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Prologue


IREMEMBER INGRID BERGMAN coming up to me in a terrible state,” Alfred Hitchcock told me. “Worried, miserable, high-strung, romantic, idealistic, sensitive, emotional. Dear Ingrid. She took life very seriously, and fiction even more seriously. She said, her voice pregnant with feeling, almost trembling, ‘Hitch, there’s something I must ask you about my part. I don’t feel it. I can’t find my motivation…’

“I said to her, ‘Ingrid, fake it. It’s only a movie.’

“That seemed to satisfy her, but then, a few weeks later, Ingrid was back standing to the side, shyly waiting for me to be free. I turned to beckon her over. It was interesting, because Ingrid is many things, but shy isn’t one of them. I asked her what was bothering her.

“‘Oh, Hitch, I’ve been thinking…’

“I thought, ‘Oh, dear.’ I said, ‘Please go on.’

“She did. I couldn’t have stopped her.

“‘I’ve been feeling that what I do isn’t worthwhile. Movies. Being an actress. I’m not doing enough to help people. Of all the worthwhile things you can do with your life, I feel I should be doing something more.’

“‘Well, Ingrid,’ I said, ‘have you thought about going to a hospital and emptying bedpans?’

“When the actors were taking themselves too seriously,” Hitchcock told me, “I hoped the light touch would give them some perspective. I found it rather successful. There was only one person on whom my little diversionary technique didn’t work.

“Whenever I found myself getting overwrought over problems with one of my films, I would say to myself, ‘Remember, it’s only a movie.’ It never worked. I was never able to convince myself.”







Introduction


MY DEAREST DREAM,” Alfred Hitchcock said to me, “would be to walk into an ordinary men’s store on the street and buy a suit, off the rack.

“There are, I suppose, many men who would envy me having the finest tailors to make my bespoke suits of the best material, but my own dream would be to buy a suit—on sale.

“Now, I have pretty much given up my hope of losing enough weight, which I don’t think will ever happen, but that is not the problem. The real problem is not my size, but my shape.

“Even sex is embarrassing for a person who looks the way I do. There weren’t enough light bulbs to turn off.

“If I had been given the choice in life, I would have looked like Cary Grant on whom everything looked good, and I would have indulged some fashion fantasies, a 39 Steps raincoat, tossed on, a beige cashmere cardigan thrown casually around my shoulders, or better yet, tied around my waist—if I had one.

“Some writers say that Cary Grant was my fantasy alter ego. Silliness. When I look into my mirror, I don’t see Cary Grant. I look into my mirror as little as possible, because the person who looks back at me has always seemed something of a stranger who doesn’t look at all the way I feel. But, somehow, he kept getting into my mirror.”

When Alfred Hitchcock showed me his home on Bellagio Road in Bel Air, California, in the mid-1970s, I had the opportunity to see his astounding wardrobe. Most remarkable was not the quantity of suits, nor the quality, all of the finest fabric, but that they seemed to be the same suit, repeated many times.

At second glance, however, it was obvious that there were numerous subtle distinctions. Among the black suits, there were shades of black.

Hitchcock’s suits were famous, and it was widely assumed that he invariably wore the same black suit. James Stewart remembered, “Hitch in Marrakech, 110 in the shade, scarcely ever taking off his dark jacket or even loosening his tie.” Director Ronald Neame recalled that even as far back as 1928 when Hitchcock was directing Blackmail, he wore a dark suit, white shirt, dark tie, black shoes and socks, in spite of the intense heat from the klieg lights, before air-conditioning.

Many of these suits actually were navy blue. “It is called French blue,” Hitchcock told me, a blue so dark that it seems black. Every suit appeared new, in keeping with the reputation of the director for being meticulous.

Another noteworthy aspect of the collection was that there were many different sizes. “Those suits are all in my sizes,” he said.

“If my weight changes, up or down, I’m prepared.”

I asked him how he kept so many suits paired, together with their mates. He explained that they were all keyed, the trousers with their jackets, the sizes with labels sewn in and dated. Inside the waistband of each pair of trousers was a large number in black, and in each coat was a number. “I don’t enjoy any suspense about finding my clothes.”

Continuing in a more serious tone, he said, “I never achieved the body I wanted, but I am proud of my body of work. It is tall and thin and handsome.”

Henri Langlois, the founder and secretary general of the Cinémathèque Française, introduced me to Alfred Hitchcock and his wife, Alma Reville, at the Plaza Athénée hotel in Paris. Some years before, Langlois’s dismissal by the French government from his post as curator of the Cinémathèque had provoked demonstrations that escalated into the 1968 riots, effectively shutting down Paris. Throughout dinner, Hitchcock and Langlois talked about Hitchcock’s films, those that existed, and a few that existed only in Hitchcock’s mind.

“I once had an idea,” Hitchcock told us, “that I would like to use to open a film. We are at Covent Garden or La Scala. Maria Callas is onstage. She is singing an aria, and her head is tilted upwards. She sees, in a box high up, a man approach another man who is seated there. He stabs him. She is just reaching a high note, and the high note turns into a scream. It is the highest note she has ever sung, and she receives a tremendous ovation.”

Hitchcock seemed to have finished the story.

“And then? What happens next?” Langlois would have leaned forward on the edge of his chair, except that because of his substantial girth, he already was on the edge of his chair.

Hitchcock turned and indicated his wife, Alma, who had worked with him officially and unofficially for more than fifty years. He said to Langlois, “Ask the Madame. She does continuity.”

“I’ve retired,” Alma said.

“The closest I ever came to doing this opera vignette,” Hitchcock continued, “was in The Man Who Knew Too Much.

“I’ve always wanted to do a murder among the tulips, too. When I saw the vast fields of tulips in Holland, I knew right away it was a setting I wanted to use, especially in color with blood on the tulips.

“There’s another scene waiting for a story that I’ve thought about, involving an automobile assembly line in Detroit. The cars are moving along, and the workers are talking about their lives, an argument with the wife, lunch, and other mundane matters. A car rolls off the assembly line, and when the door is opened, a body falls out. That’s as far as I got.

“Some years ago, I was in New York for Rope, and the publicist took me to my first baseball game. We watched from the broadcast booth, and I made a few drawings. I asked him how many people were watching the game, and he said sixty thousand. I thought, what a perfect spot for a murder! A murder on a baseball field. One of the players is shot, and there are sixty thousand suspects.

“Then, it actually happened a few years later.”

“Sometimes your films seem like nightmares that are really happening,” Langlois said.

“I consider them frightmares,” Hitchcock explained. “Frightmares are my specialty. I have never been interested in nightmares per se. Frightmares have a great deal of reality. A far-fetched story must be plausibly told, so your nonsense isn’t showing.

“Fear of the dark is natural, we all have it, but fear in the sunlight, perhaps fear in this very restaurant, where it is so unexpected, mind you, that is interesting.

“Fear isn’t so difficult to understand. After all, weren’t we all frightened as children? Nothing has changed since Little Red Riding Hood faced the big bad wolf. What frightens us today is exactly the same sort of thing that frightened us yesterday. It’s just a different wolf. This fright complex is rooted in every individual.

“It’s what you don’t see that frightens you, what your mind fills in, the implicit usually being more terrifying than the explicit. The unexpected is so important. I’ve never liked heavy-handed creaking-door suspense and other clichés. I like to do a ‘cozy.’ Something menacing happens in a serene setting. The cozy setting is a wonderful opportunity for danger and suspense.

“I, personally, have always been interested in rounding up the un usual suspects.

