerted Warner that Bogart could carry a picture.

As for Huston, unsure of his future as a screenwriter, he found himself in New York in spring 1940 where he directed the play A Passenger to Bali by Ellis St. Joseph. It opened March 14 at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre. The fact that his father, Walter, was in the cast might have had something to do with his landing the assignment, but it didn’t help the production and it closed in two days.

When High Sierra premiered to high acclaim at the end of 1940 and went into general release in January 1941, Bogart was celebrated as an emerging star. This drove a wedge between him and Mayo, whose lack of progress as an actress embittered her against her husband’s ascent. Their marriage had been unraveling, but it was still in place during filming. Drinking was also an issue. While his was recreational, hers had become profound, and she grew suspicious of his long absences on location. Her knowledge of the illicit way in which they had begun their romance drove her to believe that he was cheating on her. Their discord was no secret to their friends who called them “the battling Bogarts” but who were powerless to intervene.

Their marriage survived until May 1945 with details of its bellicosity occasionally hitting the gossip columns. Meanwhile, the friendship between Bogie and Huston caught fire and the two men searched for a film they could make together.







CHAPTER 2 The Impossible John Huston


With all that John Huston did in his long and productive life, it’s a wonder he found time to make movies. It could also be said that movies were what allowed him to pursue his other goals. In his lifetime he was also a fine artist, an art collector, a club boxer, a big game hunter, an equestrian, a soldier in the Mexican army, and even a dancer. Like so many other filmmakers from Hollywood’s golden age, he brought actual life experience to the screen rather than a rehash of adolescent pop culture nostalgia.

His father was Walter Huston, a Vaudevillian when he could find stage work and a civil engineer when he couldn’t. His mother, Rhea Gore, was an editor and sportswriter. Born John Marcellus Huston on August 5, 1906, he was their only child. Although he arrived in Nevada, Missouri, he left town with his parents when only a few months of age as the family bounced around the country from job to job.

At the age of nine his parents divorced, and he remained with his mother. Three years later, he was diagnosed with an enlarged heart and nephritis, and his mother moved to Arizona and confined him to bed, monitored his diet, and prepared both of them for his early death. Being bedridden did not sit well with young John.

“I’d sneak out at night,” he recalled. “I’d been kept in bed. I remember one time I was whistling, and the doctor told me I mustn’t whistle, it’s an exertion. Whistling! That’s how bad it all was. It was unbearable.”1

Figuring that the end was inevitable, he decided one night to flout death. “I’d been swimming in the Arizona Canal which ran through Phoenix. I’d go out at night when no one was there and go swimming. They had locks on the canal, and when they were irrigating, why they’d open these locks and they’d be[come] waterfalls. And one night swimming, I was swept over one of these waterfalls. And went under water for a little while and came out. I discovered it was great sport. So I went up on the bank and went over the waterfall again. I had nothing to lose, God knows. Finally, there was the doctor who said I should remember not to walk around the block, and I found I could go in swimming. I went down and swam with other people there and I went over the waterfall and then everybody began going over the waterfall. The doctor didn’t know about it.”2

Not long afterward it was discovered that the diagnosis had been in error: his heart was large in preparation for him to grow to six-foot-two, and the nephritis was hereditary and non-life-threatening. But by then John was inoculated against fear, and his life would be spent tempting love, death, poverty, fame, and failure until it ended at eighty-one. Without seeking greatness, he became a great man as well as a greatly flawed one.

After Walter and Rhea’s divorce, John managed to stay close to each of them, albeit separately. He was bored at boarding school and, on vacations, traveled to sporting events with his mother and from city to city with his father on the vaudeville circuit. These diverse adventures supplied more than sightseeing; thanks to his parents’ disparate lives, he got to sample a range of arts, sports, and the colorful characters associated with such endeavors. Staying with his father in New York in the 1920s, he gleaned knowledge of the craft of acting as well as its uncertainties.3 John was tempted to try a few stage roles and performed in two plays for the Provincetown Players: Ruint, by Hatcher Hughes, that ran April and May 1925, and Adam Solitaire, by Emjo Basshe, that opened and closed in November of that same year.