“Eventually everything becomes avoiding the cliché. Your own cliché as well as everyone else’s. It’s not just what you’ve done. It’s what everyone else has done and done and done. I pity the poor people in the future.”

Hitchcock was interested in Langlois’s activities on behalf of film preservation during the World War II German occupation of Paris. The French film lover had broken the law of the occupation, risking his life to personally save hundreds of films that might have been destroyed or lost.

Hitchcock asked, “How did you choose which ones to save?”

Langlois answered, “Those which came to me and said, ‘Save me!’ I didn’t have the possibility to see them—only to save them.”

“It was very brave of you,” Hitchcock commented. “You could have been put into a concentration camp.”

“I didn’t do anything brave,” Langlois continued. “I just hid the films in my bathtub and the bathtubs of my friends. We didn’t take so many baths.”

“Not taking those baths was a great service to the world,” Hitchcock said. “At the end of the war, I made a film to show the reality of the concentration camps, you know. Horrible. It was more horrible than any fantasy horror. Then, nobody wanted to see it. It was too unbearable. But it has stayed in my mind all of these years.

“I don’t think many people actually want reality, whether it’s in the theater or in films. It must only look real, because reality’s something none of us can stand for too long. Reality can be more terrible than anything you can imagine.

“I, myself, was not old enough for World War I until near the end, when I was rejected. I was too old for World War II, but I like to believe I would have been brave.”

“Trying to make films you want to make requires some bravery, too,” Alma said.

“I have heard of a film,” Langlois said, “that you have wanted to make for years, but…”

“Mary Rose,” Alma said. “It would be a wonderful picture, but they have typecast him as a director who doesn’t make that kind of picture. But we’re not giving up.

“My husband is very sensitive to criticism,” Alma added. “But when people don’t like what he does or won’t let him do something he believes in, I’m twice as hurt. I’m hurt for myself, and I’m hurt for him.”

“Mary Rose,” Hitchcock explained, “was a play by James M. Barrie which I saw in London in the early 1920s. It impressed me very much. In brief, it is the story of a twelve-year-old girl who is taken on an excursion to an island by her parents. She disappears and, weeks later, reappears, with no explanation. As a young woman, she returns to the island with her husband, and disappears again. She is gone many years. Then, when she reappears, her son is a grown man, her husband is middle-aged, but she hasn’t changed at all. In the end, she has to go back, but to where?

“I have never forgotten it. I’m trying to attack it now from a science fiction angle, because the public will want to know where Mary Rose went when she disappeared for twenty-five years and then came back as young as she was when she disappeared.

“There was another story I always wanted to do. It was a true story, on which So Long at the Fair was based. A woman searches for her mother who has disappeared without a trace at the Paris Exposition of 1889. The missing person has contracted the plague, and the facts have been covered over to protect the city from panic. It is a story like Death in Venice, also a very good film. I would like to have made both of those.

“And Diabolique; I’d like to have made that one, too, but [Henri-Georges] Clouzot beat me to it. For many years, I thought I would do a John Buchan book, Three Hostages. It’s not as good as his 39 Steps, but it’s a good story. And, oh, something of Wilkie Collins. What a writer that man was! I admired Dickens, and I’d like to have done something of Poe.

“I was always an avid reader of the newspaper from the time I was a boy. As I became interested in the world of film, I became more alert to stories, especially crime stories that could be the basis for a film. There was one I read somewhere, I don’t know where, which has never left my mind. It’s not one I could ever use because it’s too horrible to show, except in a horror film, and even in a horror film, it would be too shocking and probably would provoke a release of tension resulting in a few gasps, some giggles, and then laughter.

“There was a report of a Chinese executioner who did heads. He was so good at his job that people requested him when they were sentenced to have their heads chopped off. You can imagine how painful botched and sloppy work could be, especially if the whole procedure were dragged out.

“One poor fellow who had resigned himself to his fate, stepped up, and this super-executioner deftly dealt the death blow with the greatest precision, but nothing happened.

“The man said, ‘Please don’t keep me waiting.’

“The executioner said, ‘Please nod.’

“The man did, and his head fell off. What imagery!

“I don’t know if the story was true or not,” Hitchcock said, “but it’s so far-fetched, that maybe it was.”

Our conversation was a mix of movies and food, the two passionate interests of which neither Hitchcock nor Langlois ever tired. Langlois was even stouter than Hitchcock.

“I believe that there is a perfect relationship between love of food and a healthy libido,” Hitchcock said. “People who like to eat have a stronger libido, a greater interest in sex.

“I was very innocent and sexually repressed in my youth. I was a virgin when I married, you know.”

He hesitated momentarily, having noted the disapproving frown on his wife’s face, and then continued. “I think that too much sex while you are working goes against the work and that repressed sex is more constructive for the creative person. It must get out, and so it goes into the work. I think it helped create a sense of sex in my work.

“The experiencing of passion, as with fear, makes you feel alive. In the film, you can experience these very extreme feelings without paying the bill.”

Before dinner, Hitchcock had enjoyed his then-favorite drink, a Mimosa. Both Hitchcock and Langlois ate rapidly. Since both of them seemed to enjoy food and be so interested in it, I would have expected them to savor the experience more and make it last.

A waiter brought out a splendid multi-layered cake, frosted in butter cream, with pink and yellow flowers and the message Bienvenue spelled out on top. The chef came out, too, wearing his toque blanche and an impeccably white apron. He was glowing as he told Hitchcock that the cake was being presented with the compliments of the Plaza Athénée, and then, in a sort of aside to Hitchcock in French, he whispered that he was a great fan of his films and that it had been such an honor to work on this cake for him. As if embarrassed by his own audacity in daring to speak for himself to the great director, the chef rushed off. As he left, Hitchcock, who spoke French rather well, called out after him, thanking him for the beautiful torte.

The captain then ceremoniously carried the cake away. After a few minutes, the waiter returned with four slices of chocolate cake and a slice was served to each of us.

Hitchcock turned to Langlois and said, “My films, you know, aren’t slices of life, but slices of cake.”

He said he was reminded of the first film he was supposed to have directed in Hollywood, Titanic. It was to have been his first American project for David O. Selznick.

“My favorite scene was in the ship’s great kitchen where the pastry chef is decorating an extraordinary cake. It has many layers, and with a flourish of his pastry bag, he is putting the final petals on a butter cream rose of which the cake has many. Then, the pastry chef writes out Happy Birthday.

“The chef is smiling slightly with pride as he works. He is so pleased with his creation. He is tasting it in his mind.

“But we all know everything he’s doing is for nothing. Nobody will ever eat the cake. The cake is going to a watery grave and maybe the people who were supposed to be eating it, too. Maybe also the chef we have come to know.

“The audience is thinking, ‘It’s no use.’ They want to scream out, ‘Stop! Run to the lifeboats!’”

The maître d’ asked Hitchcock if he would like to have the rest of the cake kept for him for the next day. Hitchcock declined, telling us that the waiters and the people in the kitchen, the chef included, would be disappointed if they didn’t have the chance to taste the cake.

“I want to ask you,” Langlois said, “what was it like going from working in London to suddenly working in Hollywood?”

“It wasn’t as different as I had expected it to be,” Hitchcock explained. “The technical possibilities, because of the bigger budgets and better equipment, were dazzling. On the other hand, everything in America seemed a bit less spontaneous and, of course, more complex because of the bigger budgets and the need for more careful planning.”

“In America, were you conscious of making films for a different audience?”