He had found success in his late teens as a writer, publishing occasional stories in H. L. Mencken’s highly regarded literary journal, American Mercury. He was able to afford to live because he and his father made a deal: Walter would support John if John agreed to give him half his future earnings. How long this arrangement lasted is not known. It did, however, enable John to take his first trip to Mexico. Stuck in New York and bored, Walter told him to get out of town for a few months. John decided to head to Mexico and, with a $500 stipend from Dad, he did just that, sailing to Vera Cruz where the post-revolutionary poverty was crushing. Taking the train to Mexico City, he was accompanied by soldiers who were stationed on the train in case of attack by marauding bandits. He later dramatized the possibility of a train attack in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre after learning from the soldiers that the trains before and after his had in fact been assaulted.

While in Mexico, he took up dressage and became an excellent horseman. When he ran out of money, his trainer offered him an honorary post in the Mexican Army, and he became Lieutenant Huston. During this period, he wrote a play (title unknown). When the movies learned to talk, he moved back to Los Angeles where playwrights and journalists were valued as dialogue writers for the newly invented talkies. At the same time, it was also the Great Depression, and studios were cutting back on budgets and payroll as audiences fell away. Huston spent six months working for Samuel Goldwyn Productions, where his talent was not utilized, then followed his father, who had left a rapidly disappearing vaudeville for roles at Universal Pictures.

Universal was in the throes of a corporate upheaval after the studio’s founder, Carl Laemmle, turned over production to his son, Carl Jr. (known as Junior Laemmle). Junior momentarily saved the studio by adding horror films such as Dracula, Frankenstein, and The Invisible Man to the company’s release schedule to augment their bread-and-butter, low-budget westerns. Huston wrote dialogue for The Storm (1930), A House Divided (1931), and Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932), the first two of which were directed by William (Willy) Wyler, who was likewise getting his start. The two men became lifelong friends.

Back in October 1926 Huston had wed for the first of five times. This one was to Dorothy Jeanne Harvey, a young woman he had seen in a school production of Prunella by Laurence Housman and Harley Granville-Barker. He found her merely attractive at the time, but nothing more, and set off building his career. He met her again through friends and they became besotted with each other, deciding on an immediate private wedding. John was twenty; Dorothy’s age goes unreported. Neither set of parents approved when the couple naively informed them the next day, but Walter sent them occasional stipends as there was never enough money to suffice. At first it was romantic; they took a cottage in Malibu where Dorothy would read John the classics while John drew portraits of her. When writing and acting didn’t provide income, he brought in money club fighting until he was beaten so decisively by one opponent that he gave up that knockabout profession.

The marriage was tested by John’s infidelity and Dorothy’s drinking. Rather than face the burden, Huston returned to Mexico. When he got back to California, nothing had changed between him and Dorothy, so he arranged for her to stay with a friend of his in England in hopes that she could resume writing and curtail drinking. Instead, the opposite occurred. They divorced on August 18, 1933. In retrospect, he wrote that he thought he could never again be as happy as he was when they were first married, adding that she was the first woman with whom he ever made love for whom he had actual affection.4

On September 25, 1933, a month after his divorce, Huston was involved in a motor accident in Los Angeles in which he struck and killed a woman, Tosca Roulien. He had picked up a hitchhiker and was distracted in conversation when Roulien ran into the street between parked cars and Huston, uncharacteristically sober at the time, ran her down. He claimed to police that he had been blinded by oncoming headlights. He escaped grand jury indictment for vehicular manslaughter, but the gossip columnists picked it up. Only the intervention of MGM’s Louis B. Mayer, for whom Walter was under contract at the time, minimized the extent of the newspaper coverage. (In those days the studios controlled the press, if not also the police.) John was subsequently sued by Roulien’s husband, Raul, and settled by paying $5,000 for her funeral expenses. It was later determined that the traffic signals had, in fact, been improperly placed so as to block a driver’s view, and an accident was ultimately inevitable, but his culpability haunted him forever.

Lesley Black, an attractive Irish lass, became Huston’s second wife on October 3, 1937. Taken by a friend to see a production of a political play called The Lonely Man in Chicago, he was introduced to her by that friend and was smitten.5 Shortly, Black left Chicago for San Francisco but, when she returned to the Windy City en route to Ireland, Huston intervened and proposed. The couple moved to Hollywood where Huston was hired as a writer at Warner Bros. His first major assignment was the screenplay for Jezebel. Three previous writers had labored on the script without pleasing its director, Huston’s friend Willy Wyler, who asked him to add his touch. The story of a self-possessed Southern belle in antebellum New Orleans was the studio’s compensation to their star, Bette Davis, for losing the role of Scarlett O’Hara to Vivien Leigh in Gone with the Wind. In those days the studios played fast and loose with writing credits, but if Huston’s last billing as writer is accurate, it suggests that it was his fine hand that made the film camera-ready.