“No. When we make films in America, we are automatically making them for the world, because America is full of people from everywhere.

“Selznick had wanted to buy an old American merchant ship that was being scrapped to play the title role. He was going to sink it in Santa Monica harbor, but we burned down Manderley instead.”

“I am glad,” Langlois said, “because Rebecca is one of my favorite films. It was brilliant never to show Rebecca except as a painting. She was so beautiful there was no actrice who could have played the part. There could not have been a Rebecca.”

“But there was an actress to play Rebecca,” Hitchcock said. “A perfect Rebecca. And she even wanted to be in the film, only she wanted to play the wrong part, that of the cringing, meek girl with rounded shoulders who was totally lacking in self-confidence.

“The actress was Vivien Leigh, who was born to be Rebecca, as she was to be Scarlett O’Hara. Scarlett shared many characteristics with Rebecca. Vivien Leigh had the requisite beauty. She and Rebecca were both uniquely strong women who knew what they wanted and how to get it, if not how to enjoy it. They were not girls; they were women.

“Vivien Leigh was absolutely right to play Rebecca, but Rebecca never appears in the film, so neither does Vivien. And for people who knew about the real-life affair between Olivier and Leigh, that would have intruded on any illusion.

“Joan Fontaine was rather outside the little clique of British actors on the set, and that worked well for her character, who was supposed to be alone and apart.”

As we were served coffee, Hitchcock suggested “a divertissement.”

“Let’s play a little game of Murder,” he said. “We’ll choose a victim, and then try to find the murderer.”

He looked around and chose as victim the fattest man in the room, saying he could best identify with him. “Now we need a villain.” Looking around again, he selected a good-looking man with blond hair and blue eyes. In a room full of well-dressed people, this man stood out as exceedingly well dressed. “A villain cannot look villainous or no one would let him into their house,” Hitchcock told us.

A man and a woman sitting at a table near us who were deep in conversation caught Hitchcock’s attention. Her earrings were next to her plate. Observing the couple, Alfred Hitchcock pointed out that they knew each other well. “You can tell she is comfortable with him or she wouldn’t have taken off her earrings, which were bothering her.

“See that man? He’s wearing very expensive shoes. You can tell a great deal about a man by his shoes,” Hitchcock said. Langlois pulled his feet farther back under the table.

Hitchcock then asked Langlois to choose a victim for our little game of Murder. He selected a very thin man at a nearby table who was enjoying a chocolate mousse, saying, “Look at the chocolate mousse he’s eating and see how thin he is. That is enough reason for me to hate him.”

Hitchcock accepted that as logical. “I understand. I am an expert on losing weight. I have lost hundreds of pounds in my lifetime, and I represent the survival of the fattest.”

His weight was unearned, Hitchcock claimed, since he ate so little. “Journalists often ask how much I weigh. I tell them, ‘Only once a day, before breakfast.’ The number of pounds, though, must remain a mystery.”

“Can you believe,” Langlois said, “that when I was young I was so thin, women were always trying to force me to eat, my mother, my nurse. I ate chocolates and cake and an entire jar of marmalade in the afternoon. I thought it would always be that way. At that time, I never walked up stairs. I ran up.”

“Me, too,” Hitchcock said. “I was always heavy, but I was agile. I think the reason that I’ve never received an Oscar is that I don’t look like an artist. I don’t look like I’ve starved in a garret.

“But the real reason is that the suspense genre is not so highly esteemed. It’s treated like a switchback railway in an amusement park, just for thrills. Villains and heroes, hisses and kisses.”

“You should receive many Oscars,” Langlois said. “There is time.”

There wasn’t, however, much time remaining, and Hitchcock never did receive an Oscar as a director. He had been nominated as best director five times; for Rebecca, Lifeboat, Spellbound, Rear Window, and Psycho. It was Langlois who was awarded a special Oscar, for his contribution to film preservation.

Langlois asked Hitchcock if he liked mysteries and melodrama best.

“Yes, I do. But I like to feel that I don’t do mysteries. I do mystifyings. That’s my brand of melodrama.”

“What is most difficult about melodrama?” Langlois asked.

“Casting. In melodrama, you lay out the plot, and only after you have the story, do you put in the characters. For that reason, I believe in typecasting.

“If you do it right, casting, you don’t need to do much direction of actors. The really good ones find their way, and you only need recognize if they are going astray.

“Stars do have an advantage when you are casting. When something is happening to a star, a Cary Grant or a James Stewart, the public feels it more.”

“Or Ingrid Bergman or Grace Kelly,” Alma added.

“Yes,” Hitchcock agreed. “There has been a lot of talk about the Hitchcock blondes and my heroines, you know. There was one very important factor in my selection of leading ladies, which isn’t mentioned. The heroine must please women. Women not only represent half of the audience for my films, but very often the man wants to please and impress a woman, and he asks her, ‘What film would you like to see?’ So she chooses.”

“Madeleine Carroll was my choice for The 39 Steps,” Alma said. “I saw her first, and told Hitch about her.”

As we spoke, Alma was quiet and reserved, a tiny person, pleasant, not eating very much. Hitchcock often looked at her for her reaction to what he had said.

“Do you know the proof of her love for me?” Hitchcock asked, indicating Alma. “She diets with me. She doesn’t have to, but to make it easier for me, she eats only what I eat. Then she loses the weight and I don’t. I couldn’t afford to stay too long on a diet, or the Madame might disappear entirely.”

“You are a fortunate man,” Langlois said.

“We were so lucky,” Alma said. “Our two imaginations met.”

“She’d been working in films when I met her,” Hitchcock continued, “and she knew more about it than I did. She taught me. I don’t know why she married me.”

Alma laughed. “Because I liked older men.”

“I was born on August 13, 1899,” Hitchcock said, “and she was born on August 14, 1899, so I am one day older.”

“That is formidable,” Langlois said.

Hitchcock agreed. “Yes, it is unusual.”

“No, what I mean is, it is the very same thing that is true of Mary and me.” Mary Merson was his close associate at the Cinémathèque Française.

“Our birthdays, Mary and me, are only a day apart. I was born on November 12, and she was born on November 13. We are Scorpios. And you are Leos.”

“You’re like Marlene Dietrich,” Hitchcock said. “She wouldn’t do anything on Stage Fright until she consulted her astrologer. He should have received a credit.”

Langlois asked Hitchcock if he would like to have any of his past films screened for him at the Cinémathèque while he was in Paris.

“Thank you, we don’t have time. If we had time, I would rather see someone else’s film, Fellini or Antonioni, one of those Italian fellows.

“I have a visual mind, and my past films are all storyboarded in my mind, if I choose to recall them. I do not, however, choose to resee my films in a theater, nor to rerun them in my mind.”

“I have heard,” Langlois said, “that after you see the script, you can visualize the entire film.”

“Yes. Definitely.”

“Could you do this when you began to make silent films in the early 1920s?”

“Yes. I believe it’s intuitive to visualize, but as we grow up, we lose that intuition. My mind works more like a baby’s mind does, thinking in pictures. I have vague memories of my infancy, all visual, none verbal. I can’t be certain, but I believe they are true memories.”

“I learned to do that from him,” Alma added. “Now I can’t read a book without dramatizing every scene, every camera angle, every word of dialogue. It takes me forever to read a book.”

Hitchcock said, “My life and the Madame’s are films. If that were not true, what would we have talked about all these years?”

I asked Hitchcock if it was true that he didn’t look into the camera when he was directing.

“I don’t have to,” he answered, “and I’ll tell you why.