Meanwhile, his marriage withered as he spent time at work and Lesley gave birth to a premature child who died. Their union endured almost to the end of World War II; while John was off making documentaries, Lesley filed for divorce. It was granted on April 7, 1945.

Huston thrived as a Warner Bros. contract writer, working on loan-out to Samuel Goldwyn for uncredited rewrites on Wuthering Heights (1939).6 Back at Warners he shared credit on Juarez (1939), the historical drama starring Paul Muni as the Mexican president who wrested his country from domination by German Emperor Maximilian in the 1860s. Working with writer-producer Wolfgang Reinhardt and historian Aeneas MacKenzie, the men had a cordial collaboration. Huston delivered a complex script that Warner production executive Hal Wallis deemed the best he had ever read. Muni, however, counted his lines and found them to be fewer than Brian Ahern’s, the man who would play Maximilian. Muni demanded rewrites and the film’s director, William Dieterle, capitulated. Huston was outraged, but Muni was the studio’s prestige star and he prevailed. It was this incident that fueled Huston’s desire to direct his own screenplays, something that was simply not done in the studio system of the 1930s. Working on Juarez did, however, codify a love of Mexico that would surface throughout Huston’s life and career. It also alerted his agent, Paul Kohner, to get the studio to agree to let Huston direct a film as a condition of his upcoming contract renewal.

But High Sierra came first.

“With the exception of Little Caesar,” John Huston wrote Hal Wallis, “all of [W. R.] Burnett has suffered badly in screen translation.” He promised that his draft of Burnett’s High Sierra “could be made into a fine and outstanding picture.”7 To that end, deeming the novel already film-worthy, he skipped writing the traditional treatmentI and plunged directly into the screenplay.8

As noted earlier, the story follows an imprisoned gangster, Roy Earle, who is freed from the pen on a bribe from a mob boss so he and the boss’s gang can pull off a jewel robbery at a mountain resort. Along with the gang is a woman named Marie (Ida Lupino) who falls for Earle even though he ignores her. Along the way, Earle is drawn to a different woman who has a clubfoot. He underwrites her medical treatment, but she does not reciprocate his attention. The robbery goes awry but Earle and Marie escape along with a dog named Pard. Police close in on the other gang members, one of whom identifies Earle. Earle sends Marie away for safety but is himself identified and pursued by police into the mountains. The police summon Marie to talk him into surrendering, but Pard draws him into the open where he is shot and killed.9

Huston tied together these seemingly diverse threads into a remarkable story of misplaced affection, betrayal, the intervention of fate, and the passing of an era. Meanwhile, the audience appeal was undeniable: it has a disabled girl (Velma), an unrequited love (Marie), and even a dog. Naturally, George Raft was offered the role. Bogart, recognizing the possibilities of showing the soft side of a man nicknamed “Mad Dog,” talked Raft out of taking it by stressing that the character was “just rushing toward death” and would die at the end. Raft fell for it, though it’s doubtful that he had the talent to pull it off had he held fast. The slow but sure development of a romance between Earle and Marie, his victimization by the fence to whom he expected to sell his booty, his shock at learning that one mob boss had been replaced by another, and the grim belief that death is preferable to returning to prison—all of these elements were kept in balance between Huston’s writing, Walsh’s focused direction, and Bogart’s understanding of the highly conflicted character.

Before High Sierra was released, Warner assigned Bogart to make The Wagons Roll at Night, a tepid drama in which Bogart played an unscrupulous circus owner. Written by Fred Niblo Jr. and Barry Trivers, it was designed to cash in on the strong notices Bogart had received for 1940’s story about truckers, They Drive by Night. When High Sierra came out, the praise heaped upon it enabled Huston to call in his directing marker with Jack Warner. Warner and Hal Wallis agreed, figuring that Huston would make his debut with an artistic bomb and skulk in shame back to the writers building. Huston had different ideas. He decided to make his first film the third version of an old property that the studio already owned and had twice flopped. But this time, he would make it right. It was Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon, and he wanted his new best friend Humphrey Bogart to play the hero, Sam Spade.


	
I. A treatment is more than a story condensation. It is a narrative describing action and some dialogue as though the film is being watched in time-present.









CHAPTER 3 The Ornery Jack L. Warner


Jack Leonard Warner (born Jacob Wonskolaser) was not a sophisticated man. He was also not a fool, although he often played one for strategic business purposes. A mediocre singer who fancied himself a virtuoso, a teller of lousy jokes at which those in his employ felt compelled to laugh, and a vulgarian (Joan Crawford once said he should be fed out of a trough), he—like his fellow founding Hollywood moguls—knew what the public wanted before the public knew they wanted it.1 Love him or hate him, and many people did both, he added immeasurably to American popular culture.

He wasn’t alone. To date, no one has been able to explain how the Warners, Mayers, Cohns, Laemmles, Goldwyns, Laskys, and their brethren did it—certainly not today’s Ivy League, Wall Street, risk-avoidant executives who use focus groups and data analysis in place of guts and instinct. Neal Gabler, in his landmark book, An Empire of Their Own, posits that, when the Eastern European Jewish immigrants were blocked by antisemitism from taking part in the American dream when they got to California, they invented an idealized America in their films that the world came to believe was the real thing, and they called it Hollywood.2 Despite being shunned socially, they benefited so much financially that they became politically conservative, essentially joining their oppressors, routinely rejecting projects that spotlighted the very shortcomings they had faced when they first came to America. (The rare exception to this reactionary ethic was Darryl F. Zanuck, whose tenure as Warner Bros.’s and then as Fox’s production head, created a string of socially relevant pictures. Notably, Zanuck was a US-born Protestant.)

Budgets were always a consideration at Warner Bros. where financial disaster was always one or two flops away. In those days, pictures had to go into profits routinely from the box offices where people laid down their ticket money. There was no television, home video, action figures, or other ancillary markets to bail out losses. In what is now called the Golden Age of Hollywood (the 1930s), feature films seldom cost more than $1 million, unlike today’s budgets of $200+ million just for the production and another $50 million for marketing. But it was still a struggle, quarter by quarter.3

In other words, guys like Jack L. Warner had to keep their fingers firmly up the pulse of the public. Like the other moguls, somehow, in the long run, he had a sense of what worked. He seldom mixed with the rabble (except at sneak previews), but he knew what they wanted because what they wanted was what he wanted.

The brothers Warner were as diverse as the films they made. Sam, Harry, Albert, and baby Jack had begun in the exhibition end of the business at the turn of the twentieth century. Their father, Benjamin Wonskolaser, a peddler, brought the four boys and eight other children to America from Krasnosielc, Poland, in 1883. Arriving in Baltimore, Maryland, they roamed throughout the northeast United States and lower Canada (Jack was born in London, Ontario, on August 2, 1892), eventually settling in Youngstown, Ohio. Here the boys became enamored of movies shown in the Nickelodeons that were then popping up throughout the country. In 1903 they went into the theatre business by selling Benjamin’s gold watch and his faithful horse, Bob. Brother Sam managed to find a used primitive kinetoscope projector and, with his brothers’ help, installed it in the Cascade Theatre in New Castle, Pennsylvania. Their sister Rose played piano to accompany the films, which were obtained from regional distribution offices called “exchanges.” When audiences refused to leave the auditorium to make way for the next wave of patrons, eleven-year-old Jack would sing at them (badly) until they fled into the street. He never lost his love of singing, much to the distress of employees who could not flee.

For frères Warner as for other early filmmakers the hypnotic allure of flickering images soon gave way to a fascination with the money the images brought in. It didn’t escape them that people paid cash up front to see the show and couldn’t demand a refund if they didn’t like what they saw (this has not changed in 130 years). It soon dawned on the brothers that the real money wasn’t the literal nickels and dimes earned showing films, it was in making and distributing the pictures themselves. Doing this, however, involved more than financial risk. The Motion Picture Patents Company, a trust formed by Thomas A. Edison, controlled all the equipment and had ways of intimidating anyone who refused to rent from them, including sending thugs to harass and beat people and damage their non-Edison cameras. This drove the Warners, as it did other enterprising independents, to California to escape the reach of Edison’s process servers and, in some cases, his sharp-shooting thugs.4 They opened an office in Culver City in 1918 and, that year, produced their first hit, My Four Years in Germany, from the 1917 memoir by American Ambassador James W. Gerard. Its success financed other productions including a string of twenty-seven films starring Rin-Tin-Tin, a German shepherd rescued by American GIs during the first World War. Many of these were written by Darryl F. Zanuck, himself newly arrived from Wahoo, Nebraska, who quickly rose through the Warner Bros. ranks.
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