“About 1923, before we worked together, young Miss Alma Reville asked me if I would mind shooting some inserts for a picture she was editing. Since it was lunchtime, I walked on the stage and just as I was looking through the viewfinder of a camera, a voice behind me said, ‘That’s my job. You stick to what’s in front of it.’ It was Jack Cox, who later became my cameraman on Blackmail and a lot of other pictures. From that moment on, I learned everything I could about cameras and lenses, what they did in terms of angle and perspective. I trained myself to see like a camera, so I never needed to look through a lens again. Now all I need to know is the focal length of the lens, and I know exactly what the cameraman is seeing.”

Langlois asked about Hitchcock’s often repeated quote that “actors are cattle.”

“I have been accused of saying that,” Hitchcock answered, “but I believe what I said is, ‘Actors should be treated like cattle.’ Of course, I was joking, but it seems I was taken seriously. If I had been speaking seriously, I would have said, ‘Actors are children.’

“I have always been available to my actors for reasonable help. ‘Reasonable’ is an actor who, when he walks through the door, does not ask me ‘why?’ but ‘how?’”

As we spoke, someone approached Hitchcock for an autograph, and he drew his famous sketch of himself. After the person left, Langlois apologized. “I’m sorry they disturb you here in Paris, even while you are eating.”

“They never disturb me,” Hitchcock said. “They are the ones who make it all possible. The public.”

It brought him great pleasure that audiences in New York, Los Angeles, London, Paris, Berlin, Tokyo, and Buenos Aires could look at his pictures and feel the same emotions.

“Emotions are universal, and art is emotion. Therefore, putting film together and making it have an effect on an audience is for me the main function of film. Otherwise, it is just a record of events.

“In the distant future, they will have what I call ‘the Tickles.’ People will go into a big darkened auditorium and they will be mass-hypnotized. Instead of identifying themselves with the characters on the screen, they will be that character, and when they buy their ticket, they will be able to choose which character they want to be. They will suffer all of the agonies and enjoy the romance with a beautiful woman or handsome man. I call them ‘the Tickles,’ because when a character is tickled, the audience will feel it. Then, the lights come up, and it’s all over.” Hitchcock paused reflectively.

“And it’s a good way to dispense with real actors. Walt Disney has the right answer. If he doesn’t like his actors, he tears them up!”

“Were there any actors you would like to have worked with?” Langlois asked.

“Of course. Claudette Colbert. Did you know she was French? I would like to have made a Lubitsch-style picture with her. I also would like to have worked with William Holden. Sunset Boulevard was a wonderful film, one of the greatest. And I would like to have worked with Miss Hepburn. Audrey, not Katharine. Katharine Hepburn wouldn’t have fit into my films, but I wanted Audrey, and I almost worked with her, but it didn’t happen.”

“Would Miss Hepburn, Audrey not Katharine, have been a blonde?” Langlois asked.

Hitchcock shook his head. “No. Definitely not.”

I mentioned that Claudette Colbert, William Holden, and Audrey Hepburn were all in Billy Wilder films.

“I envy him,” Hitchcock said. “A great director, Wilder. He knew how I felt about those actors in his film. I told him, and he said the actor he most wanted to work with was Cary Grant. So there you are.

“I believe directing actors is really only a matter of getting good actors in the first place. Then, you have a chat with them.”

As we finished our meal, Langlois said, “You have a career to be very proud of, Mr. Hitchcock.”

“Not Mr. Hitchcock. Hitch. Call me Hitch. I am proud, but I’ve been lucky. Getting the opportunity is the most important part.

“A few times, it looked like I might fail. There is that thin line between success and failure. I managed to survive the tightrope, even though I don’t think I’m built for tightrope walking.”

As we left the restaurant, Alma said to me, “In all the years we’ve been together, my husband has never bored me. There aren’t many wives who can say that.”

 

I MET HITCHCOCK several times while I was writing about Groucho Marx. Groucho’s favorite restaurant in Los Angeles was Chasen’s, which was also the favorite of Hitchcock and his wife.

Groucho’s preferred night at Chasen’s was Thursday, and Thursday night dinner at Chasen’s was a ritual for the Hitchcocks, who frequently came to dinner with Lew and Edie Wasserman, and Gregory and Veronique Peck.

Erin Fleming, Groucho’s friend, was frequently with us. Groucho and Hitchcock would greet each other. Each had one of the few tables in the small front room of the restaurant.

Groucho’s favorite part of the meal was a specialty of Chasen’s, banana shortcake. He would say he ate the dinner “to get to the shortcake.”

One night, as we finished our banana shortcakes, Groucho said he wished that he could have a second portion of the dessert. The captain heard him and rushed back with some. Groucho wouldn’t accept it, because even in his eighties, he had a great deal of discipline. He said if he had one slice, he could enjoy the memory without feeling guilty.

Summoning the captain, Groucho said, “When they get to dessert, send over a round of banana shortcakes to Mr. Hitchcock and his friends, and be sure to put it on my check and not on his. And see what the boys in the back room will have.”

We left and didn’t see what happened afterward.

At his home, months later, Hitchcock finished the banana shortcake story.

“Everyone at our table that night was on a diet except the Madame and Peck. The Madame doesn’t eat much when I’m on a diet, and I’m always on a diet. So Peck got all six of the shortcakes.”

Hitchcock indicated the green, grassy view from the window of his Bel Air home. “I own all of that,” he said in a mock serious tone.

The huge expanse of property was actually a golf course.

Hitchcock began our meeting by telling me, “To interview me, you would have to interview my films.”

“I already have,” I said, “and they told me many of their secrets—but not all.”

No visit to the Hitchcock home would have been complete without seeing the kitchen, the most important room in the house for Hitchcock and his wife. It had taken him many years to remake the kitchen and create the wine cellar, all exactly to their specifications.

He showed me the giant refrigerator, of which he was justifiably proud. As I looked in, he stood behind me and put his hand on my shoulder, as if to push me in.

“Just joking,” he said.

No matter. It was so full of food, there wouldn’t have been room for me.

“This food is our luxury,” he said. “We don’t have a swimming pool or a tennis court. We don’t live to impress anyone else.

“We fly in fish and meat weekly from England,” he said. “Dover sole, beef, and lamb.”

The lamb reminded him of one of his favorite stories, “Lamb to the Slaughter,” by Roald Dahl, done on Alfred Hitchcock Presents, an episode he directed in 1958.

“A woman, played by Barbara Bel Geddes,” he said, “learns from her unsympathetic husband of many years that he is leaving her. She kills him with a frozen leg of lamb, the most perfect murder weapon of my entire career. Then she cooks that leg of lamb while policemen are searching for the murder weapon, and she serves them the delicious leg of lamb. That’s one murder weapon they will never find. I call that my ‘ticking lamb’ story, which is a variation on my ‘ticking bomb’ theory.

“The idea is that you want to let the audience in on everything so they know that a ticking bomb is there while the characters don’t know it. That is the suspense, waiting for the bomb to explode, only they are waiting for the leg of lamb to be discovered as the murder weapon.”

He said that he never ate leg of lamb without thinking of that story.

“Are you able to distinguish between English Dover sole and French Dover sole?” he asked me.

I’d never given it any thought. I considered that the question might be what Hitchcock referred to as “a leg pull.”

I answered, “Only if I saw the fish’s passport.”

“I only eat Dover sole caught by a net, not by a hook,” he said. “Have you ever seen a fish with a hook in its mouth?” He squeezed his lips together and twisted his face like a fish with a hook in its mouth. I assumed he was referring to the pain inflicted on the fish, but I wondered, how did he know if the fish was really caught in a net?

Hitchcock was extremely proud of his wine cellar. He enjoyed the acquisition of great wine and brandy, some of it bought to drink, and some of it to have and hold with the instinct of the passionate collector.

He told me that he had “authentic Napoleonic brandy, bottles of wine from the nineteenth century, and dazzling vintages from the 1920s.”

“Do you drink these?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” he said, “I could never do that. Those bottles are really irreplaceable. The responsibility for drinking one is too great. It might be the last bottle in the world of its kind. Then, there is the possibility that the actual taste would not live up to the taste buds in my mind. And then, too, perhaps I don’t feel I deserve it.”

I was shown around the rest of the house, a lovely home, but considered modest by Bel Air standards. I recognized Liberty of London fabrics. “We don’t have to move to a bigger house,” Hitchcock said. “I do not enjoy the process of moving. I find it like enduring a sickness.

“It’s the work that’s important. I’ve made films people enjoyed, and I didn’t wish to prove myself with a bigger house. I like to use words such as cozy and snug when I describe my home.”

Hitchcock’s art collection was impressive, including paintings by artists who hung not only in the Hitchcock home, but also in the great museums of the world. His favorite artist was Klee, and Alma’s, Utrillo. His favorite sculptor was Rodin, and he was proud to own a work of his. Hitchcock’s own drawings bore a certain resemblance to those of Klee.

During his teens and early twenties, Hitchcock had eagerly visited art museums. At first he went to museums as an art school assignment, but very quickly these visits became one of his favorite pastimes on a Sunday or whenever he had a few hours free. “They also sent us to a railway terminal to sketch people, which I liked even better.”

Hitchcock said that if he had become an artist rather than having gone into films, he would have been an abstract painter only because he didn’t feel he would have been able to master the technique required by representational art. Ideally, he would have liked to have been a sculptor, like Rodin.

Being interested in dream and fantasy in art, he was fascinated by the idea of having Salvador Dali create a fantasy dream sequence in Spellbound. As it turned out, most of Dali’s work was not used in the film.

“Very early, I was immensely struck by the Symbolists. For a time, I had Symbolist dreams.”

Hitchcock said he felt privileged to be able to afford the work of Rouault, Dufy, Vlaminck, Rodin, Klee, de Chirico, and other famous twentieth-century artists, but he selected only pictures he enjoyed living with, the kind about which he could make up stories. “Klee could have made good storyboards, you know.

“Mrs. H. and I never acquired a painting unless it was liked by both of us.” For a time, they had a mystery drawing hanging on their wall. “It was much admired. There was no signature. It was the work of our daughter, Pat, when she was a child.”

As a young man standing in long queues to see a painting, he never dreamed that one day he would simply look up in his own home and enjoy a glance at a great painting. “They become a part of you.”

Along with the paintings, there were first editions by George Bernard Shaw and James Barrie, the complete works of William Shakespeare and of Somerset Maugham. He prized an edition of Juno and the Paycock, which had been given to him by Sean O’Casey when Hitchcock was making a film version of the play.

He showed me some dishes.

“Do you remember these?”

I did, because I also had admired the dishes at the Plaza Athénée hotel when we had dinner there.

“I asked at the hotel if I could buy some of the dishes from them,” Hitchcock continued. “I had in mind a demitasse or two. A few weeks after we returned home, several cartons arrived from Paris. They had sent a whole set, and no bill. They said it was their gift to us.”

When my taxi arrived, Hitchcock walked with me to the door, where the driver was waiting. Raising his voice so the driver could hear, Hitchcock said, “Don’t worry about the blood. I’ll wash off what’s left, and then I’ll get rid of the knife. Don’t worry about the body. I’ll see that it’s discreetly disposed of. But do check your clothes for bloodstains. Blood spattered on the wall like catsup on a hamburger bun.”

The driver showed no concern. I wondered if he recognized Alfred Hitchcock.

When the taxi dropped me off, I gave the driver the fare and a tip. He returned the tip. I said, “That’s for you!” When there was no response, I realized that Hitchcock’s performance had been wasted. The driver wasn’t really English-speaking.

 

“EVERY DAY IS A GIFT, which is why we call it the present.”

Alfred Hitchcock said this to director King Vidor and me just before the March 7, 1979, American Film Institute gala honoring Hitchcock. We had stopped to speak with him as he waited to enter the Beverly Hilton ballroom for his tribute evening.

Vidor and I sat down next to Hitchcock, who apologized for not rising, because he couldn’t. “Please accept that I have risen in spirit,” he said.

“It’s your night, Hitch,” Vidor said. “You ought to be feeling great.”

“Knees. It’s all about knees. My knees aren’t what they used to be—even what they were yesterday.

“The problem is, I had to bring along a friend. Well, not exactly a friend, more of a constant companion. Arthur Ritis.”

Besides the pain, Hitchcock was apprehensive about his entrance, afraid his knees would fail him at the moment he had to walk through the audience to his table, that he would fall and be mortified. “Worse than dying,” he said. “Worse even than forgetting to button your fly. I shouldn’t have accepted. It’s like Jamaica Inn. Walking the plank, you know.”

“But if you felt this way, why did you accept?” Vidor asked.

“I didn’t feel like this on the day I accepted. I did it for Alma. I wanted her to see all of these people here because of our films. I wanted to go home with her afterwards and see the look in her eyes. That was what I most looked forward to. The best part of the evening will be when we are back at home together and all of this is behind us. We’ll sit and talk about it in the old way, sharing. Another memory for our old age.

“I want to tell everyone how important she has been, not only in my life, but to the Hitchcock films. They are hers, too. And I thought it might be the last time Alma and I could go together to an event like this, my last opportunity to pay public tribute to her.”

“You’re lucky to have had that kind of marriage,” Vidor said. “It didn’t work out that way for me.”

“I hope I won’t embarrass the Madame by not being able to stand up.”

“I wish they’d do it for me, an evening like this,” Vidor said, trying to cheer Hitchcock, and also telling the truth.

“I hope they do it for you while you’re still able to enjoy it.”

“They’d better hurry!” Vidor, though in better health, was even older than Hitchcock. “Well, at least you’ll get a good dinner.”

“I could never eat at a time like this, with everyone watching me. I had a ground steak earlier at home with Mrs. H.”

“It’s my favorite meal,” Vidor said. “Do you know where you can get the best hamburger in town?”

“My house,” Hitchcock answered.

“I’d like to invite you for lunch, Hitch, at my favorite restaurant, Hamburger Hamlet. And they have a good roll and French fries.”

“I’d like to invite you to my house for the greatest beef you ever tasted, but Alma hasn’t been well. When she feels better, we can go to Chasen’s. That’s our favorite restaurant.”

Alma was seated with Cary Grant at the honoree’s table as Hitchcock entered. Grant was there to assist Hitchcock, should it be necessary. Everyone in the ballroom rose except Alma, who was so small, she could scarcely be seen. Her hair and makeup artfully done, she had hoped to wear high heels, but needed the support of heavier shoes.

Weakened after a series of strokes, it was only with great force of will that she had succeeded in being there at all. Unlike her nervous husband, she had looked forward with enthusiasm to the evening. She watched intently as he entered and inched his way toward her through an audience that included some of the most famous and powerful names in Hollywood. It was as if she were taking every step with him, so great was her empathy.

John Houseman introduced Ingrid Bergman, who was the mistress of ceremonies for the evening. Speaking from the stage were Anthony Perkins, Janet Leigh, James Stewart, and François Truffaut, and from the audience, Teresa Wright, Pat Hitchcock O’Connell, Norman Lloyd, Sidney Bernstein, Victor Saville, Jane Wyman, Edith Head, Rod Taylor, Vera Miles, Ernest Lehman, Tippi Hedren, Sean Connery, Judith Anderson, and Cary Grant.

During the program, some of the tension Hitchcock had been feeling seemed to lift, and he and Alma appeared to enjoy the evening, especially as the end drew near. The strain of the intense scrutiny was nearly over.

Ingrid Bergman came onstage and spoke directly to Hitchcock. “Now, there’s just one little thing I’d like to add before we finish this evening. Do you remember that agonizing shot when you had built some kind of elevator? It was a basket or something with you and the cameraman, and you were shooting this vast party in Notorious, and you came zooming down with your elevator and your poor pull-focus man, all the way down, into my hand, where you saw the key in a close-up. So, that was from an extreme long shot to close-up, just the key that we saw. You know what? Cary stole that key after the scene, and then he kept it for about ten years. And one day, he put it in my hand, and he said, ‘I’ve kept this long enough. Now, it’s for you for good luck.’ I have kept it for twenty years, and in this very same hand, there is the key.

“It has given me a lot of good luck and quite a few good movies, too. And now, I’m going to give it to you with a prayer that it will open some very good doors for you, too. God bless you, dear Hitch. I’m coming to give you the key.”

Bergman left the stage and walked past the tables to where Hitchcock was seated. When she reached him, he rose, unassisted, though not without difficulty. He accepted the key, and they embraced tenderly in what was an emotional moment for both.

Ingrid Bergman was also ill, and there was only a little time remaining for them to be together.

After the show ended, I was standing near Ingrid Bergman and Cary Grant as they chatted. “Was that really the same key we used in the film?” I heard her ask him.

Grant smiled and shrugged.

 

HILTON GREEN, longtime professional associate of Hitchcock, was there with his wife. Although Green had worked on Alfred Hitchcock Presents, Psycho, and Marnie, his wife had never met the great director.

“I kept my family away,” Green told me. “I thought that was the right thing to do. But the AFI function was all over, and my wife said, ‘I want to meet him.’

“I said, ‘No, this is not the appropriate time.’ Mr. H. was at a table, ringside, down there with Mr. and Mrs. Wasserman, and Cary Grant, and Alma. They were all at the same table, and I said, ‘You’re not going down there with that group.’

“She said, ‘I’m going to go and meet him.’ I didn’t know what to do.

“I’ll never forget. Cary Grant was in the middle of telling a story. Hitchcock was seated and I walked up behind him, and all I did was put my hand on his shoulder. He turned and looked up, and he interrupted Cary Grant, and said, ‘Hilton.’

“I said, ‘I don’t want to interrupt,’ and he said, ‘Please, please.’ I said, ‘No, I just want you to meet my wife.’

“And he said, ‘The Madame is here? Ah! you’ve kept me away from her for so long!’ And he struggled to get up, with a great effort.

“I said, ‘Don’t get up, don’t get up.’

“He said, ‘Of course I’m going to get up.’ And he did. He turned and kissed my wife’s hand and said it was a wonderful pleasure to finally meet the Madame.”

 

THE LUNCH WITH KING VIDOR at Hamburger Hamlet never happened.

The AFI event was the last time I saw Alfred Hitchcock.
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ALFRED HITCHCOCK turned a small boy’s fear into that incredible body of work,” Robert Boyle, colleague and friend of Alfred Hitchcock said.

That small boy, Alfred Joseph Hitchcock, was born at the very end of Queen Victoria’s reign, and he grew up during the Edwardian era. He would bring to the motion picture screen his own personal sensibilities and intelligence, shaped by a time we can only envision in faded photographs and flickering films.

The third and last child of William and Emma Jane Whelan Hitchcock, Alfred, was born on August 13, 1899, a Sunday, in Leytonstone, at the edge of London’s East End. Hitchcock told me that it was remembered in his family that the day was a Sunday, “because it was one of the only Sundays in my mother’s life that she missed church.” The family’s store is gone, but Hitchcock’s early life in Leytonstone is commemorated by a mosaic picture of him as a child and scenes from his films on the walls of the local tube station.

The Hitchcocks’ first son, William, had been born in 1892, three years after their marriage, and their daughter, Ellen Kathleen, called “Nellie,” in 1896. “I was told,” Hitchcock said, “that as a baby and small child I never cried. Even then, I didn’t engage in the negative waste of energy. I have always looked upon that kind of behavior in public as a loss of control, not to mention dignity.

“Since my brother and sister were so much older, they didn’t have much interest in me when I was growing up, so I had myself almost entirely to myself. I used my freedom to draw pictures and to watch life pass in front of my father’s store.”

Very early, young Alfred became fascinated by the traffic on the High Road, at that time, mainly horse-drawn vehicles. “There was quite a horsey smell, in fact, you might say an overwhelming stench. There was also a lot of noise from the horse’s hooves and carriage wheels. I think it was the beginning of my lifelong interest in travel.

“As a boy, I knew I wanted to travel just as soon as I could. If you are lucky enough to travel when you’re young, everything you see becomes a part of you on which you can draw all through life.”

Early in the twentieth century, the horse-drawn streetcars that passed through Leytonstone were replaced by new electric trams. “I remember their tracks and sparking trolley wire, before they put it underground, coming from somewhere and going to somewhere else, rapidly transporting people to places I could only imagine. And the street smelled better.

“When I was no more than six years of age, perhaps younger, I did something that my father considered worthy of reprimand. I don’t recall the particular transgression, but at that tender age, it could hardly have been such a serious offense.

“My father sent me to the local constabulary with a note. The police officer on duty read it and then led me down a long corridor to a jail cell where he locked me in for what seemed hours, which was probably five minutes. He said, ‘This is what we do to naughty boys.’

“I have never forgotten those words. I have, ever since, gone to any length to avoid a repetition of that kind of experience, loss of control to authority. I have never enjoyed surprises, even good ones, because they make me feel out of control.

“I can still hear the clanging of the cell door behind me.

“I’ve always said I didn’t remember why I was punished, but I think it was because earlier that day, late in the afternoon, I’d followed the tram tracks. I hadn’t gone very far when it started to get dark, and I lost my way. Realizing I would be late for dinner, I hurried home. My father had been forced to wait for his dinner, although I certainly would have been happier for him to have gone ahead without me. In later years, I considered perhaps he was angry because he was worried about me.

“Even before that, I was never a little boy who wanted to grow up and be a policeman. Indeed, policemen have always frightened me, the British bobby being the most frightening. That may come from my youthful trauma, or perhaps it’s simply because British policemen were the first I saw when I was young, and thus they seem more policemen than the rest. I think they seem more sinister because they are so polite, all those good manners!”

The Hitchcocks were Catholics, a minority in Leytonstone, as in England. “Just being Catholic,” Hitchcock said, “meant you were eccentric.” The ceremony of the weekly Sunday mass impressed young Alfred, though in later life he described himself as “neglectfully religious.” His mother was of Irish descent. His father was descended from a long line of English Catholics.

William Hitchcock was a wholesale and retail greengrocer and fruiterer who had a store in Leytonstone and who dealt with the market at Covent Garden. “When I was shooting exteriors for Frenzy in London,” Hitchcock said, “a very old man came up to me who told me he remembered my father when he bought and sold vegetables at Covent Garden.

“Some of my happiest memories were on the rare occasions when my father took me with him to the countryside. He would buy a whole field of cabbages and that sort of thing.

“My parents didn’t require me to work in the store, as my older brother and sister did. Perhaps I disappointed my father because I never showed any interest in his business and no inclination to follow him into it. I could not imagine how a wilted lettuce leaf could be of such concern to him.

“Though my father made a comfortable living as a greengrocer, dealing in perishables contributed to a certain feeling of insecurity in our family. My father had a conservative nature, but his occupation put him in the position of being a speculator. In a way, it’s not so different from my own field. Though I am in no way a gambler by nature, the endeavor I have chosen as my life’s work has put me in a position not so different from that of my father—a speculator in perishables. But no one in our family ever went hungry. That’s the advantage of being the child of a vegetable and fruit dealer.

“My mother was a homemaker, as they say. It was her full-time career, as was the accepted custom in those days. I don’t remember ever coming home and not finding her there.

“Our house was always perfectly kept. Immaculate. I took it for granted. My mother was meticulous about our home and her person. She never left the house without presenting herself at her best, her posture, her demeanor, her dress, her shoes, perfectly polished, a well-kept handbag, inside as well as outside, and gloves whenever possible. I have always admired a lady who wears gloves.

“Ingrid [Bergman] wore gloves, and I thought it very sexy, the way she took them off. I always thought it was more sexy if a woman revealed her secrets gradually, rather than indulging in overexposure.

“My mother was well groomed and properly attired, even when she was cleaning our home. She would put on a big white apron that was spotless and had a starched ruffle, covering everything but her sleeves.

“She was not a complainer. I never heard her complain. She was also not a gossip. I never heard her speak badly about anyone. Her concern was entirely for her family. She did not have women friends dropping over. At the time that did not seem unusual to me. I observed the same thing about my wife. They had full lives and did not need more.

“My mother was a good cook. My father brought home the best greens and even some imported luxury fruit he might have spotted on his visit to the Covent Garden Market. Fresh milk was delivered to our house.

“I liked to shop with my mother on the High Road and especially to visit the bakery where I was always given a free cookie or two. The bakery had the most wonderful aromas. Like perfume. Lemon Cake Number 5. Guerlain Ginger Biscuit.

“My mother liked to cook, but she didn’t care about baking, so our kitchen did not have the same delightful scents as the High Road bakery. I was able to fully enjoy the experience because it was before I ever heard the word ‘diet.’ Plumpness in very small children was considered ‘cute’ and even a sign of good health. It reflected well on the parents and their prosperity, and showed they were taking good care of their child.

“I remember my father going to work in a dark suit with a very white starched shirt and a dark tie. I never saw him when he wasn’t clean-shaven. It wasn’t for the cabbages. It was a matter of self-respect.

“My parents loved the theater and took me with them, whenever my father could be free, and that very much influenced my life. I could feel how much they enjoyed it. I did, too, and I never forgot those green-lit villains in the melodramas, accompanied by sinister music. The heroine always had rosy-pink light to help her to be more beautiful and pure.”

Very early, other children made fun of the way young Alfred looked, one of them telling him he was “funny-looking.” He went home and looked in the mirror. He turned to check his profile. His mother saw him doing it.

“Do you think I look funny?” he asked her.

“You’ll outgrow it,” she said. It wasn’t the answer he was hoping to hear. “I didn’t outgrow it,” Hitchcock said. “I just outgrew. No one wants to be fat. That’s a universal. With a small u.”

His pudgy, overweight appearance, his lack of interest in the games the other children played, and little athletic ability, isolated him and led to his development of more solitary interior interests. As a boy, “I led an active inner life. The other boys judged everyone on their outer lives. I may not have been athletic, but I was well coordinated.” Hitchcock said that he rather came to enjoy not having to participate in games he considered a waste of time. In those first years, his mother was his best and only companion.

“My mother was so consistently there for me, I took her presence for granted, which is a very good thing for a child. I felt I was her favorite.

“I wasn’t a popular type, so I was forced to live in my imagination, and I believe that helped me to develop my creative resources. I don’t need much stimulation from the outside world.

“There are internal people and external people. External people are more likely to spend or waste their creative resources. They are constantly faced with temptations that did not come my way. It was an advantage that the homely, less popular child has. I was forced to develop my interior self, not be dependent on the others. Then my work brought me a kind of appreciation, even love, you might say, that I never expected. Perhaps that made it all sweeter, the cream on the bun.

“My private person, the real me, is a very shy person, not at all the public impression,” he told me. “The man is not different from the boy. To understand me, you have to accept that I’m really, truly shy, you know, and I have been so all of my life. When you start out that way as a child, it’s rare that you lose it. I certainly didn’t. As a child, I found solace in my mother’s company, and in my own.”

A childhood passion he could pursue alone was collecting anything to do with travel, especially tram and omnibus maps. “I kept my collections of maps, timetables, schedules, tickets, and transfers in an orderly, careful way. I liked to see each thing in its place and in perfect condition.”

He imagined himself traveling every route, and then he set out to do just that. This interest was then extended to other cities. “I’d never been on the New York subway,” he said, “but the first time I visited New York, I felt I could have traveled anywhere in the city because I had memorized every line.”

He collected maritime schedules. “The magical moment in any journey,” he told me, “is that first moment the ship or the train departs. It’s as if you’re already a thousand miles away from where you started. I never get the same feeling with air travel.”

Hitchcock disliked the names Alfred and Joseph, and was soon known as “Hitch” to his classmates. Later in life, he was known to say to people he met, though not to women, “Call me Hitch, without a cock.”

Hitchcock’s education in Catholic schools left a lasting impression on him, particularly the Jesuit school, St. Ignatius. “What did I learn in Jesuit school? A consciousness of good and evil, that both are always with me. They taught me control, organization, discipline, and that I did not like to get a tanning, which was something I didn’t need to go to school to learn.

“The threat of corporal punishment was worse than the actual experience. I couldn’t escape the threat of it no matter how careful I was.”

Hitchcock speculated that having this fear of punishment always hanging over him may have contributed to his “ticking bomb” theory of suspense in cinema, that it wasn’t the explosion, but the threat of the explosion that created the suspense. He also learned that a sense of the forbidden and of sin makes everything more fascinating.

“My childhood was not an unhappy one, nor was it happy. At that time, I didn’t have a strongly defined sense of happiness. I was more aware of good and evil, of right and wrong.”

Reading was one of Hitchcock’s favorite activities during his childhood, and books continued to influence him throughout his life. “I was much impressed by Edgar Allan Poe, G. K. Chesterton, and by the English ‘shockers,’ such as John Buchan. I became acquainted with Conan Doyle, Wilkie Collins, and Dickens when I was very young. My favorite Dickens was Great Expectations. In Collins’s and Dickens’s Victorian world, to murder someone was an unspeakable crime, an attitude which stayed with me. Even in murder mysteries, it is important not to waste human life. People cannot just be thrown away.

“I learned from Poe that you could experience all of the emotions and physical sensations of being afraid without yourself being in any physical danger, though after reading him, I didn’t like to go immediately into the dark.

“I don’t know if a night in my early childhood when I woke up alone in the blackness was the start of my childhood fear of the dark, or if I already had it.

“I called out, but no one came. The entire house was dark and I couldn’t find my parents.

“Then they returned. It seemed that on a warm summer evening, my parents had gone for a short walk. There was a maid somewhere about, but I didn’t know that. I suppose I was about four. My dislike of the dark has stayed with me. It represented the unknown, while my preference has always been for the familiar. One never knows what could be lurking in the darkness. One does not wish to know.”

Not all of Hitchcock’s fears were physical. “One of my greatest fears has always been that of making a fool of myself in public. An embarrassing moment. I think of it as open-fly phobia. What I consider to be my greatest fear of all is—to know the future.”

Joining with his three brothers, who were fishmongers, William Hitchcock was able to expand his business. The Hitchcocks were comfortable, but there was always lingering tension about money, about future security, which the young Hitchcock couldn’t understand. “Only later, I realized what great pressure there was on my father. He worked those very long hours and didn’t show the strain, until one day he died.”

On December 14, 1914, William Hitchcock died of a heart attack at age fifty-two. “My father was always away,” Hitchcock said, “except for his Sunday morning attendance at church and our visits to the theater. It was only after he died that I realized he was never home, because he was out there working hard for us, his family.

“My father never seemed carefree, except at the theater. I think he worried a lot. Selling produce that can spoil in a day must be nerve-wracking.”

The death of his father forced Hitchcock to find a career. His older brother took over the family business, and Alfred was asked what he would like to be. “I said maybe I would like to be an engineer, so I was sent to a school of engineering and navigation. I took courses in mechanical drawing, electricity, and other aspects of engineering, and I gained a great deal of practical knowledge in the shop courses that helped me later in film work. It was quite a program they had. I could have become a blacksmith, but I think I made a better choice for myself. It was the draftsman training that eventually got me a job as an art director.

“I’d always liked to draw, and I took evening art classes at the University of London. It was suggested that we students visit museums, and I found the museums wonderful.”

Hitchcock went to work at the W. T. Henley Telegraph and Cable Company where he was at first employed in a clerical position. He got the job because he knew something about electricity, and also because during World War I, there was a labor shortage. He quickly tired of ohms and volts, and began visiting the advertising department where the supervisor let him do some layouts for ads. They liked what he did, so he began designing ads and brochures. He helped design Henley’s employee magazine, and even wrote for it.

Hitchcock’s short story, “Gas,” appeared in the first issue of the Henley Social Club Magazine. Hitchcock described it as being “about an unfortunate young Englishwoman who goes to Paris and is kidnapped by a gang of cutthroats, robbed, and then tossed into the Seine. At the end of the story, we learn that she dreamed it all under anesthetic at the dentist’s office.”

Hitchcock already had some idea of who he was, who he wanted to be, and how he wanted to live. While a few of his thriftier co-workers carried lunch pails or bagged lunches, most preferred a communal break at the local pub. Standing up while eating never appealed to Hitchcock, who selected a restaurant which not only served good food but, as he recalled, “had very clean fine linen napkins.” He had a lifelong appreciation of table linen, china, crystal, and silver. After lunch, he would smoke one cigar, the best he could afford, considering the straitened circumstances at home after his father’s death and the need for him to contribute part of his salary.

He did not remember feeling lonely at that time, and he never minded eating alone. “Besides, I didn’t earn enough money to pay for two.”

Hitchcock wanted to fit in with his co-workers while not really sharing their interests. “I had too much to do, my solitary pursuits, which were of much greater interest to me.”

He chose to protect himself from rejection. “I have always been uncommonly unattractive. Worse yet, I have always known it. The feeling has been with me so long, I cannot imagine what it would be like not to feel that way.”

Hitchcock was too young to fight in the Great War until it was nearly over, but as soon as he was eighteen, he immediately went to take his physical. He was rejected, which he said was a blow.

“It shouldn’t have been such a shock. They didn’t say what was wrong with me, but I think they just didn’t like the way I looked. I’m an upside-down cake. I was very healthy, but I believe they thought I would have been a disgrace to the uniform.

“They would have had to make my uniform to order because they didn’t have any that came in my shape. My legs are too small for my body. I suppose they thought I wouldn’t have been able to charge into battle, or even out of it.”

He joined the volunteer corps of the Royal Engineers, which didn’t require a uniform, and which met to practice home defense.

“I was deeply interested in movies from childhood, well before I became involved with them. Deeply interested. They were a passion of mine. I didn’t read fan magazines. Stars were of no interest to me. Later, I understood better why. I read the trade papers and technical journals.

“I saw films that looked like someone had set up a camera in front of a stage, especially the British films. I’d be over the moon with the Frenchman Georges Méliès. I was thrilled by the movies of D. W. Griffith and the early French director Alice Guy.”

In 1919, Hitchcock read in the trade papers about a Hollywood company—Famous Players-Lasky, which eventually became Paramount—setting up a branch in London at the Islington Studios. “It was important in my life,” Hitchcock said, “both as Famous Players-Lasky and later as Paramount.”

He applied for a position at the studio with an elaborate portfolio he had put together while at Henley. “Someone I knew, knew someone who knew what their first film was going to be. Actually, at the time, the plan was only tentative, but fortunately, I didn’t have that excess of information to hinder me. It was an occasion where what I didn’t know was as important as what I did know. I rushed out and bought The Sorrows of Satan, a Victorian novel, and stayed up much of the night for several nights, not something I ever liked to do.

“It was rather unfair to Henley because I was pretty tired on the job, but I did all of my work. I was utterly conscientious. When I completed all the main titles, I called Famous Players-Lasky for an appointment. Another thing I didn’t think about, due to my youth, lack of experience, and perhaps stupidity, was that I didn’t know the script or the scenes, and what I was offering would only be useful if they let it shape their film. It was presumptuous of me, but I didn’t even know it.

“‘You can have these free,’ I said. My enthusiasm was taken in the best spirit. My drawings, which I knew were good, were praised, and the confirmation of what they said was they offered me a part-time job. So, my first job in the film world was as a writer and designer of titles for silent films.”

The movies, then being silent, required full-screen titles, called intertitles, whenever there was dialogue, and Hitchcock’s job was to adorn the titles with artwork as well as to select the type. Hitchcock was so fascinated by the film studio, he volunteered to do other jobs as well, becoming what he described as “a kind of third assistant at a time when they didn’t have third assistants.”

He was spending so much time there, they thought he was a full-time employee. When they realized he wasn’t, they asked him if he would consider leaving his job and coming to work for them full-time. It didn’t take much persuasion. He quit his job at Henley and went to work at Famous Players-Lasky. Later, Hitchcock always said proudly, “I was American-trained in film, you know,” because he had worked first for an American company in England. “I got a pittance, but I didn’t know it, so I was very happy.”

From 1920 until 1922, he designed intertitles for films, as well as doing other tasks. “I was the first to pick up a piece of paper from the floor and deposit it in a wastebasket, even though officially I was employed in the editorial department. I did whatever odd job had to be done around the office, while spending as much time as I could in the studio watching the films being shot, sometimes even doing the work of an assistant director without benefit of title. I was very happy in my work.

“At that time, the American scriptwriters were all women, and I learned screenplay writing from them. There were many opportunities at that time for women to work in films. This kind of sedentary work was considered appropriate for women, like sewing. When films became more important, these positions were no longer readily available to women.”

By 1922, the American company had become discouraged with their British venture, and decided to phase it out, renting the Islington Studios to independent producers. One of them, Seymour Hicks, a well-known actor-playwright, rented the studio to film his own successful stage play, Always Tell Your Wife. In the middle of shooting, Hicks had an argument with his director, Hugh Croise, and fired him, intending to direct the rest of the picture himself. As his assistant, he hired Hitchcock.
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